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			To my family, who have helped me survive multiple redneck holidays
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			Holidays can be fraught with stress and emotional land mines even without one family member becoming a vampire.

			—Not So Silent Night: Creating Happy and Stress-Free Holidays with Newly Undead Family Members

			My gingerbread man had fangs.

			Why did my gingerbread man have fangs?

			I glanced over to Miranda Puckett, undead transportation specialist extraordinaire, who refused to take her eyes off the highway. “Your sister’s really excited about you coming home for Christmas, Gigi,” she said, wincing a little. “And she’s worried that you’re not eating enough. That is an obsessive planner’s idea of road-trip snacks.”

			“But were the fangs really necessary?” I asked, waving the vampire gingerbread man at her.

			I shifted the enormous gift basket of Yuletide vampire-themed goodies that Iris had sent with Miranda, who’d been dispatched on a rare daytime car trip to pick me up from the University of Kentucky. She’d even worn her little black chauffeur cap and a black blazer over her jeans to complete the charade. Several of my dorm mates had been super impressed that my family sent a private car for me, particularly when I hadn’t been home to Half-Moon Hollow for a visit so far this semester. I’d even spent Thanksgiving break with my boyfriend, Ben, and his family. Rumors of my being a relationless waif would be squelched by the time we moved back into the dorm in January.

			Miranda shrugged, tossing waves of caramel-colored hair over her shoulder. “Tess seemed to think so. Once she starts piping icing, you don’t really want to get in the way. But bear in mind, Iris is already planning a big Christmas candy exchange for later this week. You, me, Jane, Andrea, Iris, Tess, and Jolene, melting butter and sugar all night long. The boys will be doing something manly that will put Jamie’s emergency bail fund to use.”

			The list of invited guests, all ladies Iris had grown close to as she became more involved in the Hollow’s undead community, made me smile. Oddly enough, my closest friend was Jane’s vampire childe, Jamie Lanier, a former Half-Moon Hollow High classmate. Jamie and I had been thrown together a lot over the years—enough that we eventually persuaded Jane to help us establish an emergency bail fund for those “Guys’ Nights Gone Bad” planned by the vampire Dick Cheney. This level of planning already set us apart as the most mature beings in the group.

			“Ah, the complete gathering of supernatural super friends. But won’t making enormous batches of peanut butter fudge be sort of rough on people who get nauseated at the smell of food?” I asked.

			“Well, yeah, but your sister is trying to make this, quote, ‘the most normal Christmas possible,’ unquote.”

			I groaned, closing my eyes and thunking my head against the seat rest. “She broke out the Christmas village, didn’t she?”

			“Yes, she did.”

			When Iris was feeling nostalgic for our childhood Christmases, the village of tiny ceramic buildings, with their creepy, slightly cross-eyed citizens, would mysteriously materialize on the entryway table.

			“She wants to make this special for you, Geeg.”

			I sighed, settling back into my seat. Right, she was trying to make this a special visit, because it was my first Christmas since she was turned into a vampire. My life was so weird. “So how is Iris doing, really?”

			Miranda brightened. “Under the circumstances, really well. To be honest, I think she’s wanted you to come home since the first night she rose, but she felt she needed time to adjust. Jamie has been a big help to her, believe it or not, as the most recently transformed vampire in our little circle.”

			Iris had put off her transition to vampirism as long as she could, waiting until I had a firm start in college and her business was stable enough to take on new employees and daytime managers. In the meantime, she’d planned a beautiful, small ceremony in our garden for her wedding to her vampire beau, Cal, and used my departure for freshman year to take an extended honeymoon. But over the summer, while I was doing an internship in Nashville, their agreed-upon “deadline” arrived. Cal turned my sister with what was probably the most gentle, painless vampire bite ever recorded. And I hadn’t seen her since.

			Iris was so worried that she would go vampire-wild and bite me that she wouldn’t allow me to come near her. Despite the fact that Jane and Andrea had made their changes without headline-grabbing feeding frenzies, she insisted on extra “resistance training” from Cal and Collin, Miranda’s boyfriend, to help her ignore the temptation of humans and their delicious blood. She would not see me until she could be sure that I was safe. She proved that when she withdrew my invitation for Thanksgiving at the last minute because she had a panic attack after exposure to raw turkey made her mouth water.

			Considering that she’d sent Miranda to fetch me, I could only assume either that Iris was confident in her control or that the idea of my spending Christmas away from home made her feel like the worst parent figure in the world.

			Iris was more of a mother to me than a sibling. Our parents died in a car accident when I was twelve. After a disastrous attempt to try to blend me into her life in the big city, Iris gave up college and the career she had planned to bring me back to Half-Moon Hollow and live in our parents’ old house. She even started Beeline, a “daytime concierge service” and event-planning business for vampires, so her schedule would be flexible enough to work with mine.

			I knew exactly how hard Iris worked to keep our parents’ house, to feed me, to make me feel like I had some sort of normal life. There were times when I practically choked on my own guilt, seeing the dark circles under her eyes and the worry-bitten nails. I resented her sometimes, for making me feel that way, for taking our parents’ place. And then I realized what a stupid reaction that was, and I went through the whole guilt cycle again.

			I was happy that she’d found Cal, quite literally. She tripped over him coming into his kitchen while dropping off a service contract at his house. Cal, an investigator who occasionally worked for the Council, made her happy. He made her feel loved, just for her, not for what she did for him. And now he had made sure she would never age, never die. I had to love him for that alone.

			I had no moral objections to Iris being turned. I knew that Cal and Jane claimed that their personalities didn’t change much from their human days—something I found sort of horrifying in Dick’s case. More than anything, I worried that there wouldn’t be room for me in her new life. It wasn’t just a case of new hours or a new diet. Her whole life had changed. She was more now—more powerful, more dangerous. And I was just a human. How could Joh n Hughes movie nights with her baby sister compare with late-night vampire shenanigans?

			I flipped down the visor mirror and pressed my fingers to the dark circles under my eyes. Between that and the pale skin, the pouty and slightly dry lips, the sloppily pinned-up dark brown hair, and cheekbones that were just a little exaggerated from recent stress-based weight loss, I was starting to look like a Tim Burton character.

			I pulled a small pink bottle out of my suitcase and immediately commenced moisturizing.

			I had to stop worrying, I told myself as I rubbed the un-Burtonizing lotion into my face. Iris loved me. Cal loved me. We would make this work. I was only fixating on family issues to keep myself from thinking about my other issues.

			“Rough finals week, huh?” Miranda said, patting my shoulder sympathetically.

			Yeah, finals. Right. I was worried about grades. That sounded plausible. I nodded.

			Miranda gave my shoulder a light squeeze. “Well, close your eyes and rest, hon. We’ve got a few hours before we get home, and I have an audiobook I can listen to. Or if you want, you can climb into the vampire cubby in the backseat and nap back there.”

			I capped the moisturizer and pretended to consider that tempting offer for a moment. “Hmm, sleeping in a mobile coffin. Thanks, but no thanks.”

			“All part of our state-of-the-art vampire transportation package.”

			Miranda served as director for Beeline’s transportation service, supervising three other drivers with specialized vampire-friendly vehicles capable of moving vampires around safely, whether across town or across the country. Iris still ran the wedding-planning division of Beeline but had slowly begun transitioning the daytime concierge duties to several assistants she’d hired over the last few years to prepare for her transition to “nighttime hours.”

			“I guess I should thank you for not offering use of the in-car blood warmer.” I snorted, plugged my headphones into my ears, and cranked up the more restful Florence and the Machine tunes. Even over the opening strains of “Seven Devils,” I could make out Miranda’s “Smartass!”
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			Hours later, Miranda was shaking me awake as we pulled into the driveway of my family’s Half-Moon Hollow home. The old farmhouse had started off as a small one-story structure, but the original owners had added rooms as their family grew. Iris had always been careful to keep up the exterior, with new gutters and fresh robin’s-egg-blue paint on the shutters whenever she could afford it. Of course, now that she had a well-off vampire husband with shadowy income sources and a vampire contractor in her circle of friends, she could afford to freshen the paint whenever she felt like it.

			Even with twilight’s purple shadows hovering over the yard, I could make out Iris’s winterized garden. In the summer, the house had looked like an English country cottage with fluffy crepe myrtle, dreamy blue hydrangea, and low-lying golden puddles of shrub verbena. But now all of her plants had been cut down to their “dormant” height, which was next to nothing, and she had supplemented the beds with evergreen shrubs and fanciful little decorative touches such as gazing balls and the wrought-iron fawn Cal and I had bought her for Mother’s Day.

			Iris got a little depressed over the winter months, not being able to go out and dig in the dirt. I wondered if this winter would be easier on her, knowing that really wasn’t an option anyway, what with her whole new “bursting into flames when exposed to daylight” issue.

			Probably not.

			Miranda helped me haul my bags to the porch and, to my surprise, followed me into the house. As soon as I’d shut the door and safely blocked out the last of the sun’s rays, Cal rushed out of the shadows in the recessed foyer, threw his arms around me, and left my feet dangling four inches off the floor.

			“Huhhh ngg,” I wheezed against Cal’s chest as he squeezed my little human lungs. I caught a glimpse of Miranda grinning at me over Cal’s shoulder as she headed toward the kitchen. “Hi, Cal.”

			“We missed you so much, Gigi,” Cal whispered. I smiled, rubbing my cheek against his old Clash T-shirt. Tall, dark, and badass, Cletus Calix was a veteran of the Trojan War, had a bronze short sword hidden on his person at all times, and was a heck of a hugger. “Now, tell me, how is school?” he asked, setting me on my feet.

			“Fine.”

			He grinned. “Really, truly fine, or ‘there are upsetting details I don’t want to share with you, beloved brother of mine’?”

			“Really, truly fine,” I promised.

			“The boy who was giving you trouble?”

			I raised an eyebrow. “Mysteriously stopped coming to class, and when I crossed paths with him in the student union a few weeks later, he turned and ran away like his creepy little pants were on fire. Oh, and then he dropped out of school.”

			Cal crossed his arms over his considerable pecs. “I can’t say that I am sad to hear that. I can only hope that he spends his ample free time contemplating the dangers of ignoring the word ‘no’ when a young woman refuses to date him.”

			“I don’t want to know what you threatened him with, do I?”

			“It wasn’t me,” Cal promised me, sounding astonishingly prim. “It was an associate . . . and he may have informed the little cretin that if he continued to harass you or any other lady unfortunate enough to cross his path, the vampire community would find a way to defy medical science and demonstrate cranial-rectal inversion.”

			“You told him you would stick his head up his own butt?”

			He nodded curtly. “Yes, we did.”

			I tilted my head, smiling up at him. “I sort of love you.”

			“You absolutely love me.”

			It was the kind of statement that would have made Mr. No Emotional Attachment freeze up and mutter to himself when we first met. And that made me love him all the more. So I hugged him again. “I do.”

			Cal patted my back, and I felt a strange little shudder in his chest, as if it was difficult for him to draw the breath that he didn’t actually need.

			“Are you going to cry?” I asked. “Please don’t. Your eyes go all gross and bloody when you cry.”

			“I might have, but I think you’ve ruined the moment.”

			I heard several cars outside pull to a stop in our driveway. Doors opened and slammed, followed by the sound of nimble footsteps clipping up to the porch. Miranda opened the door just wide enough for several moving-blanket-covered figures to dash inside.

			“What the?” The fact that Cal wasn’t shoving me behind him in a defensive stance indicated that he was expecting our guests.

			“Really, guys, I think the blankets were a little much,” Jane grumbled as she whipped hers off her head and tried to tame her chestnut hair. “There’s barely any daylight left.”

			“Miranda’s arrival text came at fifteen minutes before sunset, Jane,” her husband, Gabriel, said, pulling off his own blanket. “And with your rate of flammability, we shouldn’t take any chances.”

			“It’s not that bad,” Jane insisted.

			“Jane, you lit your sleeve on fire while carrying your mom’s birthday cake,” Dick Cheney said as he dropped his blanket, revealing a T-shirt that read, “Indifferent people, unite! . . . Maybe.”

			“She’s sixty-two. That’s a lot of candles.”

			“OK, but you lit your sleeve up twice,” Dick’s wife, Andrea, noted. I sort of wanted to be Andrea when I grew up. Always put together, always dressed in beautifully tailored, elegant dresses and shoes that made me drool, she reminded me of a redheaded January Jones. How she managed being married to a man whose entire wardrobe seemed to consist of mildly offensive and/or sarcastic T-shirts, I would never understand.

			“Yeah, yeah, Jane’s a klutz, but we love her anyway.” Jane’s childe and my old friend, Jamie, huffed, tossing his blanket at Gabriel and nearly side-tackling me in his urgency to hug me.

			This was the problem with teenage vampires. They occasionally acted like overgrown puppies with fangs. Although I’d just teased Cal for getting all emotional, I had to admit that I was getting a little misty myself. I’d missed my family, including my extended vampire “aunts and uncles” and whatever weird hybrid brother-friend-cousin I considered Jamie. Sure, we’d had Skype chats. Andrea and Jane sent care packages full of iTunes gift cards, Tess’s killer fudge brownies, and Tom Hiddleston DVDs. Collin and Gabriel used “helping Gigi with her history classes” as an excuse for calling to check up on me. Miranda and Dick sent wildly inappropriate e-mails detailing Jane’s and Jamie’s latest wacky antics. But it wasn’t the same as seeing them in person, their goofy expressions, their laughter, the way their banter bounced and volleyed. The people in Jane’s circle chose one another because they truly enjoyed the company, the conversation, the confusion that happened when they got together. It was loud and crazy, and sometimes someone got shot with a stray poisoned arrow, but it was never boring.

			“Hey, Dead Guy.” I laughed, wrapping my arms around Jamie’s neck. Jamie was the same blond, green-eyed, all-American boy he’d always been, down to the worn jeans and Half-Moon Hollow Howlers baseball shirt. All he was missing was the tan. It was a little weird, seeing him stuck forever at seventeen while I was about to turn twenty. Eventually, I would start to wrinkle and get gray streaks in my hair, but Jamie would always be frozen as his unusually handsome teenage self. My only consolation was that he was going to be carded forever.

			“Nerd Queen!” Jamie exclaimed, spinning me around. “Thank the Lord, you’re back! You have no idea what it’s like putting up with these stiffs when you’re not around.”

			Jane smirked as she lightly shoved Jamie out of the way so she could hug me. I loved this woman. If Andrea was my fashion role model, Jane was my verbal ninja master. I had happily studied at her feet for years as her smartass Padawan. “You know,” Jane said, “comments like that convince me that you’re not quite mature enough to move out on your own. You’re snarking yourself into living with your sire long-term. You’re going to be that guy who lives in his parents’ basement—forever.”

			Jamie shuddered. “And you wonder why I whistled a happy tune while I filled out my college applications.”

			“I whistled a happy tune while you filled out your college applications,” Gabriel muttered, making me giggle as he pressed a quick kiss to my cheek.

			After spending two semesters taking somewhat belated community college classes and proving that he could function in a classroom without devouring his classmates, Jamie was joining me at UK that fall. And his girlfriend, Ophelia Lambert, was not happy about the prospect of Jamie spending all of his time out of her sphere of influence. Moving to campus with him was not an option, as her position as head of the local Council for the Equal Treatment of the Undead demanded too much of her time. She was an unhappy girl all around. And according to the red-flagged e-mails Jane sent me, Ophelia seemed to be blaming me for her unhappiness, since I was the one who had helped Jamie through the application process. Which sort of sucked, since she had vampire powers and low impulse control and was quite possibly the most terrifying permanent teenager I had ever met.

			“I heard that,” Jamie yelled, tossing a glitter-dusted pinecone angel at Gabriel’s dark head.

			“I wanted you to,” Gabriel said, as an un-blanket-covered Sam Clemson walked through the door.

			I guessed the threat of daylight had finally passed, which sort of made Gabriel and Dick’s insistence on protecting Jane from herself that much funnier. But Gabriel had turned the poor woman after a drunk hunter mistook her for a deer and shot her; I supposed their concern for her well-being wasn’t unreasonable.

			Sam, a lanky, recently turned contractor with a broad, impish smile, raised his eyebrows at the pile of blankets on the foyer floor. “Was there a sleepover?” he asked, his big brown eyes twinkling with laughter that he had the good sense to hold in. Jane stared at the ceiling as if she was praying for patience as I gave Sam a big hug. And it wasn’t just because he was holding a takeout container from Tess’s restaurant, Southern Comforts, that I was 99 percent sure contained my favorite bacon-infused macaroni and cheese.

			Yes, that’s right. Sam, a vampire who couldn’t eat solid food because of a vampire’s lack of digestive enzymes, lived with a chef. Irony can be a real jerk sometimes.

			Rounding out our wacky cast of undead guest stars, Collin Sutherland poked his head through the door.

			“Was there a sleepover?” he asked, icy blue eyes narrowed slightly. “I don’t know whether to be hurt that I wasn’t invited or grateful that I wasn’t invited.”

			“That’s why you weren’t invited!” Miranda, his girlfriend, yelled from the kitchen.

			Collin and I weren’t in the “hug circle” of friendship yet, so I politely extended my hand, belatedly remembering that (1) a female-to-male handshake reach would be considered forward by a vampire who’d fought in the Revolutionary War, and (2) even if my feminist welcome gestures didn’t offend Redcoat sensibilities, Collin didn’t do handshakes. Collin was a psychic, able to see the potential futures of people he came into contact with. So he wasn’t a touchy-feely guy. Before Miranda had dragged him out into the world, he’d lived in relative seclusion in the woods for almost a hundred years.

			I pulled my hand back and ever so smoothly transitioned to the awkward half wave. “Welcome, Collin.”

			Collin smiled—in relief, I suppose, for not having to rudely reject gestures of friendship from his hosts’ kin.

			“What’s with all of the vampire guests?” I asked Cal. “Not that I mind the undead welcome wagon, but I just got home. Surely Iris isn’t having a party?”

			I looked up to Jamie. “Oh, no, is there some sort of crisis? What is it this time? Senior citizen vampires poisoning people with plants? Supernatural scavenger hunt? Megalomaniacal real estate developers going after Gabriel’s house this time?”

			“No, I think we’ve already done those,” Jamie said, shaking his head.

			“Also, tech nically, Gabriel’s house is mine,” Dick added.

			“We’re not having a crisis,” Cal insisted. “No more than usual, anyway. Iris just wanted some moral support.”

			“Moral support or backup in case she loses it and tries to make me into an appetizer?”

			Jamie wrinkled his nose. “Wow, super inappropriate, Gigi.”

			“Yes, you’re selling yourself short, Geeg, you’re at least a small entrée, like one of those microwavable pot pies,” Sam suggested.

			“So I’m frozen convenience food in this scenario?” I frowned. “That’s insulting.”

			“I can hear you, you know!” Iris yelled from upstairs.

			“Why is everybody making such a big deal out of this?” I asked Jane. “She’s had months to adjust. She’s been around humans since she was turned, and far as I know, she didn’t bite any of them. There would have been a news story or a tweet or something.”

			“It’s different being around the people we love for the first time,” Jane said. “And maybe I might have told her the story about trying to drain Zeb on my first night out. A few times. I told her the story several times.”

			I glared at her.

			She bit her bottom lip. “Sorry.”

			More glaring.

			“It’s a funny story!” she exclaimed. “Zeb stabbed me! A bunch of times. To comedic effect.”

			And yet more glaring.

			“Sorry,” she said again. “And I’ve tried to make up for it. From her first night, we worked with her on desensitizing her to human scents. Zeb and Miranda hung out here a lot, because Zeb is used to being our guinea pig by now. She took right to it, of course. And Jamie helped, sharing his little tricks on how to distract himself. She hasn’t had a single slip, but she still can’t relax. It’s like she thinks she can drill the thirst out of herself. She’s really nervous about this, Gigi. And if you freak out or reject her—”

			“I won’t,” I promised her.

			“It’s easy to say that,” Jane told me. “I’m not screwing around, Gigi. You’re going to have to put on some big-girl panties here.”

			“The big-girl panties are firmly in place.”

			“Good.” Jane pressed a large wooden stake into my hand. “Now, hold on to this.”

			“No!” I cried. “That’s crazy. Knowing my luck, one of us will stumble, and I’ll end up staking her. Iris, stop being the drama queen of the damned and get down here!”

			“Does she have the stake?” Iris called from the top of the stairs.

			“She won’t take the stake!” Jane said in a completely normal tone, knowing that Iris, with vampire superhearing, could hear us just fine from upstairs.

			“Make her take it!”

			“No!” I yelled.

			“Gladiola Grace Scanlon, I won’t come down there unless you have some way of defending yourself. Now, take the stake!”

			I winced at the use of my unfortunate birth name and shot Jamie a death glare when he snickered. “No using my full name, Iris, that’s not playing fair! Get down here!”

			“Fine.” I heard her sigh. “Jane, is everybody ready?”

			“Yes, we’re all at our stations. Come on down,” Jane told her. “I promise, it’s going to be OK, Iris.”

			Hearing Iris’s feather-light footsteps on the stairs, I turned, and my jaw dropped. Iris had always been pretty, even sweet-faced, with large, expressive, forget-me-not-blue eyes and the wild dark curls we’d both inherited from our parents. Now the hair that occasionally frizzed before was shiny and softly framed her face. Her eyes seemed darker and larger, bottomless and full of secrets. She was still Iris, the woman who’d baked for my school’s PTA fund-raisers and emergency-basted my prom dress at the last minute when I stepped on the hem. But now she was also otherworldly and dangerous, like one of the exotic poisonous plants she loved to study. 

			“Sis?” 

			When she smiled, two razor-sharp, blinding white fangs crept over her bottom lip. Flinching, she clapped her hand over her mouth.

			All the other vampires in the room snapped to attention at once. I felt Jamie step ever so slightly closer to me, his hands brushing my elbows, as if he would jerk me across the room to safety at a moment’s notice. Jane and Gabriel seemed especially tense, crouching expectantly on either side of Iris.

			I rolled my eyes. “She’s not a flipping serial killer. Calm down, everybody!” I reached out to take Iris’s hand. It was oddly cool to the touch, but it was the same. Her fingers curled around mine and squeezed gently. They had the same weight, the same old scars.

			“Hey, Geeg,” Iris whispered. 

			A little sob escaped my throat as I threw my arms around her neck and hugged her tight. Jane and Gabriel stepped closer, but I gave both of them the stink-eye over Iris’s shoulder.

			I closed my eyes tight as my big sister folded her arms around me. 

			“Hey, Iris. It’s good to be home.”
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			Gift exchanges with a vampire may require more thought on your part to avoid hurt feelings. Items to avoid include fruit-of-the-month-club memberships, tanning packages, and anything wooden and pointy.

			—Not So Silent Night: Creating Happy and Stress-Free Holidays with Newly Undead Family Members

			I really missed you . . . You smell like desperation and stale pizza,” Iris said, sniffing at my shirt.

			I stepped away from her. “Well, I live in a college dorm. If you’d sprung for an off-campus apartment, I’d smell like entitlement and illegally obtained booze.”

			Cal groaned and slid his hand over his face. “Which is why we didn’t spring for the off-campus apartment.”

			I glanced around to Collin and Sam, who were still eyeing Iris as if she was a headliner on Shark Week. “Oh, stand down, you goofballs.”

			Collin hesitated, but I thought it was more of a “not wanting to be bossed around by a human girl barely out of her teens” issue than it was concern for my safety. 

			I sighed. “Collin, use your Magic-Eight-Ball-ness. Do you see me getting attacked by any of the vampires in this room anytime soon?”

			Collin shook his head, glancing at Miranda. “It doesn’t always work that way.”

			“Also, he objects to the term ‘Magic-Eight-Ball-ness,’ ” Miranda noted. “But he’s too British to say so.”

			“It will put everybody at ease,” I told Collin. “Just a little peek to assure everyone that Iris isn’t about to go all Elizabeth Bathory on me.”

			Jamie snorted. “That would require you to be a virgin.”

			Every eye in the room turned on him, including mine, which were full-on glowering. 

			Jamie grinned awkwardly. “Which I know nothing about, because . . . Gigi . . . that . . .” He turned to Gabriel. “Elizabeth Bathory was a Hungarian noblewoman who believed she was a vampire and bathed in the blood of virgins to stay young. You were the one who insisted I take that vampire history class at the community college! And then you get upset when I manage to apply it.”

			“Oh, good gods, Collin, just look into the future so Jamie will stop talking!” Cal exclaimed.

			Collin’s eyes seemed to cloud over for a second, and he frowned. “None of the vampires in this room will attack you.”

			“See?” I told Iris. “You’re going to be fine. Everybody go get something to drink, and let’s all just downgrade to DEFCON Five.”

			No one moved.

			“OK, OK, I could use a booster drink, but we’re going to catch up!” Iris exclaimed. “Boys and your grades and your classes and your insane slutty roommate and everything.”

			Cal put his arm around Iris’s shoulders and pressed a kiss to her temple as he led her into the kitchen. “Come on, everybody, I have a nice donor A Pos in the warmer!” Iris called. “And cider for the humans.”

			As everyone drifted down the hall, Jane gave me a nudge and a wink. “Good job. Take a deep breath, and settle in for a minute. Your brain’s still all jumbly.”

			“Stop looking into my head, Jane. Mind-reading without permission is not OK.”

			“Yeah, because your inappropriate thoughts about Tom Hiddleston in the Loki costume are such a treat,” Jane singsonged over her shoulder.

			I sighed. “Oh, it’s good to be home.”

			Without hovering vampires or twitchy sisters, I finally had a chance to look around. The house was different, and not just in the “Cal has finally settled in and is mixing his belongings into the décor” sort of way. Sure, there was an ancient-but-somehow-in-museum-condition bronze shield over the fireplace and a marble bust of the harvest goddess Demeter on the entryway table (an inside-jokey nod to Iris’s green thumb and Cal’s Greek heritage). The clutter and debris I used to leave scattered around the house—textbooks, teen magazines, volleyball equipment—were long gone. Sam Clemson’s construction handiwork was evident in every corner, from the heavy-duty sunproof shades mounted under the window sconces to the security system keypad near the front door. The keypad served as a control center capable of reporting any suspicious activity directly to the Council’s security response team or delivering an incapacitating electric shock to whoever tried to open the door during the day without the appropriate access code. And the door to the basement had been replaced with a much sturdier solid steel version, painted to look like wood but able to stand up to several grades of explosives.

			Did I mention that Cal was rather security-minded?

			In addition to these “improvements,” it looked like a Hobby Lobby had exploded in our living room. Christmas decorations and twinkle lights were spread over every available square inch of space, from the beautiful snowflake-patterned blown-glass candlesticks to the slightly cheesy “Santa, please land here!” sign near the fireplace. And Iris had indeed busted out my mom’s tiny ceramic Christmas village, but she had added a whole new subdivision of little buildings, including a hardware store, an ice skate repair shop, and a “Santa’s Sushi Palace.” The little spinning Ferris wheel full of caroling passengers seemed particularly excessive. I glanced down the hall and saw that the holiday extravaganza continued through the rest of the house, all the way to the dining room, where Iris had set out the chubby elf-shaped salt-and-pepper shakers I’d always thought looked a little drunk.

			And the whole first floor smelled insistently of the “Sugar Plum” jar candles on the coffee table. I had no idea what a sugar plum looked or tasted like, but apparently, it smelled like a flaming jelly bean.

			Clearly, Iris had gone a little overboard with her holiday homecoming preparations. The only thing missing was the Christmas tree. I was grateful to Iris for that, because I would have been bummed to miss out on hanging the little glittered Popsicle-stick ornaments Iris and I had made when I was eight.

			I lugged my suitcase upstairs, passing what used to be our parents’ ground-floor master bedroom. Cal had remodeled it into a dual office for his consulting business and Beeline, Iris’s multibranch vampire services business. Even after our parents died, Iris had never considered making that room her own. It was too closely tied to memories of them. Instead, she and Cal had taken the room down the hall from my own. They did keep a secure sleeping space in the basement as a backup, but Iris wanted to keep her life as normal as possible post-turning. And for her, that meant sleeping aboveground.

			My room was the only one in the house left unchanged by the Extreme Vampire Makeover—it still sported the same denim-blue walls, the same quilted blue-and-white bedspread, the same beaten-up old paperbacks on the shelves. And mine was the only window without sunproof shades, so I would still be able to enjoy the view of the woods behind our house. In other, slightly more depressing news, my pinboard hadn’t changed since high school, with the same pictures of me with my friends at volleyball games, parties, and dances. Up front and center was a picture of Ben and me, all dressed up for the prom.

			My cell phone beeped from my purse, the special “lightsaber swoosh” ringtone I’d assigned to Ben months before. Speak of the adorable devil. I dug through the bag, past my tablet, scribbled-on index cards, and about a dozen ChapSticks, until I found my glittery purple phone case (a choice based not on girliness but on the ease of spotting a sparkly object at the bottom of my purse).

			I opened my message window to find: Text me when you get into town. Missed you the last few days. Down to your toes. —B

			And there was the squeeze of guilt around my chest, so tight I thought my knees would buckle. I hadn’t even thought to text my boyfriend, who had taken the time to find a sappy trademark phrase to tell me he loved me from the top of my head down to my toes every time he e-mailed or texted. My boyfriend, who looked past the fact that I’d used him as a human shield while sneaking out with a psychotic vampire teen in high school and dated me anyway. My boyfriend, who had helped me move in the middle of the night when my latest disastrous roommate tried to shave my head while I slept.

			“I suck,” I told myself. I typed out several responses, ranging from Hey, sweetie, home safe. Miss you already. See you in a few days. XOXO —G to simply Home. I didn’t want to be too terse, but I didn’t want to be too mushy, either. Especially when I was thinking . . . I didn’t know what I was thinking. I eventually settled on Home safe. See you soon. And then I spent five minutes trying to choose the appropriate emoticon.

			I tossed my phone onto my bed, then groaned while beating my head against my bookshelf. 

			“So you’re still doing the whole hating yourself thing?” Jamie asked from the doorway.

			Without looking at him, I slung my arm back and pointed at him. “That is a misuse of vampire sneaking powers.”

			“I thought we gave up the self-loathing and angst when we were teenagers,” he countered.

			“You are still a teenager,” I reminded him, rubbing my forehead.

			“I’m older than you, chronologically. And stop changing the subject. You haven’t talked to Ben yet?”

			“No,” I moaned.

			“Are you planning to do it anytime soon?”

			“NOOOOO.”

			“So the plan is to date the poor guy forever and not tell him that you don’t love him anymore? Good plan. Maybe you can even marry him and have a few of his babies. That will really show him that it’s never going to work out.”

			“That’s not fair,” I grumbled, flopping onto my bed face-first. “It’s not that I don’t love Ben. I love him plenty, just not in that head-over-heels, forever sort of way. That spark that you feel when you’re with someone you’re crazy about? I just don’t feel it anymore, and not even in that ‘we’re settled into a comfortable relationship’ way. It’s just gone, like the dodo bird, New Coke, that TV show about the doctor with the split personality that was canceled after just one episode—gone.”

			“Gigi, I get it, it’s gone.”

			“Ben is a friend. He will always be my friend.”

			Jamie stretched out on the bed next to me. “Yep, every guy wants a girl to get all wild and friendly on him.”

			“I will stake you.” I smacked his shoulder.

			“Coward.”

			“I know.”

			“I thought you were going to tell him when you were home for Thanksgiving.”

			“What kind of person breaks up with someone who just brought them home for a holiday with his family?” I grumped.

			“OK, I thought you were going to tell him during finals week.”

			“He had a really big environmental chemistry test. It seemed wrong to distract him with the ‘let’s still be friends’ talk.”

			“You’re just looking for excuses to delay the inevitable, aren’t you?”

			I smooshed my face into my pillow and nodded. “Yes, I am.”

			“Nice.”

			I flopped onto my back. “What is wrong with me? What kind of person couldn’t love Ben? He’s adorable and smart and sweet and considerate. Of every relationship in our weird little family, mine should be the simplest and the easiest. But somehow your weird-ass train wreck of a courtship with Ophelia freaking Lambert is more functional than mine.”

			“First of all, there is not enough time tonight for me to list all the things that are wrong with you. And second, Ophelia and I work. She may not be exactly what I expected, but she’s what I need. And she needs me, too.”

			“Gross. I don’t want to hear about your perfect teenage vampire relationship when I’m wallowing in emotionally impotent misery. You suck.”

			“Well, you might have had some unrealistic role models. Happily ever after isn’t a guarantee, even with vampires and werewolves and other mate-for-life types. Add to that the fact that you picked the blandest person on the planet to start a relationship with— Ow!” He yelped when I bashed him in the face with my pillow.

			“Ben is not bland!” I exclaimed. “He’s sweet and nice and . . . he’s just non-supernatural. Your perspective is all wonky.”

			A faint knock sounded at the door. Iris poked her head inside my room. “Hey, Geeg.”

			She stopped in her tracks, eyebrows raised, at the sight of Jamie lying next to me on my bed. “Jamie, can I speak to my sister for a second? There’s still some blood in the kitchen.”

			“I can take a hint.” Jamie ruffled my hair, making me huff in annoyance.

			Iris gave Jamie her politest smile as he passed. But the moment he cleared the door, she turned on me. “So you’ve decided that having conversations behind a closed bedroom door with the future bloodmate of one of the highest-ranking, least emotionally stable vampire officials in the area is a good idea?”

			“Jamie and I are just friends, Iris.”

			“So you’ve said for years, but I don’t see you inviting any of your other friends into your bedroom for closed-door chats.” She hovered near the open door as if she needed an escape hatch in case the smell of my blood became too much for her. I glared at her, making her add, “I’m just saying that unless you want to provoke Ophelia, I would keep Jamie at a more platonic distance.”

			“I’ll keep it in mind.” I sat up and motioned toward her yoga pants. “So, of all the postvampirism makeovers you could have gone with, you went from ‘efficient librarian’ to ‘woman who pretends to do yoga’?”

			“What, you expected leather pants and exaggerated eyeliner? Because that’s not a cliché. So.” Iris pulled my desk chair out so she could sit . . . still very close to the door. “What have I missed?”

			I gave Iris what could only be described as the most awkward smile in the world. I could not tell Iris about my foundering relationship with Ben. Iris adored Ben, which was only natural when you considered that Ben had saved both of us from the clutches of a megalomaniacal vampire who resembled Colonel Sanders, not to mention said vampire’s evil gropey henchman, whom I’d dated. It was all very complicated.

			I couldn’t tell Iris that I’d fallen out of love with the world’s most perfect boyfriend. I couldn’t tell her I was bored and didn’t feel challenged by Ben’s happy-go-luckiness. That sounded so selfish and silly. So instead, I focused on something Iris would fall on like a starving lion with a zebra carcass. My grades.

			“Five As and a C-plus.”

			“A C?”

			“C-plus.”

			“What are you making the C in?”

			“Logical thinking skills.”

			She burst out laughing and clapped her hand over her mouth. Because that would offend me less, I supposed. “You made a C in logic?”

			“The class was not what I thought it would be. Our final project was creating a board game using olives as play pieces.”

			“Please tell me this was an elective,” she said.

			“It was. But I don’t think I should take any crap from someone who took a bowling class for a PE credit.”

			“Fair enough. What about your roommate? Is she still meeting boys for ‘coffee’ at three A.M.?”

			“Complete with flat-ironing her hair,” I said. “She is fooling no one.”

			“Well, maybe she won’t come back next semester,” Iris suggested. “That’s what happened with at least two of your roommates.”

			“You make it sound like I’m the problem here,” I grumbled. “I’m a dream roommate. I’m just misunderstood.”

			“All I’m saying is, you’ve been in school five semesters, and you’ve had six roommates.”

			“A kleptomaniac, a control freak who woke me screaming in the wee hours if I left the remote controls out of alignment, two religious zealots, a hoarder, and, most recently, a nympho,” I muttered.

			Iris covered her face with her hands, but she laughed. “I remember those simpler days when you were just a young, naive girl who didn’t use the term ‘nympho.’ ”

			“Please, I’m the one who taught you the term ‘UNF.’ ” I giggled, sitting up and propping myself against my pillow.

			“I blocked that out.”

			“Really? You blocked out your baby sister teaching you the phrase ‘universal noises of fu—’ ”

			“No!” she cried, covering her ears. “You are an innocent flower! A sweet girl whom I in no way ruined with my poor parenting skills!”

			I cackled, tossing a pillow at her. Instead of taking it to the face, she deftly caught it a few inches from her nose and slung it back.

			“Oof!” I huffed, tossing the pillow aside. “You didn’t ruin me with your parenting skills. I probably would have turned out this way no matter what you did.”

			“You’re probably right,” she admitted, raking her hands through her hair.

			“You do realize that you don’t have to do the full Martha Stewart Christmas extravaganza, right?”

			“I know I don’t. Part of me wants to make up for the fact that I couldn’t see you for months. And the other part just really misses the way Christmases used to be around the house when Mom and Dad were still with us.”

			I leaned over far enough that I could pat her hand, ignoring the way she flinched at my unexpected contact. 

			The truth was, I could remember way more Christmases with Iris than I could with our parents. But telling Iris that sort of thing usually made her feel weird and guilty, like she had somehow selfishly sucked up all of the quality time with our parents by virtue of being born first.

			“Iris, every year, you do everything the way Mom and Dad did, from making the weird soda-cracker candy Mom used to make to taking Dad’s ‘one bite’ out of the cookies left out for Santa. I’m almost twenty years old, and you’re still leaving cookies out for Santa. That’s commitment.”

			Iris finally relaxed enough to scoot onto the bed and sit next to me. “No, I mean a house full of people, lots of talking and music, taking special time out to watch Christmas movies and make candy. Those big holiday parties they used to throw, remember? Mom’s gardening club buddies and Dad’s coworkers. I miss it.”

			I could actually see Iris’s eyes getting all misty, which, given the pink tinge in the tears, was more than a little disturbing. While missing our parents was a key factor in my sister’s holiday funk, this year, there was the added complication of Iris being a vampire. Cal had told me that the few living relatives we had left—uncles and aunts and second cousins in distant states whom we rarely saw—hadn’t exactly cut Iris off, but they weren’t reciprocating her Christmas cards, either. They were pulling away from her, hurting her with their silent disapproval, which may have had something to do with this manic holiday extravaganza. Frankly, I wasn’t surprised by the “family’s” response. After all, these were the same people who had told Iris to call if she needed anything after our parents died but then couldn’t be bothered to help Iris with the task of raising me.

			Yeah, I was a little bitter.

			“OK, those Christmases were great,” I assured her. “But I think you’re forgetting some less stellar moments, like the year Aunt Jenna drank an entire gallon jug of zinfandel before dinner, fell off the porch, and broke her pelvis. Or when Dad got Mom a Weight Watchers membership as a gift, and she didn’t talk to him until New Year’s.”

			Iris winced. “Yeah, I had forgotten the Cold War Christmas. But those holidays were still great!”

			“Of course they were,” I agreed. “I’m just saying you should try to keep this all in perspective. There’s no such thing as a perfect holiday, especially with this bunch around. And I’m afraid that if you try to make one, you’re going to miss all of the fun and drive yourself crazy . . . er.”

			Iris’s full, rose-tinted lips quirked. “Trust me, I know I can’t make this Christmas perfect, but I can try to make it as normal and human as possible for you.”

			“It doesn’t have to be human,” I assured her. “Because most of the guests are creatures from the underworld! And it will never be normal. We’re not normal, Iris. We never have been. And I think that’s awesome.”

			Iris laughed, leaning until her forehead bumped against mine. “Thanks, Gigi.”

			I sighed, enjoying my sister’s tension-free closeness, and simply rested against her for a long moment. “You’re going to do the full Martha Stewart thing anyway, aren’t you?”

			“I’m going to try,” Iris swore. “Besides, I have to take advantage of this opportunity while I can. I don’t know when Jane’s going to let me take over a holiday like this again. She’s a little possessive when it comes to hosting.”

			“So you’re using me as a means to loosen Jane’s choke hold on Halloween and Thanksgiving?”

			“No!” she exclaimed, before adding, “A little bit.”

			“So are we watching Mary’s Wish List this year?”

			Iris looked honestly insulted. “Of course we are. It is the most solemn of our traditions. Things have changed, but we will always find a way to indulge in schmaltzy cable-movie-of-the-week sentimentality.”

			I opened the Internet browser on my phone and searched for the broadcast time for Mary’s Wish List, a low-budget holiday movie about a woman who writes a Christmas list to a department-store Santa, but instead of asking for a pony or new shoes, she asks for big things like a new job and a nicer boyfriend. Over the course of the movie, her Christmas wishes come true but with disastrous, somehow hilarious consequences. We discovered the movie when Iris was still in high school, and it held some sort of weird charm over us that A Charlie Brown Christmas or even It’s a Wonderful Life couldn’t manage. It wasn’t available on DVD, and it only came on the Family Life cable channel once a year during their Christmas movie marathon. Mary’s Wish List was like the Sasquatch of Christmas movies.

			And because we were stubborn and watching a version taped from the broadcast just wasn’t the same, we always put everything else aside to watch it, no matter when it came on. Of course, that was before one of us went strictly nocturnal.

			“Gah, it comes on at eight A.M. December 24,” I told Iris, who shrugged as if she’d expected this news. “How the heck are you going to stay up after sunrise to watch a movie? I thought baby vampires pretty much conked out at first light, what with the undeniable pull of the sun and all that.”

			“Jane says it’s possible through a combination of caffeine and sheer willpower. We’ll make it work, Gigi. Don’t worry.”

			“So is being a vampire everything you thought it would be?”

			“I kind of had that whole ‘capes and castles’ fantasy blown for me when I started working for them,” she said. “I saw the ugly side of things. The brutality, the self-centeredness that comes from centuries of taking care of number one first, the impossible-to-remove stains. But now it’s everything I hoped for but nothing I expected. I can see more, smell more, hear more. Everything feels different and better: feeding, music, sex.”

			I held up my hand. “Ew, mental pictures of parental figures doing the dirty. Please stop.”

			“There are some drawbacks. The whole ‘sunlight makes me burst into flames’ thing. I’m always afraid I’m going to lose control and hurt someone. Every once in a while, I completely underestimate my strength and rip a handle off my car door. The tally is three so far.”

			“And what about the candy thing?” My sister used to have a notorious sweet tooth. She’d had candy stashed in little hidey holes all around the house. Before she was turned, she binged on peanut butter cups, lemon drops, chocolate-covered marshmallows. From what I’d heard, as Cal was getting ready to turn her, Iris was downing a limited-edition Godiva truffle like it was her preexecution last meal.

			“Don’t remind me,” she moaned. “Tess tries her best to come up with experimental dessert bloods, but it’s not the same as sinking your teeth into a KitKat.”

			“So I probably shouldn’t mention that Sam has a great big container of Tess’s macaroni and cheese downstairs in the fridge waiting for me?”

			“The kind with the bacon?”

			I nodded. “The kind with the bacon.”

			Iris’s eyes narrowed at me. “You’re the devil.”
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			After we had established that although my sister was somewhat resentful of my ability to digest delicious cheese-covered carbs, she was not going to rip my throat out, the vampires finally relaxed a little and threw the sad, middle-aged, undead version of a rager: drinking carefully warmed donor blood while playing Phase 10. I could only remember a few phases before the evening stretched into one long blur of being cheated at card games by vampires with unfair supernatural advantages. Jane was pretty unrepentant about reading our minds to see our cards. And even Collin was willing to abuse his ability to get an edge.

			Sometime around four, I passed out. Clearly, the late hours and the stress of finals and, well, everything else caught up with me, because it was almost twelve hours later when I was just crawling out of bed. It was strange, waking up in my childhood bed again, to a completely quiet house. Knowing that Iris wouldn’t be up waiting for me in the kitchen, ready to go over the details of our day, left me feeling sort of hollow and sad. But to every season and all that. Life had to change. Life had changed the moment Iris tripped over Cal. If she could turn her whole life upside down to take care of me, I could adjust my waking hours a little bit to accommodate her schedule.

			With the sunproof shades in place, every inch of the house besides my room was completely dark. I stumbled down the stairs, making a mental note to start carrying a flashlight in my robe pocket. I punched my personal security code—3024, the number of a check I bounced for a gym membership I never took advantage of, because Cal and Iris would never let that go—into the security pad and found that I was only approved to open some downstairs windows—well, one small window over the kitchen sink—because my Ancient Greek brother-in-law was a paranoid freak convinced that the solar system was out to kill his family.

			Considering my role models, I should get some sort of special medal for not needing serious therapy.

			Guzzling coffee just as black as my resident adviser’s soul, I was contemplating this disturbing, though somehow endearing, aspect of Cal’s personality when a large dark shape came sweeping down the stairs and stopped just short of my face.

			“Gak!” I shrieked, nearly tumbling off my stool. My face was saved from sudden introduction to the floor when a pair of cool hands circled around my upper arms and jerked me upright.

			“Good morning,” Cal said calmly, as if he hadn’t just scared ten years off my life. “I see that your taste in sleepwear has not improved.”

			I scowled at him, because no one should be that coordinated, really, but I refused to defend my choice of ratty flannel pants and a pink robe with holes worn in the elbows. He ruffled my hair and opened the blood warmer to take out his breakfast.

			“Why did you do that?” I yelled, tossing a Pop-Tart box at his back.

			With an almost bored expression, he caught the box before it hit him and put it on the counter. One day I would throw an object at a vampire and actually hit him or her. One day.

			“To test your reflexes. I thought I taught you better than this,” he said, frowning at me, clearly disappointed with said reflexes. “Why did we spend all of that time doing judo drills if you were going to let your guard down?”

			“Yes, I let my guard down . . . in my kitchen . . . in my home. I’m a hazard to myself.”

			“You never know when you might be attacked.”

			“Yes, yes, constant vigilance, I get it,” I muttered.

			“It’s hard to be vigilant when you’re sitting in the dark.”

			“I can’t figure out how to turn the lights on,” I told him. “Apparently, my security clearance isn’t high enough to use an illuminated bathroom.”

			“It’s an additional security measure. The sunproof shades only open if the appropriate code is entered or the outdoor sensors detect full dark. If someone managed to break into our home during the day, they would be human and therefore need lights to walk around in the house. Their stumbling about would wake us up and give us the opportunity to attack. Keeping the house dark gives us that added advantage.”

			“Cal, tell me how to turn on the lights, or I will tell Iris what you originally wanted to get her for Christmas.”

			“You punch in our wedding date and then the little lightbulb button,” he said quickly. 

			The lights flickered on to reveal the recently renovated kitchen, with its soothing aquamarine tile and polished-aluminum appliances. It was a definite turnaround from the cheerful yellow country-chic kitchen of my youth, like something out of The Jetsons, only with more human blood.

			“And I still believe that a hedge trimmer is a perfectly nice gift. It’s useful,” Cal insisted.

			“Yes, because every girl wants to tell her girlfriends about the useful gift her husband gave her. Should I remind you of her reaction to the ‘Blender Birthday’?”

			Cal shuddered as he rifled through the cupboards for his favorite “Number One Vampire” mug. “Please, no.”

			“That’s what I thought. Now, why did you intentionally get up before Iris so you could talk to me without her around?”

			Cal’s lips quirked as he blew on his cup of morning blood. “How do you know I got up early so I could talk to you?”

			“Because you never get up early if you can help it, and you only use the ‘Number One Vampire’ mug I made you for Father’s Day for serious discussions, because you like to remind me of the pseudo-parental role you have assumed in my life.”

			He arched a dark brow. “No one likes a know-it-all, Gigi.”

			“Jane tells me that’s not true. So what’s up?”

			“I wanted to know whether you’ve thought about our conversation.”

			“Wow, we switched to the serious lane with absolutely no signal.” I took a long, fortifying sip of coffee. Other than my Ben issues and school, my thoughts centered on the discussion Cal and I had had while I was working at NetSecure in Nashville. The discussion about my future and a potential job offer with the information tech nology department of the local Council office. The job Cal strongly advised me against taking. Strongly.

			Inspired by the hospital staff’s heroics in treating Iris’s injuries after a scuffle with a particularly nasty vampire, I’d majored in nursing for about a year before I figured out that anatomy was a bit outside my wheelhouse. Computer science? That clicked for me. It was a random aptitude that came to me out of the blue in an intro class that I’d expected to hate. I’d only taken the class because Ben needed it for his major, and it was the one time slot I had open in my schedule for a shared class. (It was either that, or he joined my women’s self-defense class, which seemed unlikely.) So the girl who had trouble getting an iPod to work when she was in high school was suddenly able to write her own code, and it actually did what I asked it to do! It was like the codes had always been tucked away in my bloodstream, and putting my fingers on the keyboard set them free to create and build. It was enough to make me wonder what I could have accomplished in high school if I’d spent less time on the volleyball court and more time studying. Or any time studying.

			So now I was majoring in computer science. I had a 3.8 grade-point average and the support of almost every professor who mattered in my department. I’d already written several programs of my own. They were nothing worth selling but enough to keep my roommate from downloading a virus to my laptop because she believed she’d won a free iPad.

			And then, over the summer, a human Council lackey showed up at the NetSecure office, bearing an invitation to audition for a programming position with the Council. Since the Great Coming Out, vampires had developed a bit of a mania for connecting with their living kin. If hired, I would be working with computer techs across the country, setting up a user-friendly intranet search engine of vampires, allowing them to track their living descendants. It would be like Ancestry.com but with shadowy, unofficial connections and documents that are unavailable to nice, law-abiding humans. The coding would only be half the battle. Another significant issue was scanning, keynoting, and cross-referencing the aforementioned shadowy documents. And then, of course, that search engine would need to be maintained.

			If I managed to get past the interview, I would start coding that summer. The incentive package listed in my invitation was staggering: company car, clothing allowance, full benefits, and a salary that made not-quite-graduated me drool a bit. And there was the tantalizing promise that “qualified applicants” would be offered additional undisclosed perks to secure their interest.

			Frankly, it was the sort of job that Ben would have loved to take on, but because he wasn’t a “known trusted human” in the vampire world, he wouldn’t be receiving an invitation. This was quite a step up from the minimum wage I’d earned at NetSecure, which only paid its interns because of changes to labor laws. Still, the decision to work for the Council was not one to take lightly. The vampire community didn’t like to throw around words like “indentured servitude,” particularly around the press, but there would be no other job offers if I took a position with the Council. I would be exposed to too many of the vampire world’s secrets and machinations. I would have close access to their leaders. I would find out how vampires maintained that iridescent, glowy sheen to their skin. They couldn’t allow me to go work for the human government or, worse, Starbucks after that.

			Beyond the perks, the job was a challenge. It was a huge mystery waiting to be unraveled, and I was one of a very small subset of people who had the skills to do the thread pulling. And once the search engine was established, there would be other opportunities to work on the vampires’ secret projects. Who knew what I would see, what I could learn, where they would send me?

			I wasn’t completely without apprehensions. There was the small matter of Ophelia believing that I was luring her boyfriend away to college, beyond her reach. This could cause trouble if she was going to be my future boss. And, like humans, some vampires were not nice people.

			I didn’t have the same reservations that Iris did when it came to vampires. I mean, sure, I’d been duped and supernaturally hypnotized by a vampire sent by a local supervillain to date and/or kidnap me. But because of the hypnosis, I’d blanked out most of the manipulations and only remembered dreamy scenes of teen vampire romance. Iris, on the other hand, was fully aware of the awkward and dangerous positions she’d put herself in while working for vampires to support us. Although Cal’s undying love and washboard abs were helping her get over any resentment.

			I had still been perusing the invitation and job description when Cal had showed up just after sunset, scaring the NetSecure receptionist so badly she cut me a wide berth in the copy room for the rest of the summer. Cal had stopped short of ripping the envelope out of my hands, but it was a near thing. He was not happy that I’d been offered the audition. In fact, he’d done everything he could to persuade the Council reps not to send the invitation. But Ophelia had thwarted him by sending a human during the day, not so much because she wanted me in the position that badly but because she enjoyed thwarting a vampire as old and powerful as Cal.

			Cal was concerned about vulnerable, human me spending so much time around the vampires at the office. He worried about me learning too much about the inner workings of the vampire community and becoming expendable. Hell, as far as he was concerned, walking from the Council office to my car would be too dangerous.

			I had countered that I was pretty much ruined for normal nine-to-five life anyway. I might as well put my skills to use helping people like him, who could, for all he knew, have hundreds of descendants running around Greece. And in my downtime, I’d proposed that I be allowed to help Cal with various investigations that he was involved with. Because I knew how to find things on the Internet that he did not. And, unlike him, I realized that you couldn’t just stick a fist through your monitor when it displeased you.

			“I’m going to do the interview,” I told him now. “But I don’t want to tell Iris yet. Not until we know that I’m hired and there’s something for her to be upset about. She’ll have plenty of time to yell at me then.”

			“I don’t like it. And I’m sure this will come back and bite me on the ass. But for now, it’s your decision, and I’ll abide by it,” he said. “And speaking of things that we don’t discuss with my beloved wife, have you thought about your other long-term plans?”

			“Besides potentially lifelong work commitments?” I asked archly.

			“You know what I’m talking about, Gigi.”

			“I know,” I said, stirring more sugar into my coffee, which was not an effective stalling tech nique.

			Cal wanted me to be a vampire. As in, he wanted me to be a vampire now. He didn’t like the idea of me being out in the world without vampire strength or superpowers to defend myself. Every day I walked around as my weak human beta version made him the vampire equivalent of a fretting human helicopter mom. Cal refused to let Iris lose her sister to calamity or even old age when he had the means to make sure I stayed with them “long-term.” Meanwhile, Iris objected to the idea of turning me before I had a chance to live a human life. And, personally, I was on the fence.

			“It’s something to think about. I mean, I won’t pretend that it’s something I’m not interested in. People my age are all about the vampires, with the books and the movies—”

			“If you compare me to Edward Cullen, I will never speak to you again.”

			“Duly noted.”

			“It doesn’t have to be me who turns you. Because if you want someone else to do it—Gabriel, Andrea, Collin, anyone but Dick—it wouldn’t hurt my feelings. Jane seems to be a reasonable, if excitable, sire. You and Jamie could be siblings.”

			“No, it’s not that,” I promised him. “I just need time. I’m thinking about the Iris Scanlon clause: if something happens to me, if I get injured and need to be turned to save my life, you have my permission to turn me.”

			“I know I can’t promise that nothing will happen to you. But I love you and your sister to distraction. I will do whatever it takes to make the two of you happy and safe.”

			“I know, otherwise you wouldn’t put up with the candy exchanges and the Joh n Hughes movie nights.”

			“And the bras hanging over the shower curtain,” Cal grumbled. 

			I snorted, and he nudged me, making me giggle.

			“And the candy exchanges and movie nights aren’t so bad,” he added. “It’s been nice seeing Iris being accepted into a circle of supernatural friends. Jane, Andrea, Jolene, and the rest of them. They’ve made her transition from operating on the edge of the vampire world to being a part of it much easier.”

			“And you enjoy hanging out with a vampire named Dick Cheney.”

			“True.”

			I raised my coffee cup to my lips just as all of the window shades rose with a loud metallic clang, making me spit coffee all over myself. “Holy hell!”

			Cal did his best to keep a straight face while handing me a dishtowel for my coffee-splattered shirt. “The sun has set.”

			I glared up at him, dabbing coffee from my burned chin. “I can see that.”

			“I’m just going to go upstairs now.” He shook his head. “To wake up Iris.”

			“At least try to clear the stairs before you start laughing.”

			“Always do.”
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			With the vampire’s new needs and schedule, older family members may resist changes to long-standing traditions. And younger family members may resent attention and consideration given to the new vampire. Telling these upset family members to “get over themselves” will not help resolve the situation.

			—Not So Silent Night: Creating Happy and Stress-Free Holidays with Newly Undead Family Members

			Much like Clark Griswold, Iris wanted to kick-start our old-fashioned, traditional family Christmas extravaganza by finding the absolutely flawless example of Yuletide tree perfection. She hoped to recapture the magic of Christmases past by hiking all over McDonough’s Tree Farm on Route 31 to find this specimen and chop it down ourselves, then drag it home, caroling all the way. There was only one problem with this scenario. We had never hiked around McDonough’s Tree Farm to pick out a Christmas tree. Not once. Not even when our parents were alive. But reminding Iris of, well, reality was proving to be futile.

			“Iris, we’ve used the same artificial Christmas tree since I was in middle school. Isn’t it sort of counterintuitive for a vampire to risk immortal life and limb in a place where there are a bunch of pointy tree stumps?” I huffed (and puffed) as we trudged up the dark, pine-scented hill on the far side of McDonough’s nursery.

			In the distance, Nate McDonough, third-generation tree farm proprietor and Iris’s high school classmate, was sitting in a cozy little outbuilding-slash-cashier station, warming his hands against a cup of hot cider . . . and probably laughing at us. I shivered into my standard-issue peacoat that all freshman girls get the moment they step onto a college campus. The only positive thing I could say about this experience was that it rarely snowed in western Kentucky, so at least I wasn’t slogging through drifts in my awesome-but-not-practical calf boots.

			I noticed we were the only family taking advantage of McDonough’s nighttime hours. It was more than a little creepy, wandering along rows of evenly spaced trees in the dark, armed with a flashlight and not much else. It was cold and cloudy, the ground was uneven, and I kept stepping in holes that threatened to break my ankles. Given these assorted factors, I may not have been as supportive as I should have been of Iris’s need to closely inspect, then reject, every single specimen in the tree lot. The Douglas fir was too tall. The blue spruce was too full. And the Scotch pine had weird bald spots that would reflect badly on the Popsicle-stick ornaments.

			“Oh, come on, this is fun!” Iris exclaimed, showing an annoying lack of fatigue as she flitted up the hill like a manic woodland fairy. Clearly, she was enjoying the “increased agility” part of vampirism, which was earning her the silent glare of sisterhood. Like me, Cal had lost his enthusiasm for the hunt about a dozen rejected trees ago and was balancing the rented tree saw on his palm. “We always wanted to do this when we were kids.”

			“Yes, but we never did, because you’re allergic to real Christmas trees!” I exclaimed. “Don’t you remember when Mom and Dad used to get a real tree every year before Dr. Swanson did all those tests on you, and you ended up sick as a dog every Christmas?”

			“Well, I’m not allergic anymore. No pulse, no allergies, no problem.”

			“Oh, you’ve got problems,” I retorted, making Cal snicker.

			Iris shot him a warning look even I could see in the dark. 

			Cal cleared his throat. “What about that nice tree over there?”

			“Which one?” Iris asked.

			Cal made a sweeping gesture toward the pine crop with his long arms. “The one that gets us off this tree farm.”

			Iris rolled her eyes. “You two have no patience for perfection.”

			“That’s why we have you, sweetheart.”

			“Don’t try to butter me up,” she told him. “OK, we’ll split up and each pick a favorite. Cal, you go that way. Gigi, you take that row. I’ll go over there. We’ll come back in five minutes to discuss. Be careful, and try not to trip anymore.”

			“I don’t want to ruin this warm family moment, so it’s only mentally that I’m making a really rude gesture at you,” I yelled over my shoulder as I walked in my assigned direction.

			“Thank you for restraining yourself!”

			I kept my flashlight trained carefully on the ground, more to look for tripping hazards than to check out the trees like I was supposed to. The trees stood out like cone-shaped silhouettes against an even darker horizon.

			All alone on the pitch-black tree farm, I felt oddly anxious. When you lived with vampires, you got firsthand lessons on human vulnerability in the dark. Cal had provided me with a Taser, “Mr. Sparky,” and some law-enforcement-grade vampire Mace, but those were of only limited comfort to the panicky reptilian portions of my brain. Then again, he did also set off those panicky brain bits by sneaking up on me.

			Screw this. I loved my sister, but there were limits. I’d make a focused effort to look for a few minutes and then turn back. Surely Iris would find something to suit her. I just wanted to get out of here without injury.

			I swept my flashlight to the left, freezing when the beam of light fell across a small, furry gray body. The body in question whirled on all fours, opening its ratlike muzzle and revealing rows upon rows of sharp white teeth. And despite the fact that I was five feet taller and had a blunt object in my hand, the possum hissed and pulled back its paw as if it was going to swipe at me. I bit back the urge to shriek. Modern, sophisticated women who were able to interview for jobs with undead protection agencies surely didn’t yell for help when encountering a woodland creature.

			“Move along, cranky little marsupial,” I told the spitting little bundle of fur. The possum took one last futile “swing” at me and then toddled off, dragging its leathery pink tail in its wake.

			I laughed, swiping my hand across my cold cheeks. Randomly, I chose a tree for my “pick.” It was green and had branches. It would do. Turning on my heel, I headed back to our designated meeting point but stopped in my tracks after just a few steps.

			The clouds slid away from the moon, providing just enough light to get creeped out. I was being watched. I’d spent enough time walking around a college campus after night classes to know when someone’s eyes were on me. Was it Cal trying to test my reflexes again? Well, fine, if he wanted a simulation, we would do a full simulation. Even as the gooseflesh rose on my arms, my hand slid under my coat, reaching for the colloidal silver spray.

			A shadow moved down the row of trees, hidden behind the pine boughs. I took a deep breath to offset the nervous tension coiling in my stomach. I would not make the mistake of calling out, “Hello? Who’s there?” like some stupid horror-movie heroine. I would be attacked with some class, damn it.

			I pulled the canister loose from my pocket. I felt a little bad about the ease with which I was considering dousing him with a substance that would leave him burned, itchy, and feeling like he’d just made out with dry ice. But honestly, it would teach him to stop sneaking up on me, so it would be a wash, really.

			I saw . . . something just beyond the trees. The white outline of a face materialized against the darkness, as quickly as my weak human eyes could detect it. Suddenly, the white shape lunged toward me through the trees, like something out of a bad 3-D movie. I froze, unable to move.

			The face became clearer for a split second, a beautiful male face with even features, eyes that reflected an eerie gold under the moonlight. But then the man (ghost? vampire?) retreated into the shadow cast by a large pine. And all I could see was the eyes, standing alone like the Cheshire cat’s, watching me as I watched him.

			What did he want? Should I yell for help? Did I need help?

			As quickly as the face had appeared, the eyes disappeared, and I heard someone moving quickly away from me, through the trees.

			I blinked, waving my hand in front of my face, sure that I was dreaming or experiencing some sort of hallucinatory allergic reaction to fir trees.

			“Gigi?”

			I jumped at the voice behind me and screamed. Turning, I slung the canister out and squeezed the trigger before I realized it was Ben standing behind me and not some scary incorporeal face. The stream of colloidal silver flew in a perfect arc, right into his eyes.

			“Ah!” Ben yelped, slapping his hands over his face. “What the hell?”

			“Oh, my gosh, Ben, I’m so sorry!” I exclaimed, dropping the canister

			“Oh, God, my eyes!” Ben cried. “My eyes! It—wait, no. It doesn’t burn.” He blinked rapidly, and the grayish solution trickled down his cheeks like runny mascara. “I’m OK. What the hell is that?”

			“It’s pepper spray for vampires,” I explained, offering him my nubby purple scarf to wipe his eyes. “Microscopic silver bits floating around in liquid. You’re going to be OK. In fact, colloidal silver is used by a lot of health nuts to treat burns and eye infections, so I might have just done you some good.”

			There was enough light to see that he was giving me “deadpan face.”

			“You’re right, too soon.” I wiped the last of the gray streaks from his cheeks. “What are you even doing here?” I asked, trying not to sound annoyed that my boyfriend had dared to enter my presence.

			“Iris invited me. She thought it would be a fun double-date sort of thing. But my mom had a bunch of errands she needed me to run. I told Iris I didn’t think I’d be able to make it,” he said, giving me a quick, familiar peck on the lips. “But here I am.”

			OK, now I was annoyed with Iris, which wasn’t fair, because she didn’t know about my growing feelings of “meh” toward my boyfriend. She thought she was doing something nice. What girl in her right mind wouldn’t want Ben Overby to join her on a moonlit stroll among fragrant Christmas trees?

			I brushed his damp hair away from his big green eyes. Ben had one of those sweet, all-American faces that practically screamed “let me date your daughter.” An endearing, slightly upturned nose, high cheekbones, and a wide, smiling mouth. Why didn’t that face give me the shivers anymore? Why couldn’t I just be happy with someone who loved me?

			“I suck,” I said, sighing.

			“What?”

			Shaking myself out of my internal hate-fest, I shrugged and said, “I suck as a girlfriend. Nice girls don’t spray their boyfriends in the face with self-defense chemicals.”

			“Eh, you’re not so bad,” he assured me, wrapping an arm around my waist.

			Iris and Cal skidded to a stop just in front of us. “Are you OK? We heard yelling,” Iris said. “Oh, hey, Ben. I thought you weren’t coming.”

			“Yeah, you heard yelling like five minutes ago,” I scoffed. “Where have you been? I don’t want to be lectured about slow reflexes anymore.”

			Cal and Iris didn’t defend themselves, which I found suspicious. I clicked on my flashlight and pointed it at them. Both of them were looking at the ground, their faces flushed and guilty. Well, as flushed as vampires could get, what with the zero-blood-flow issue. And Cal had skipped two buttons on his shirt.

			I narrowed my eyes at them. “What took you two so long to get here?”

			“We couldn’t find you,” Cal protested.

			“You couldn’t find me? With your superhearing and night vision?” I was full-on smirking now. “Are you sure there wasn’t something else distracting you? Something you could be doing in the privacy of your bedroom like normal people instead of dragging loved ones to spooky tree farms as a cover story?”

			“Oh, ew,” Ben said, cringing at the thought of my sister and her husband doing dirty, naked things in the woods.

			“Shut up, Gigi,” Iris hissed.

			“I don’t want to hear any more about putting myself in defenseless, stupid situations, you tragic horror-movie cautionary tales,” I said, pointing my finger in Cal’s face. “And you will not sneak up on me anymore.”

			“But you need to stay alert!” Cal protested.

			“I just sprayed Ben in the face with colloidal silver. I’m plenty alert.”

			“Cal!” Iris exclaimed. “Why have you been scaring Gigi? Is this more of that ‘constant vigilance’ crap?”

			Ben raised his hand. “I’m fine, by the way.”

			“Iris, can we just pick out a tree, any tree, and get out of here?” I begged her. “I think we’ve covered all of the holiday tradition bases. Fear, loathing, inappropriate sexual behavior. Let’s call it a night.”

			“Fine.” Iris sighed, pointing toward a tall blue spruce behind Cal. “Let’s take that one. Cal, start sawing.”

			“Yes, dearest.” Putting his vampire strength to practical use, Cal wrapped his hand around the trunk of the tree and yanked it out of the ground by the roots. Bracing the tree against his thighs, he sawed off the roots, leaving a perfectly smooth trunk.

			“It’s faster this way,” he insisted.

			“Your traditions are weird,” Ben whispered.

			I rolled my eyes skyward. “Tell me about it.”
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			Was emotional torture via boredom part of my “audition” to work for the World Council for the Equal Treatment of the Undead?

			On the evening of my interview, I sat in the local Council office’s painfully nondescript waiting room and fidgeted. A lot. The Council had not been courteous enough to provide a TV or magazines or anything to distract me from the fact that I was sitting in the most stimulus-free room on the planet while waiting to interact with the undead. And while I had been fifteen minutes early for my appointment, Ophelia was nowhere to be found nearly an hour later. I resorted to playing Candy Craze on my phone to prevent beige-madness.

			And while I certainly understood that someone who oversaw all of the vampire-related issues in the tristate area could have unexpected mayhem and bloodshed derail her to-do list for the day, I couldn’t help but be a little annoyed. I was on time. I was ready. I’d put on my special navy-blue “professional” blazer and pulled my hair into a bun and everything.

			Was this some sort of psychological-warfare tactic? Was Ophelia trying to prove I didn’t have the spine to work for vampires? Well, bring it on, sister. I was a Scanlon. “You can’t outstubborn me” might as well be stitched on the family crest.

			I sighed, adjusting the heavy knot of dark hair at my nape. I was probably just in a bad mood because I had authentic spruce splinters under my fingernails. I was up to my cuticles in real Christmas spirit. After the fifth Band-Aid earned while wrassling our Christmas tree into the logic-defying tree stand, Iris eventually agreed that we would go back to using a fake tree next year. 

			Of course, Iris’s including Ben in the evening may have made me a little grumpy about the whole thing. I was going to have to tell her about my boyfriend ambivalence, or she was going to keep pushing the two of us together in the interest of sisterly double dates. It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy spending time with Ben. I did. In the same way I enjoyed spending time with Collin or Jamie or Sam. He was a friend. That was all.

			The door opened, and I popped up to my feet, discreetly slipping my phone into the back pocket of my smart pinstriped slacks. Ophelia Lambert looked like a teenage dream but behaved like a cross between Hannibal Lecter and Michael Corleone. I didn’t really understand her relationship with Jamie. He seemed to grasp that there was a cold-blooded schemer under the big Kewpie-doll eyes and glossy chestnut ponytail, but he treated her like she was the most lovable thing on the planet. And because Jamie was my friend, I would give her the benefit of the doubt.

			Sort of.

			Because of what she would only call “personal history,” Jane didn’t have many warm, fuzzy feelings toward Ophelia, either. The only nice thing Jane had to say about her potential future daughter-in-law was that Ophelia’s personal style had changed over the years since she’d started dating Jamie, meaning she’d stopped wearing jailbait-themed outfits in favor of sweet little sundresses and sweater sets, like the candy-apple-red cardigan and pencil skirt ensemble she was currently sporting. I might have rolled my eyes if not for her awesome red patent-leather pumps with the little ankle straps. If I rolled my eyes, she wouldn’t tell me where she got them.

			“Miss Scanlon.” Ophelia somehow managed to say my name without any change to her blank expression.

			I raised an eyebrow. Apparently, we were going to pretend we didn’t know each other. “Miss Lambert.”

			She turned on her heel and walked through the door to the administrators’ offices, without signaling that I should follow. I did anyway, letting Ophelia lead me into a spacious office decorated with way too many Hello Kitty desk accessories to be considered normal. Iris had warned me, but really, nothing could have prepared me for the crystal-encrusted Hello Kitty stapler. The only remotely approachable object on the desk was a portrait of her little sister, Georgie, who had been turned into a vampire when she was nine. The least freaky thing in the room was a picture of an undead child. Yikes.

			“Just a few quick questions before you . . . complete your assigned task,” Ophelia said, settling into her Hello Kitty pink leather office chair. She waved an indifferent hand toward the chair opposite hers.

			I sat. But I did not appreciate the pause before “complete,” implying that I couldn’t complete said task. It was a loaded pause.

			“What makes you think that you’re fit to work for the Council?” she asked, without looking up from the paperwork on her desk.

			I gave her my best “interview” smile. “Aside from being one of only a handful of programmers living in this area who could handle the job? Having lived with a vampire relative for the last three years, I am uniquely prepared to deal with the special issues involved in working with and for the undead.”

			“You seem very confident in your skills as a programmer.”

			Now she got the “bitch, please” smile. “I have no reason to be anything but confident.”

			“Are you sure you’re not just attempting to develop inroads with certain vampires?”

			I frowned. “You mean my brother-in-law? Because I don’t have to make inroads with him. We pretty much live on the same road.”

			Ophelia rolled her eyes and slapped an index card onto the desk. Two words were neatly printed on the card: “Geraldine Dvorak.” Ophelia huffed. “Come along,” she said, and escorted me down the hall to a tiny, windowless room lined with well-stocked floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, a desk, and a globe. It was like a study hall for those people who end up on Dr. Phil because they’re afraid to leave their houses.

			Ophelia nodded to the card in my hand. “That is the name of a local vampire who is interested in finding her living descendants. Using only the resources in this room, find those descendants, and list them with their contact information. Please print legibly. You have two hours.”

			I glanced around the room. “But there’s no computer equipment. I was informed that most of the job description involved computer programming.”

			Ophelia smiled sweetly. “Yes, I know.” And then she snatched my purse out of my hands and slammed the door shut in my face.

			“Rude,” I grumbled as I heard the lock slide into place.
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			It took me an hour, but I soon discovered . . . that I was in no way qualified for this job. I searched census records, marriage records, birth records, voter registrations, even the Cole Directory. I couldn’t find a single Dvorak who had ever lived in McClure County.

			And that was saying something.

			I leaned back in my chair, staring at the enormous bookshelf across the room. A huge three-inch white plastic binder stood out from the tooled-leather books. The bright pink label read, “Vampire Registration Records, Western Kentucky Division, 2000–present.”

			“Hmmmm.”

			Shoulders slumped in near-defeat, I crossed the room and flipped through the book, searching for the Ds.

			There was no vampire named Dvorak listed anywhere in this half of the state.

			This was ridiculous. I was auditioning for a job that revolved around computers. I should be allowed to use a computer in my search.

			I shifted in my chair to prevent the corner of my sparkly purple phone case from poking me in the butt.

			Wait a minute.

			I was only allowed to use the resources in this room.

			I whipped my iPhone out of my pocket and opened my Internet browser. “Smartphone, bitch!”

			OK, no one heard me, but it was a moment of personal victory.

			I Googled “Geraldine Dvorak,” swiping through the results with a fingertip. My lip curled back into a snarl. “Ophelia!”

			I made a monumental effort to calm myself. Threatening an already-predisposed-to-be-bitchy vampire was not a good idea . . . even if she deserved it, the freaking cow!

			I banged on the door until some hapless vampire data-entry stooge passed by and let me out. With a growled “Thank you,” I stomped down the hall toward Ophelia’s office. The HBIC herself was sitting at her desk, placidly filing her nails.

			“Geraldine Dvorak?” I spat, slapping the index card onto the desk. “Really? The uncredited actress who played the role of Dracula’s bride in the original Bela Lugosi film?”

			Given the way that nerve in Ophelia’s cheek was twitching, she hadn’t expected me to locate this information. “How did you find out? Did Jane somehow slip you the answer?”

			“No. You told me I could use the resources in the workroom. That included my phone, which has an Internet browser. I harnessed the power of Google. You gave me an impossible task so I couldn’t get this job! I don’t know what I did to make you hate me, but that’s just low. And antifeminist . . . and mean!”

			Ophelia sank back into her chair and crossed her arms over her chest in a gesture that was almost pouty. “No, I have given every applicant the same impossible task.” She sighed. “So far, you’re the first applicant to confirm that the vampire actually existed before declaring the search pointless. Also, you’re the first one I haven’t searched for a phone. I thought you kept it in your purse, like a normal person. And don’t presume to lecture me on the principles of feminism. Betty Friedan based her entire philosophy on something I once wrote on a cocktail napkin.”

			“How old are you, exactly?” I asked.

			“Do you really think that line of questioning is going to help you here?”

			“Nope. So does this mean I have the job?”

			Ophelia thought about it for a good long while before finally saying “Yes” in a tone so begrudging you’d think I’d asked her for a spare kidney. “It appears that we can’t find anyone more qualified than you to fill the position.”

			How did she manage to make that sound like an insult and a compliment at the same time?

			She sighed again. “Welcome to the team.”

			“Your enthusiasm is overwhelming.”

			Her answering smile was downright acidic. “Just wait until orientation.”
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			Vampires lack the enzymes to process solid food. Their new liquid diet is not a “crazy fad” or a rejection of your much-beloved green-bean casserole. Eating the casserole will make them projectile-vomit, which is a downer for any holiday meal.

			—Not So Silent Night: Creating Happy and Stress-Free Holidays with Newly Undead Family Members

			This bonding activity could only end in tears and third-degree burns. 

			“Something is bubbling,” I told Iris from across the Jetsons’ kitchen, where she was shelling about five pounds of pecans on a polished-aluminum tabletop. It was as close as she wanted to get to the golden, rippling mixture of butter and sugar on the space-age stove that was eventually supposed to be toffee. I lifted the pot off the stove and tilted it toward Iris’s spot at the table.

			“Was this how it looked when Mom did it?”

			Iris shrugged. “I honestly couldn’t tell you.”

			“Ack!” Tess shrieked, launching her petite frame across the kitchen. She’d actually donned her chef’s jacket, but I think it had more to do with protecting herself from molten sugar and knife-wielding amateurs than trying to lend dignity to this debacle. “Don’t do that! You spill that stuff on your floor, it will be like trying to clean up the unholy offspring of cotton candy and lava.”

			“OK, then. Let’s not do that.” I gently put the pot back on the stove while Tess tried to explain the delicacy of the “soft ball” stage of candy versus the “hard ball” stage using an old spatula and a glass of water. It was all very confusing and made me sorry I hadn’t given Oompa Loompas more respect while watching Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.

			Making candy was a terrifying business. But bending to Iris’s insane holiday agenda was one of the many ways I was attempting to soften the blow of telling my sister that I was about to dig myself even deeper into the world of vampires. Any doubts I’d had about taking the job had pretty much evaporated when I opened the envelope containing the “undisclosed” portions of the Council’s salary and benefits proposal. It was a comfort to know that while I was selling out, I was doing it in a big way and in style.

			Pretending to enjoy crafting confection seemed underhanded and sneaky, but it was on the advice of Cal, who knew exactly how to make underhanded and sneaky work without being obvious.

			My brother-in-law experienced a strange mix of pride and horror when I showed him the enormous Council potential employee information packet/required liability waiver. (It took up two three-ring binders.) He got as far as the celebratory hug but then immediately informed me that he would not, in fact, tell Iris about it for me. I even pulled the wounded-baby-deer face, and it had no effect. His love and support only went so far, it seemed.

			Cal did, however, give me a whole raft of advice on how he would handle the “buttering up” stage of informing Iris, including participating in her holiday rituals without complaint and traveling to a specialty story in Murphy to pick up her favorite dessert blood, Sangre Select. He also gave me a precisely folded list from his shirt pocket and slid it across the table. 

			“What’s this?” I’d asked.

			“It’s a to-do list. I may not be happy about you taking the job, but that doesn’t mean I will leave you unprepared. I would like you to study these subjects before you begin working for the Council. I have arranged for you to work with several tutors near UK’s campus.”

			I skimmed the list. “Small-blade defense, Brazilian jiujitsu lessons, crossbow proficiency?”

			Cal shrugged his broad shoulders. “Given the mishaps that befell your sister during the early days of our relationship, I thought it would be better for you to build certain skill sets before your arrival in the Council office.”

			“How do you even find a crossbow tutor? Troll Craigslist for retired Hunger Games participants?”

			“Gigi, for my sake, please take this seriously. Working at the Council office means that you will stay local, which will make Iris happy. And I will be able to monitor your workplace safety and what Iris called the ‘general ooginess’ of your coworkers, which will make me happy. But there are so very, very many things about this situation that upset me. Humor my need to keep you safe.”

			“I would like to think you two will grow out of this whole ‘treat Gigi like an incompetent child’ thing, but you never, ever will, huh?”

			“Probably not, no,” he said, putting his arm around me and squeezing me to his side. “But to be fair, you should have seen this coming years ago.”

			I leaned my head against his shoulder, thinking back to that night in high school when Cal scared the hell out of Ben before our date and then presented me with my very own bright pink Taser, which I’d dubbed Mr. Sparky. “Yeah, you’re right.”

			So I was humoring both Iris and Cal with mock enthusiasm for homemade caramel and Brazilian martial arts. I hoped I was better at the martial arts, because so far, I was a failure as a confectioner. I had managed to melt chocolate chips in a double boiler without hurting anyone. I thought that should count for something.

			Jane peered over the stove, waving her hand over the now-smoking pot. “Unfortunately, while the three of you have been standing there debating, your pot of sugary goodness has burned.”

			Tess sighed, wrinkling her nose at the acrid, too-sweet smell of burned sugar. “Crap.”

			“Even the best chefs get distracted, Tess,” Miranda assured her, using a hot pad to whisk the pot off the stove and drop it into the sink.

			“And to be fair, you’re putting up with more distractions than usual,” Andrea added from under a surgeon’s mask as she stirred the caramels melting in yet another double boiler. After a particularly colorful incident in Tess’s restaurant involving key lime pie, Andrea was not taking any chances with the smell of the candy ingredients making her sick. Apparently, neither willpower nor nostalgia for desserts could overcome vampire physiology.

			“OK, I am putting myself in time-out before I create more sucrose chaos.” I snagged a takeout container from the fridge and retreated to the table. Iris didn’t like the idea of my cooking dinner for myself (because of the danger to myself and others), so she’d arranged for Miranda to deliver dinner for me from a different restaurant each night. Even I could eat only so much of Tess’s magical mac ’n’ cheese without a marked difference in the way my jeans fit.

			And while I had developed a taste for sushi at college, where you could get two amazing rolls for ten dollars around the corner at Jasmine Palace, the same quality was not to be found in Half-Moon Hollow. Tonight’s Philadelphia roll stuffed with canned salmon just didn’t tickle my tastebuds, so I was sticking with the veggie roll. Fortunately, I’d already talked Miranda out of picking up tikka masala for me the next day. I felt strongly that people should not buy Indian food from a gas station.

			While I chowed down on veggies and rice, a lively debate broke out at the stove over whether the burned stock pot could be salvaged. This was the second batch of candy we’d ruined during Iris’s brilliant “candy exchange” using my mother’s recipes. Mom wasn’t a talented cook when it came to meat and potatoes—I mean, the woman made “moist-free pot roast”—but she was some sort of sugar savant. Every December, she would spend weeks making big batches of fudge, bourbon balls, and soda-cracker candy, which was saltine-covered toffee topped by a layer of chocolate and nuts. She’d divide the candy into pretty decorative tins and take it to neighbors, teachers, friends from church, and anybody she might owe an apology to for the previous year’s events.

			I was failing at making my mom’s weird soda-cracker candy. Jolene brought a recipe for candied bacon truffles, which sounded disgusting but she swore were delicious. Miranda brought brownie mix and premade cookie dough, because, unlike the rest of us, she knew her limits. And Tess was just trying to keep us from hurting ourselves. Whatever edible product we managed to make would sustain the humans during the holiday celebrations. Anything left over would go to Jolene’s pack, who would eat anything.

			That was another fun fact shared with me during the previous year. Jolene not only had the whole sultry, Angelina Jolie look-alike package working, but she was also a werewolf. Because all ridiculously hot women deserve superpowers, too. The karmic imbalance put me in a snit for about five minutes, before Jane pointed out that the trade-off Jolene made for these gifts was a twangy backwoods accent that could peel paint. Sometimes, when she got excited, she sounded like Dolly Parton on helium.

			Werewolves, unlike vampires, were not “out” to the human community yet, still waiting to see how the vampires’ transition panned out. And even more unlike vampires, they enjoyed carbs, and fats, and proteins, pretty much all foods, as shifting back and forth between two feet and four was a real drain on the metabolism.

			“Do we have to use the candy thermometer again?” I asked. “It frightens me.”

			Tess nodded. “We’re supposed to make caramel for the chocolate turtles.”

			“Screw it,” I huffed, tossing my takeout container into the trash. “I went to the store earlier and bought a three-pound bag of caramels. Let’s melt those bad boys in the microwave.”

			Tess clutched at her chest as if to ward off palpitations. “I can’t believe you just said that in front of me.”

			“We won’t tell the homemade-candy police, we promise,” Andrea told her. 

			Tess pouted more than a little as she plopped down at the table to unwrap the caramels. I couldn’t blame her.

			“I never understood why it was necessary to individually wrap caramels when they were already in a bag. It’s one of life’s great, annoying mysteries,” I muttered.

			“Uh, because they are sticky, and if you didn’t wrap them, you’d just have one big lump of caramels,” Jane suggested.

			“Mystery solved,” I said. Eager to put Tess in a better mood, I asked, “So, Tess, how’s the restaurant? The mac and cheese alone should keep your tables filled.”

			“Great!” Tess enthused. “Folks seem to like having both vampire and human menu options. Word of mouth has spread around the vampire community, and we’ve gotten a few write-ups in Southern Living and Undead Epicure. And if the guy claiming to be a production assistant with Diners, Drive-Ins and Dives wasn’t a prank caller, we might end up with a segment on the Food Network. We’re packed every night. Jolene’s been on me about maybe opening a second location in Murphy, but I’m thinking about something a little smaller. Food trucks are all the rage now. So maybe I could open a truck with a limited Southern Comforts menu and warm blood on tap. We could set up at community events and the Main Street Square on summer weekends. It’s still a risk, but it’s not quite the same level of failure if I have to close down a food truck as it is to lose a restaurant.”

			Jane grinned, nudging Tess gently (for a vampire). “And you and Sam?”

			“Oh, Lord.” Miranda rolled her bottle-green eyes toward the ceiling.

			“What?” Jane asked.

			“You’ve got that unintentionally smug look that married people get when they’re weaseling marriage plans out of their single friends,” Tess told her.

			“That’s not—I didn’t . . . smug?” Jane sputtered. Andrea gave her a hard stare. “OK, I was a little smug.”

			“You were a smidge smug,” Jolene agreed.

			“We’re happy with the way things are right now,” Tess said. “Unless I get turned into a vampire—which, given the fact that I make my living as a chef, isn’t all that likely—and live another hundred years, I don’t think I will ever see the day when Sam and I are simultaneously ready for marriage. His divorce left him really messed up, and my fiancé leaving me for a dental hygienist didn’t do me any favors in the trust department, either. Really, we’re both happy this way. We love each other. We enjoy living together. We don’t see the reason to bring paperwork and special jewelry into it.”

			Unlike every girl on my dorm floor who made the same antimarriage speech, it sounded like Tess actually meant it. It was enough to give me hope that I might not be as romantically messed up as I believed. Maybe Tess was proof that waiting for the right guy and the right time was the mature, rational thing to do. Then again, Tess once injected Sam’s blood bags with essence of ghost chili to prove a point, so maybe she wasn’t the best role model.

			Also, Miranda was twitching, actually experiencing facial tics, as she was unwrapping caramels. She wouldn’t look up, wouldn’t make eye contact, and her hands were doing this weird clenching thing that was not productive in terms of unwrapping candy.

			“Miranda, are you OK?” Iris slid the caramels closer to her, then thought better of it and pushed them toward me. “Miranda . . . why do you look like you’re about to explode?”

			Miranda attempted a casual shrug and failed miserably. “It’s nothing.”

			Tess’s lips twitched as she measured out a second batch of butter and sugar into a saucepan. “Miranda.”

			“Nothing!”

			“Spill it, or we’ll have Jane poke through your brain,” Andrea told her.

			Jane protested, “That’s— Hey, I wouldn’t use my— OK, yeah, I totally would,” Jane told Miranda. “Tell, or I will scan you like airport security.”

			Miranda was so sheepish it was almost sad. “I maybe sort of found an engagement ring in Collin’s closet . . . behind some of his boxes . . . under some blankets. I just stumbled across it.” She covered her flushed cheeks with her hands. “Everybody in the room is staring at me right now, huh?”

			“Yes,” we said, all at once.

			“So, yeah, Collin and I could be getting married soon . . . Or I totally misinterpreted the ring I found, and Collin has a second family somewhere.” She turned to Jane. “You would see that coming, right?”

			“ ‘Second family’ would probably come up, in terms of guilty, nagging thoughts,” Jane assured her. 

			The second round of butter-sugar mix came to a bubble on the stove, and Tess turned her attention to it. It was a convenient way to escape the most awkward conversation in the world. Andrea turned to the still-tweaky Miranda to say, “It will be fine. Collin will propose with a ring that I’m sure is very pretty.”

			“Soooo pretty.” Miranda sighed. “It has little roses carved into the band and everything.”

			Iris stretched her arm across the table and very deliberately, very gently squeezed Miranda’s hand. “I’ll help you plan a lovely vampire-friendly wedding that even your parents won’t be able to find fault with.”

			Miranda snorted. “Good luck with that.”

			“It will be perfect,” Iris promised.

			“Someone change the subject before I start having a panic attack,” Miranda said.

			“So, how’s Nola?” I asked, turning to Andrea. “Dick has to be a little disappointed not to have his baby girl around for the holidays.”

			“Still making this face when he calls her his ‘baby girl.’ ” Andrea screwed her face into a parody of an embarrassing grimace. Nola was the granddaughter of Mr. Wainwright, Jane’s former boss and Dick’s several-times-great-grandson. She’d come to the Hollow a year or so before from her home in Ireland on a supernatural scavenger hunt of magical artifacts for her coven. She’d found much more in unexpected vampire ancestors and a local shapeshifter, Jed, with whom she lived whenever they were stateside. And when they weren’t on this side of the pond, Jed was traveling to Ireland to stay with Nola’s family.

			Andrea continued, “Well, we’re learning that we have to share Nola with the other side of the family. The McGavocks were really nice about her spending Christmas with us last year, so it’s only fair that she travels to see them this year.”

			“You’ve been reading books on how to be a reasonable, not annoying grandparent, haven’t you?”

			She nodded. “Yes, I have. But Nola will be home this summer, so you’ll see her then.”

			“You’ll be home this summer, Geeg?” Tess asked, brows raised. “No internship lined up yet?”

			I glanced toward Iris. I had not had the chance to properly prepare Iris for my job announcement. And in front of all of her girlfriends was definitely not the way to do it. “Uh . . . not yet.”

			Tess deftly poured the toffee mixture from the saucepan over a baking sheet lined with soda crackers, spreading it evenly on every square. “I’d think that the computer companies would be lined up to hire you,” she said.

			“Uh . . .” I hesitated, shoving one of the spare uncandied crackers into my mouth to stall. I really needed to learn how to lie.

			“It does seem sort of weird that you and your adviser haven’t come up with something,” Iris said. “Your supervisor at NetSecure gave you a glowing reference. Cal actually got weepy when he read it, he was so proud.”

			Jane stared at me, eyebrows arched, and she chirped, “Right, well, you can always work at the store this summer if you don’t find anything else. Hey, Iris, what’s next on the candy list?”

			This was one of the few advantages of hanging out with a mind-reader: she knew when to change the subject.

			“Turtles and then Jolene’s bacon truffles,” Iris said, checking her carefully mapped-out candy timetable. She turned to Jolene. “You are sure that bacon truffles won’t actually kill people, right?”

			“They haven’t so far,” Jolene said with a shrug.

			As the others began crisping the bacon and melting even more chocolate, Jane leaned close and whispered, “I heard that. And it’s not the only advantage of spending time with me. I also provide sparkling conversation.”

			I snickered. Jane patted my shoulder and moved to the stove to mourn the loss of bacon from her diet. 

			Meanwhile, Tess was staring at the toffee, waiting for it to set before she poured a layer of melted chocolate over it. “Does this look right, Iris?”

			Shrugging, Iris eyed the candy and pinched a tiny bit off the edge of the concoction. 

			“Iris, no!” Jane cried as Iris stuck the candy in her mouth.

			Iris blanched as soon as the caramel hit her lips. “Aw, damn it, I forgot,” Iris said, spitting the toffee into the wastebasket. She stuck her head under the faucet and ruthlessly rinsed the taste of toffee (or whatever rancid, rotten taste she sensed when her vampire tastebuds detected toffee) from her mouth.

			I nicked a sliver off the toffee and tasted it. “It’s just right, Tess. Just like Mom used to make.” I turned to Iris. “And let that be a lesson to you about which family traditions should be abandoned. Soda-cracker candy is just weird.”

			“Rookie mistake,” Andrea said, shaking her head.

			“Shut it, you two,” Iris grumbled, staring glumly while Tess poured a thick sheet of semisweet chocolate over the barely hardened toffee. “I was just trying to give Geeg the sort of Christmas we had when we were kids.”

			“I know, I know,” I said, putting my arm around her. I smiled when she didn’t flinch or duck her head away from me to avoid the temptation of my yummy human smell. “And I love you for it. But you need to relax, or you will carry on another one of the family’s traditions: Mom’s holiday meltdown moments.”

			Iris laughed. “They were legendary. Remember the time she threw a pecan pie out the front door because Dad pinched a couple of nuts from the top?”

			I cackled. “And she hit approaching carolers!”

			“From our church! Mom didn’t know they were coming.” Iris giggled, wiping at her eyes before the pinkish tears could form on her lashes. She sighed. “OK, you’re right. I’ll try to dial it down. I think I’m just agitated because I miss chocolate. Of all the things I miss about being human, chocolate ranks at the top of the list.”

			“But there have to be some things about being a vampire that make up for it, right?” Jolene looked to me for help in dragging my sister out of her cocoa-less funk.

			“Yeah, superstrength,” I offered.

			“Fast reflexes,” Jolene said.

			“Having a gorgeous complexion forever. No wasting your money on eye creams that will never work,” I suggested. I looked to Jane and Andrea, who seemed amused by our assessment of their “perks.”

			“Being able to smell pretty much anything,” Jolene added.

			“Oh! You can get stabbed as many times as you want,” I reminded her.

			Iris chuckled. “Geeg?”

			“Yeah?”

			“Stop trying to make me feel better.”

			“OK, then.”
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			Christmas is not the time to make big emotionally significant announcements. That’s more of an Arbor Day thing.

			—Not So Silent Night: Creating Happy and Stress-Free Holidays with Newly Undead Family Members

			I was having just a little too much fun tooling around town doing errands in the Dorkmobile. I’d missed the Hollow. I’d spent so much time at school and internships that I forgot how much I enjoyed this backwater little town. I missed being recognized at the grocery store and people honking at me at stoplights to wave. Then again, driving around in a yellow minivan with Iris’s Beeline logo on the side was bound to get some attention from strangers, too. Either way, it was nice to feel like I had a place there.

			It was after sunset, and I was still about an hour’s drive from home, which was going to set Cal on edge. But I still had to stop at the blood shop in Murphy, where they carried Iris’s favorite flavor of Sangre. It was not nearly as creepy as it sounded. Eli Kemper had run a plain old liquor store before the Great Coming Out. But he’d found that there was an untapped market for vampire customers who didn’t want the trouble involved in having to rustle up human food sources. Also, he was tired of dealing with college students and their laughably fake IDs. So he opened the Blood Barn, where he carried the tristate area’s largest selection of packaged donor and synthetic bloods.

			Mr. Kemper was supposed to be holding the bottle of Sangre Select Chocolatier for me behind the counter. Yes, I knew it was sad to try to bribe my sister out of being angry with me before I even told her about my employment news. But I had to give myself whatever advantage I could.

			I’d spent too much time at the mall doing my Christmas errands, so it was dark when I pulled into the Blood Barn’s parking lot. Iris had already left a few messages asking where I was, but I figured it would be better to ignore them. If we were going to survive living together that summer, Iris was going to have to adjust to the idea of my being an adult. That meant not checking up on me like I was still twelve years old.

			Located in a strip mall just off Murphy’s Main Street, the Blood Barn looked like any store in any strip mall anywhere in America—plain brick, ugly neon-red signage, questionable ads in the windows, rows upon rows of liquor bottles that according to a lot of Internet videos could collapse at any second. This one just happened to stock a crap-ton of blood. Shivering into my peacoat, I went into the shop where a half-dozen living and undead customers wandered around, perusing the stock. Gray, grizzled, and slightly stooped from a lifetime of lifting heavy cases of bottles, Mr. Kemper was busy with a couple at the donor counter, picking out something special for their Christmas dinner.

			After all these years, vampire marketing was still a hit-or-miss proposition. With a target audience from so many countries, cultures, and time periods, companies that made vampire products tried out every conceivable packaging theme to attract the eyes of their undead customers. Slick, plastic, and pop trendy battled with cut glass and Old English fonts. Prepackaged blood came in fruity, alco-pop-type flavors or in species-inspired meat varieties. (Ostrich O Positive, anyone?) By far the most disturbing selection was a Dickensian label on a paper milk carton, touting Blood Nog as the drink to serve your vampire loved ones this holiday season.

			Yarp.

			With Mr. Kemper distracted by dithering holiday shoppers, I wandered over to the shelves at the back and wondered if one bottle of specialty blood would be enough to soothe Iris’s temper. Maybe I should get her a “buttering up” bottle for before I told her and another “peace offering” bottle for after.

			I caught sight of my reflection in one of the fridge doors. I frowned at my red cheeks and windblown hair, fluffing my hair out of its current frizz and tucking it under the cute lilac-colored knit hat Nola had left behind as my Christmas gift. I even pulled out a tinted raspberry lip balm and gave my mouth a quick swipe. “Yeah, that will fix the sister-fooling guilt,” I muttered, turning away from the sneaky girl in the glass.

			I rounded the corner toward the “Sweets” section and tried to find some non-nog holiday-inspired bottle. I shuddered at the first label I spotted. Toasted-marshmallow-flavored vodka was gross. In a bottle of blood, it was just upsetting.

			My eyes darted to the right at a slight movement in the corner of my eye. A man was standing behind me, watching me.

			Or maybe not.

			I’d only caught the impression of a tall blond man with broad shoulders and long legs, plus eyes so light brown they almost glowed gold against the fluorescent shop lights. That gold was the last image that remained, lingering like smoke after his face faded from my sight. Like a camera flash, there one minute, leaving only an imprint behind. Honestly, I wasn’t even sure he’d been there in the first place. Was it the tree farm all over again? Or was I imagining things?

			“I’m going insane,” I whispered, wiping my sweaty palms on my jeans. “First, I spray Ben at the Christmas tree farm and now phantom men in blood shops? . . . And now I’m talking to myself, which closes out the triple threat.”

			“Miss Scanlon?” Mr. Kemper had finally found enough of a break between customers to call me over to the counter.

			“The man in here before, a big, tall blond guy, goldish eyes. Do you know him?” I asked. It was a fifty-fifty shot in a small Kentucky town where everybody knew everybody else.

			“I don’t think I saw a man who looked like that, Miss Scanlon,” he said. “Is that something you’d like me to put on special order?”

			Retail humor, you slay me. “Thanks, but no.”

			I finished my transaction without any further hallucinations and walked out to my car.

			I spent the hourlong drive home contemplating this fun new element of my neurosis. Was my imaginary friend connected to the strange white face I’d seen at the tree farm? Could he be a ghost? Jane had made it clear that ghosts were real. Vampires saw them all the time. Her former boss and her late aunt had haunted her bookshop and her house for years after they died. Maybe my exposure to Cal and now Iris meant that I could see them, too? Was it weird that I was glad I’d fluffed my hair and applied lip gloss before he spotted me?

			Or maybe I was just imagining seeing a handsome pale face because I was so unhappy in my relationship that I had to make up a supernatural stalker to cope. Because I was a big drama queen.
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			The twinkle-light extravaganza on our front porch, which was clearly visible from the highway—and possibly from space—guided me home. I climbed out of the car and dragged my shopping bags from the passenger seat. Judging by Iris’s voicemail messages, she was going to be more than a little grumpy with me when I walked in. She wanted to give me my space, she said. She understood that I was an adult with my own priorities and schedule and friends, but that didn’t mean that it wasn’t fricking rude not to return phone calls and let my sister know that I wasn’t dead in a ditch somewhere.

			Given my efforts to sweeten her temper, ignoring her calls was probably a tactical error.

			Sighing deeply, I shuffled under the weight of the bags, dragging myself and my purchases toward the wreath-bedecked front door. Just as I passed the shrubs flanking the driveway, I heard a loud “Psst!”

			I stopped in my tracks. Because, clearly, I had learned nothing from the tree farm encounter.

			And then I heard it again: “Psst!”

			A pale face popped up between the shrubs, like Satan’s jack-in-the-box. I almost let out a yelp, but the pale shape moved forward in a flash, clapping his hand over my mouth before I could make a sound. I raised my fist and swung hard, hoping to hit somewhere in vicinity of the face, but instead, the body easily sidestepped me.

			A soft, accented voice whispered, “Please, don’t scream, Gigi.”

			Fortunately, it was a voice I recognized.

			“Collin?” I whispered when he removed his hand from my lips. I swung again, hitting Collin’s shoulder. “What the hell?”

			The Brit took my feeble assault with grace, not even changing his somewhat chagrined expression as I smacked him around. “Let’s take the conversation out of Cal’s range of hearing, shall we?”

			Without even letting me put down my bags, Collin picked me up and shifted me onto his back piggy-back style. He dashed across our yard, into the trees, while I buried my face in the shoulder of his suit jacket to keep from screaming or throwing up. (He was really fast.)

			He gently set me on my feet, steadying me when my all-too-human equilibrium left me all wobbly. “What is wrong with you?” I exclaimed, dropping my bags long enough to smack his shoulders. “Does Cal know that you’re lurking outside our house in the bushes? Because that’s a violation of a few friendship boundaries.”

			“No, Cal doesn’t know I’m lurking outside your house in the bushes,” Collin said, sounding very, very tired. “Which is why I just carried you across the lawn to a location out of his hearing.”

			“OK, new question. Why are you lurking outside our house in the bushes?”

			“Because I need to talk to you, and every time I have an excuse to come to your house, we’re surrounded by beings with superhearing.”

			“Collin, if this is some sort of confession of hidden feelings, I think I should tell you that I have a brand-new canister of vampire pepper spray in my purse, and also, you’re a dick, because Miranda loves you.”

			“What?” he exclaimed. “You? No. Don’t be ridiculous.”

			“OK, first of all, ouch,” I said, pointing a finger in his face. “And second . . . there is no second. Just ouch.”

			“You may punch me in the shoulder later if you just listen to me now,” he said. “I need to speak to you about what I saw the other night—when you asked me to predict whether you would be attacked by ‘any of the vampires in the room’ in the near future.”

			“Yes, and Iris didn’t attack me, which you predicted correctly. Go, you.”

			“I said none of the vampires ‘in the room’ would attack you in the near future,” he said.

			“So which part are you being all cryptically emphatic about?” I asked. “The ‘in the room’ part or the ‘near future’ part?”

			“Both.”

			I pinched the bridge of my nose, just like Cal, in the hope that it would alleviate the building pressure in my head. Nope, the pinching did nothing. “You are the least helpful psychic ever.”

			“Well, it was the vaguest vision I have ever had,” he said. “It was spring or summer. There were green leaves on the trees and flowers. But I don’t know if it’s this spring or summer or in the next few years. I saw you and a vampire, whose form and face I could barely make out. He was trying to attack you, but you were fighting him off.”

			“Well, that’s great. Go, me.”

			“But you were losing.”

			“That’s bad.”

			“I didn’t see you get seriously injured, but it was obviously a confrontation that was not going well for you. I would have said something sooner, but this was the first evening I could sneak over without alerting Miranda.”

			“Book club night at Jane’s?” I asked. He nodded. “So what do I do? Go to Cal? Go to Ophelia? Tell them I need a full antivampire security detail every summer until I’m old and gray?”

			He shook his head and gave me his best impression of a reassuring smile. “No, the problem with my visions is that there are dozens of factors that could affect the outcome of what I see. Leaving your purse behind in your car, putting garlic salt on your morning eggs, wearing a turtleneck instead of a T-shirt, a little decision that could determine whether a vampire attacks you. The best thing you could do is find a way to protect yourself.”

			I nodded. “Are you going to tell Cal or Iris about this?”

			“No, predictions like this are very personal. You need to decide whether to include your family in the decisions you make as a result of what I’ve told you. I will say that I would encourage you to give yourself as many resources as possible, and that includes Cal’s apparently boundless cache of weapons and security tech.”

			“I’ll take that into consideration,” I said.

			“I’m sorry to give you bad news,” he said gently. “With this talent, it’s basically my lot in life. Shall we return you to the house?”

			He began walking toward the twinkling Christmas lights decorating our porch.

			I tapped him on the shoulder and shook my head. “One more thing,” I said.

			“What?”

			I pulled my fist back and punched his shoulder as hard as I could.

			“Ow!” we both grunted at once. I shook out my hand, hissing at the pain in my knuckles. Collin was a lot firmer than he looked.

			“Why did you do that?” he demanded. “And who taught you to hit that hard?”

			“Cal, though I obviously need some sort of antivampire brass knuckles,” I muttered. “And I hit you because you told me I could. You will not sneak up on me in my yard anymore. Are we clear?”

			“Crystal,” he grumbled, rubbing at his shoulder. “I am sorry about the sneaking.”

			“It’s OK, Collin,” I told him, awkwardly patting his shoulder. “I’m sorry I hit you.”

			“That’s all right. Strong survival instincts will help you get through what’s to come.” The moment the last sentence slipped from his lips, his face scrunched into an embarrassed, decidedly un-Collin-like expression. “Sorry. That didn’t exactly help you feel better, did it?”

			“No, it did not,” I said, shaking my head. “Now, carry me back to the house.”

			He burst out laughing. When I didn’t let loose so much as a giggle, he scoffed, “Are you serious?”

			“You carried me out here, so you’re carrying me back. These bags are heavy, so get to toting.”

			He sighed. “Make one My Little Pony reference, and I will drop you.”

			“Noted.”
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			Sometimes giving someone a special holiday memory isn’t about the big gestures. It’s about small, considerate acts.

			—Not So Silent Night: Creating Happy and Stress-Free Holidays with Newly Undead Family Members

			It was two in the morning, and I was sitting at the kitchen counter, glumly picking at a bowl of peppermint-stick ice cream. Bless Iris’s daytime concierge employees and their willingness to stock their boss’s fridge for living visitors.

			I couldn’t stop thinking about Collin’s prediction. A vampire was going to attack me, maybe sometime soon. Would he really wait until the summer to do it? Vampires weren’t big on long games. For people who lived forever, some of them seemed to have very little patience. Could it be that the man-pression I saw in the blood store was a vampire who was going to come after me? I’d known hostility from the undead was a possibility since Cal came into our lives, but somehow it still hurt my feelings. I hadn’t done anything to my imaginary friend. Why was he going to try to injure me? Why couldn’t he pick on someone his own size and strength?

			Iris padded down the stairs in her usual work outfit of pencil skirt and tidy white blouse, a black Sharpie securing the twist in her dark hair. She was flipping through a binder titled “Floral Designs—Nocturnal Blooms.” I kept forgetting that this was the middle of the workday for her. She was humming a tuneless song, a sure sign that she was happy with the way her latest nuptial project was coming together.

			She stopped at the foot of the stairs, nearly dropping her binder as if she was startled to see me there. I rolled my eyes at her theatrics. “Oh, come on. There’s no way you didn’t know I was down here. You heard my heartbeat from the top of the stairs, you goofball.”

			“I know. But I thought it would be weird for you if you knew I was tracking your pulse from another floor.” She sighed. “It was the binder bobbling, wasn’t it? It was too much.”

			“You’re so weird.” I snorted into my ice cream.

			She peered into my bowl. “Wow, peppermint stick. You are hitting the hard stuff.”

			“Yep.”

			“Want to talk about it?”

			“Nope,” I replied, making a popping sound over the “p.”

			“Well, too bad. That question was rhetorical. Come on, woman. Hit me with it.”

			There were so many things driving me to ice cream it seemed almost impossible to pick which one to start with. Maybe I should go chronologically and work my way out. “It’s Ben.”

			Iris made a tsk noise and tilted her head. “Did you spray him in the face with silver again?”

			“No. He’s silver-free,” I assured her, taking a deep breath before I let the words spill out of my mouth. “I don’t think I want to see Ben anymore.”

			Iris’s eyes went wide, and she plopped down on the stool next to me. “Wow.”

			“I know,” I squeaked.

			Iris put her binder aside. “I mean, you two have been Ben and Gigi for so long. I guess I just assumed . . . Well, who marries their high school sweetheart, anyway?”

			“Nice people,” I mumbled into my ice cream. “People who don’t dump boyfriends their parents would have been thrilled to meet . . . assuming that they were still alive.”

			“Oh, honey, tell me you’re not staying in an unhappy relationship because you think Mom and Dad would have wanted you to. Because, trust me, that’s not what they wanted for you.”

			“No, it’s nothing like that. I just feel guilty. There’s nothing wrong with Ben. He’s a great guy. He’s sweet, and he remembers my birthday, and he actually listens when I talk instead of spending that time coming up with what he’s going to say next. And if there’s nothing wrong with him, that means there has to be something wrong with me.”

			“Gigi, you’re breaking up with a boy. It’s not like you’re going to steal his identity or his kidney or something.” She stopped and gave me a long stare. “You’re not, right?”

			I stared at my sister with a completely deadpan expression. “Is your special vampire power sensing when someone is about to smack you? Because it should be pinging right now.”

			“Hey, I want someone else to be the first one to use the emergency bail fund. Kidney theft would definitely qualify.”

			I scooped up a good bit of ice cream and held it up to her face. 

			Out of habit, she leaned closer as if I was offering her a bite. And then she sniffed at it and gagged. “Oh, that was mean.”

			“I have to use the few advantages I have.”

			“Look, Geeg, if I learned anything from my relationship with Paul, it’s that you’re not doing anyone any favors drawing out a relationship that doesn’t make you happy. It’s better just to cut ties before someone gets their feelings hurt.”

			“How did you break things off with Booty Call Paul? You never told me.”

			“With good reason, because it was humiliating.”

			“Did he find you straddling Cal?” I asked, barely suppressing my urge to smirk.

			“Close to it,” she said. “But this isn’t about me. I broke up with Paul because even though the relationship worked on the surface, it wasn’t what I wanted. It wasn’t going to give me what I wanted in life. And it wasn’t fair to either one of us to pretend it was anything but over.”

			“Yes, but what actual words did you use?” I asked. “Because I am drawing a blank.”

			“That moment will arrive when you know you have to break it off, and you’ll know just what to say.”

			“I don’t want to hurt him.”

			“You can’t control whether he’s going to be hurt. You can only tell him the truth and hope for the best. Ben’s a good guy. He’s not going to become some raging jerk just because you broke up with him.”

			“You sure you don’t want to just do this for me?”

			“I’m sure.”

			“Oh, fine, make me responsible for my own decisions.”

			“It’s for the best, Gigi, really. Living honestly is the only way to go.”

			Talk about the conversational gods giving you a segue. I took a deep breath and pushed away the ice cream bowl. “Speaking of which, Iris, there’s something I need to tell you. It’s about my plans for this summer.”

			Her blue eyes went wide and saucer-like. “Oh, my God, are you pregnant? Is that why you want to break up with Ben? Because you’re having someone else’s baby?”

			“No, that would be worse, but no,” I said, laughing now. “I am not pregnant. And no more recorded soaps for you, lady! I just wanted to tell you that I found a job.”

			Iris scoffed. “I knew you would. Where is it? Microsoft? NetSecure? Some independent think tank that designs scary military phone apps?”

			I scratched the back of my neck, staring at the fridge, the counter, the blender, anything but Iris. “Not exactly.”

			“Gigi, please answer me before I start making crazy assumptions about stripper poles and webcams.”

			I crossed the fridge, pulled out Iris’s bottle of Sangre Select, and put it in front of her. She arched an eyebrow and stared at the label and the price tag. “This is not helping my panic levels.”

			“I’m going to work for the Council. They need help building a search engine for vampires’ living descendants, and I think I would be able to do a lot of good.”

			If Iris could possibly lose blood from her cheeks, they would have paled to paper white. She clutched at the edge of the counter so hard it buckled in her hands. “So you’re going to be working for Ophelia? The same vampire I’ve worked with for years? The same vampire who I’ve made clear is about as sane and cuddly as a bag of snakes?”

			“Yes.”

			Her breath came out in a hissing wheeze. “And since Council offices don’t let their employees quit, this will be a permanent position?”

			I nodded. 

			Her voice somehow went up an octave as she asked, “And have you already signed an employment agreement?”

			I should just have told her that I was kidding and I was pregnant. And I’d gotten the father’s name tattooed on my boobs. That would be less upsetting for her, right?

			“And how, pray tell, did you receive this job offer without Cal finding out and giving me a heads-up?” she asked, her voice deadly quiet. 

			I slid off the stool and stepped back. I pressed my lips together, because I liked Cal. He deserved not to wake up with his head superglued to his pillow.

			“Cal!” she shouted, using her superspeed to bound up the stairs and locate her poor husband.

			I stared at her blurred shape, wondering whether it would be better to stick around or slip out the door to hide out at Jane’s or Miranda’s. Gabriel or Collin wouldn’t mind an overnight guest, right?

			Collin. Damn it.

			“And I think I’m being stalked by an imaginary ghost-vampire,” I groaned, smacking my forehead. “That would have been a perfect distraction.”

			Overhead, I heard Iris shout, “And you didn’t think it would be a good idea to tell me?”

			“It’s too late now.”

			My only defense now was to get another really good bottle of dessert blood.

			From the second floor, I heard, “I have the right to know if my sister is signing her life away to the vampire underworld, Cal!”

			Two bottles of really good dessert blood.
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			Two days later, Iris was still pretty peeved about my new job. Her points of contention were reasonable. She hated the fact that I’d gone behind her back during the hiring process. She was upset with Cal for not telling her, even if I had asked him not to, really nicely. She didn’t trust Ophelia. She didn’t trust the vampires I would be working with. She’d met and didn’t trust some of the humans I would be working with. She wanted me to have a regular, human job in the regular, human world. It basically boiled down to an enormous amount of guilt Iris felt for dragging us into the vampire world years ago and how it may have ruined me for corporate America.

			It took an entire bottle of Tess’s special bloody sangria and very reasonable, calm arguments from both Cal and myself to convince her that she could not, in fact, storm the Council office and demand that Ophelia release me from my contract. I may or may not have reminded her of the time Mom pulled something similar when Iris signed up to volunteer in Guatemala for the summer between high school and college. Iris had been humiliated when Mom stormed her idealistic English teacher’s office and demanded that Ms. Crandall remove Iris’s name from the “Do-Gooder Roster.”

			So for now, Iris was going to be quiet but vigilant. Also, she was going to stop glaring at Cal and me, because getting the stink-eye was no way to spend the holidays.

			Still, it wouldn’t hurt to make sure Iris’s Christmas gift was spectacular, more spectacular than the collection of night-blooming seeds I’d ordered over the Internet. This was why I was perusing the shelves at Jane’s shop, Specialty Books, searching for the perfect “I’m sorry I agreed to work for a shadowy vampire organization without talking to you first” present.

			Jane’s shop was whimsical and cozy, with its midnight-blue walls and comfy purple chairs, banking the rows upon rows of neatly organized bookshelves. Andrea had draped fairy lights in loopy bunting shapes behind the shiny maple coffee bar in recognition of the season, along with a display of “Gargoyle on the Shelf” books for younger supernatural creatures. I’d spent the better part of an hour looking through rare first editions and advanced nocturnal gardening books. But nothing struck me as special enough to qualify.

			“How about a pewter fairy figurine?” Andrea suggested, nudging an “autumn” fairy across the maple and lead-glass bar that served as the checkout counter.

			“Stop trying to unload the fairy figurines on innocent people,” Jane told her. “Nobody buys those things. We’ve had the same set since we opened.”

			I snickered but tried to keep a straight face as I told Andrea, “I’ll pass.”

			Andrea held the little figurine to her eye level and pointed her finger at it. “I will get rid of you one day. I’m tired of dusting you.”

			“I hate to point out the obvious, but this could have been avoided if you’d just told Iris you were going on a job interview,” Jane said.

			“Yes, that was the obvious, thank you,” I retorted.

			“I’m just saying, if Jamie had agreed to a lifetime commitment to Ophelia without telling me, I would be really upset, too.”

			“You know that eventually, the two of them are going to be mated and married, right?” I asked her. “Or at least, they’re going to want to move in together.”

			“That’s one of those things Jane doesn’t like to think about,” Andrea said, ticking the items off on her long, coral-tipped fingers. “Health-care reform, the Kardashians, Jamie’s inevitable marriage to her nemesis.”

			“Sorry,” I told Jane, who shrugged.

			“I’m just delaying the inevitable, I’m aware. Denial is a pseudo-mother’s strongest coping skill,” she said, clapping her hands. “OK, this isn’t solving your problem. Now, you’re sure you don’t see anything in the shop that will do?”

			“No, I’m sorry, nothing jumps out at me.”

			Jane held up one finger and disappeared into the stockroom at the back of the shop. She came out holding an enormous cardboard carton marked “For Iris” in one hand. She handed me the box, and I nearly sank to the floor under its weight. Stupid vampire superstrength.

			The box was filled to the brim with romance paperbacks, each one marked with a Post-it noting the year of publication. I sifted through the box and found that there was one book for each year since Iris’s birth. Almost every genre was covered—pirates, Vikings, westerns, contemporary, thrillers, cozy mysteries, urban fantasy, and Regencies. My mouth fell open. Iris would love it. She’d been a closet romance-novel fan since her early teens. She hid her titles in dust jackets for self-help books, because she was afraid I would make fun of the covers. (Rightly so.) But the books had always been a source of comfort and amusement for her.

			“I picked these up from the secondhand paperback store across town. I was saving this as a special ‘congratulations on making it through your first year as a vampire without nonconsensual biting’ present, but clearly, you’re in dire need,” Jane said.

			“You didn’t get me a first-year no-bite anniversary present.” Andrea pouted prettily.

			Jane shrugged. “You weren’t terrified of injuring innocent humans.”

			“I’ll take it,” I told her. “As long as the price is in the fifty-to-one-hundred-dollar range and not, say, my very soul.”

			“I will give you the desperate-sister discount and sell it to you at cost, thirty-two dollars.”

			“Well, that’s good, because I’m pretty sure I signed my soul over to Ophelia in my employment contract.”

			“And you want the gift card, too?” Andrea asked.

			“Better make it a big one,” I said, shelling the bills out of my wallet onto the counter.

			Because I’d dragged Cal into my mess, I owed him something a little special, too. Jane had a rare edition of The Iliad in the original Greek that she’d set aside for me. The final cost of buying back my family’s affection was going to be about three hundred dollars, the sum total of my summer-salary savings account.

			It was worth it. I chatted with Andrea while Jane gift-wrapped the books. Andrea made me one of her famous coffee concoctions involving chocolate and caramel. I sipped it gratefully and fortified myself for the drive home. A few moments later, Jane handed me a purple gift box with an extravagant silver bow.

			“Wow, that is surprisingly crafty,” I told Jane. She smiled, all pleased and bashful.

			“It turns out Jane is a bit of a gift-wrapping savant now that she has vampire reflexes.”

			“My mother could not be prouder,” Jane said. “She thinks maybe I can get a real job wrapping at a department store.”

			I giggled. “I’m sorry.”

			“No, no, it’s funny,” Jane conceded. “She just worries about me having job security and health benefits, that’s all.”

			Jane’s imitation of her mother’s voice was so accurate it gave me shivers. “She does realize you don’t get sick, right? And that you own your own successful business?”

			“I’ve told her so, many times,” Jane said, nodding. “And she wonders why I don’t brave daylight to attend the family Christmas lunch.”

			“It’s a mystery,” I said, taking Cal’s wrapped book from her hands. “And on that note, I bid you good night. I’m supposed to meet Ben at the house for a Home Alone movie marathon with Cal and Iris.”

			“And you sound super thrilled about it,” Andrea noted. “Is it because the Home Alone sequels got weird after the second one?”

			“Yes,” I told her, even when Jane gave me one of her patented “I can see inside your head, you big liar who lies” looks.

			“Oh, that reminds me!” Andrea exclaimed, dashing toward the fridge behind the coffee bar. “Iris asked me to mix this up for her. It’s a super-concentrated espresso and blood potion to help her stay up to watch Mary’s Wish List.”

			I winced as Andrea pressed the thermos into my hands. Even though Iris was mad at me, she’d still taken measures to make sure we could continue our Christmas movie tradition. “Thank you for driving that sisterly-guilt stake just a little bit deeper.”

			Jane helped me carry the heavy box of books out the front door. “We do what we can.”

			With my gift packages secured in the trunk, Jane gave me a quick hug and dashed back into the store. “Good night, you two,” I called. They waved at me through the window, and I turned back to my car. I’d almost opened the driver’s-side door when I noticed a flash of something sparkly on the other side of the street. I changed directions immediately to investigate.

			Shiny objects. I was a simple girl.

			A new jewelry shop had opened across the street and three doors down from Specialty Books as part of the revitalization efforts on Paxton. It had only taken Jane a few years of steady business and knocking down the porn store next door to convince local merchants that the area was worth investment. This sparkly shop in question was called Beautiful Things, a name that was sort of lovely in its simplicity.

			The proprietor knew how to stock a display window, creating multiple levels of snowy “hills” from fluffy cotton and tucking jewelry into little hollows so it looked like flowers blooming in the snow. I hovered close by the window, admiring a pair of well-lit moonstone earrings shaped to look like apple blossoms with silver petals. They were the closest to the glass, and I couldn’t help but lay my hand over the window as if I could reach through and touch them. I smiled at them through the glass but ultimately decided to back away and not wreck my credit rating by giving in to earring temptation.

			I turned away, digging through my purse for my phone. Ben was probably at the house by now, waiting to start the Macaulay-thon. I glanced up and saw a tall, lean shape against the backdrop of the building next to Jane’s. I could make out the shock of blond hair in the bluish light of the security lamp. And his eyes glowed gold.

			My imaginary vampire friend appeared to be of a more solid variety.

			The hair on the back of my neck stood up. I stepped toward my car and nearly walked into a lamppost. His eyes followed my bumbling progress across the street. It didn’t feel . . . bad or wrong. And that was probably an indicator that there was something seriously wrong with the way my brain worked.

			I fumbled in my bag for good old Mr. Sparky, but before I could pull my hand out, he was standing right in front of me. I yelped, stumbling back. Stupid vampire speed. I was going to end up ass-over-teakettle on the pavement because I had a poor startle reflex in front of attractive supernatural creatures.

			Cool, strong hands closed around my elbows and pulled me back upright. From far away, fade-y, imaginary vampire-ghost guy was sort of attractive. Imagine a portrait of an incredibly handsome nobleman come to life, then rip off the tacky white wig. Up close, imaginary vampire-ghost guy was cortex-meltingly hot. High cheekbones, long straight nose, chiseled jawline, and a mouth I wanted to taste more than I wanted my next breath. He was wearing a long black trench coat over jeans and a white button-down with the collar open just enough that licking the man’s Adam’s apple seemed like a reasonable thing to do.

			The gold—how was that even possible?—eyes bored into mine. My breath stuttered. I couldn’t speak, couldn’t make a sound. Come on, poise and logical thinking, I prayed, give me something to work with.

			“Guuhhh.”

			You are dead to me, poise. And tell logical thinking it can screw itself.

			Those full lips quirked into a smug little smile, and he ran the tip of his nose in a long line down the curve of my jaw, breathing in the scent of my throat. His lip curled back into something resembling a smile before he brushed his mouth across mine. He slid his hand under my hair and pulled me close, swallowing my alarmed little exhalation.

			I pulled back, staring up at him with what I am sure were wide anime eyes. He was smiling down at me, running his thumb along my cheek, making me shiver. He kissed me again, sinking his blunt teeth into my bottom lip. I moaned, and he took the opportunity to slip his tongue past my lips, teasing it ever so gently across my teeth.

			I turned back toward the bookshop, hoping that Jane wasn’t watching me make out with a strange vampire on the street. I stammered, “Wh-who are you?”

			But as I turned back, he vanished.

			The hell?
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			Mishaps will occur during holidays with the undead, just like holidays with the living. The trick is not to overreact, because sudden movement around vampires is not a good idea.

			—Not So Silent Night: Creating Happy and Stress-Free Holidays with Newly Undead Family Members

			I was having what could only be described as a Christmas movie hangover. Starting a Home Alone marathon that late at night was just inadvisable.

			It had started off well. Cal liked all movies, because motion pictures were still pretty much a novelty for him. And Iris was nose-deep in her Sangre Select, so nothing would bother her until February. Ben was super enthusiastic about watching the first one, snuggling up next to me on the couch and keeping me supplied with Junior Mints. But as the night wore on (and on—why the hell did we choose Home Alone for a theme?), Ben noticed that I was putting space between us. I was squirming in my own big vat of guilt juices, replaying my kiss with my maybe-a-hallucination-but-definitely-not-a-ghost vampire friend in my head. One minute, I was practically giddy, pressing my fingertips against my lips, which I swore still felt swollen and tingly from his kiss. And the next, I felt like my stomach was being turned inside out by dread and self-loathing.

			Ben kept looking at me, as if he could tell I had done something wrong. And I kept rubbing the sleeve of my sweater across my mouth, because that would keep him from figuring out that I had kissed a total stranger on the street. Sometime between Home Alone 3 and 4, Ben announced that he was heading home, and when he went in for a good-night kiss, I countered with a hug.

			It was a nice hug but probably not what he was looking for to end the evening.

			And because my guilt was an extremely effective natural sleep deterrent, I stayed up through Home Alone 4, which meant that I was wide awake when Mary’s Wish List started. And I got to see Iris line up shot glasses and take hits off the reddish-black sludge in Andrea’s thermos. It was funny caffeine-based twitching, really.

			By the time the credits for Mary’s Wish List rolled, I was facedown in our couch cushions, praying for Iris’s leg twitches to stop resulting in kicks to my head. I’m not sure when I passed out, but I woke up on Christmas Eve afternoon to find a to-do list the length of my arm. It was stuck to my arm with a Junior Mint as adhesive, a misuse of perfectly good candy.

			My neck was sore from sleeping facedown between cushions. My mouth was dry and tasted like peppermint gone bad. I wasn’t even sure how peppermint went bad, but it tasted like evil toothpaste. And I couldn’t see through my own hair, which was wrapped around my face.

			Iris had already set the table up to Martha Stewart standards with Mom’s china, a beautiful red tablecloth, and centerpieces made from cylindrical glass vases, fresh cranberries, and candles. According to Iris’s carefully drawn timetable, I would need to start cooking now if we were going to have enough food to feed bottomless-werewolf-pit Jolene, her husband, Zeb, and their two ravenous toddlers, plus Tess, Miranda, and me. Granted, Tess was doing most of the heavy lifting with roasting the turkey and baking the more complicated carbs. But I was going to have to do several sides, including dressing that Iris insisted had to be made from bread crumbs we’d crumbled ourselves and dried on top of the fridge for three days—even though she wasn’t going to be eating it—because she was going to drive me insane with tradition.

			But I was going to shower first, because nothing about me screamed food-safe and sanitary. The only thing I had going for me was that Cal had left a lamp on so I wouldn’t have to stumble around in the dark. And Ben wasn’t going to be able to make it, because his family did their annual Christmas gathering that night.

			I stuck the to-do list to the coffee table and crawled up the stairs. It took several rounds of eucalyptus and mint shampoo before I felt awake enough to operate the security system and open the damn first-floor window shades. Unfortunately, this meant I was also awake enough to remember the kissing incident from the previous night and all of the guilt and anxiety that stirred up.

			I leaned my head against the shower wall and let the hot water beat down over my shoulders. When I closed my eyes, all I could see were those gold eyes and the little smirk as he bent his head to kiss me. I rubbed my fingertips over my lips. I couldn’t get the sensation of his lips sliding against mine out of my head. His lips, his tongue, the faint taste of iron. I’d felt more in that one ill-advised kiss than I had in years of kissing Ben. What did that say about me? Was it just the lure of doing something wrong and naughty? Or did I have some sort of magical chemistry with the vampire kissing bandit?

			Honestly, who vampire-speed-walks up to a total stranger on a public sidewalk, gives her the most earth-shattering, life-altering kiss of her life, and then just—poof—disappears? That is not good manners. And I would tell him so the next time I saw him. Maybe we could do the whole thing over but with proper etiquette.

			 “No. No. This is insane,” I told myself, feeling very resolute as I scrubbed conditioner through my hair. “You have to stop kissing strange vampires. It’s not safe. It’s not smart. And it’s a little skanky. If you see this guy again, you will tell him that polite people introduce themselves to their stalking targets. And that there will be no kissing . . . anymore . . . until he introduces himself. Right, good plan.”

			This would have been a great, mature, decisive moment if I wasn’t massaging body scrub through my hair right now.
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			Two hours later, I had carefully prepared several side dishes—including green beans cooked with bacon and brown sugar until they no longer resembled a vegetable.

			And I did not understand the purpose of sweet potatoes. In their natural state, they were the gross, earthy-sour cousin of real potatoes. And doctoring them up with red-hot candies and marshmallows just to make them more palatable was unnatural and wrong. But I had gamely uncanned pounds of the little devils, mixed in brown sugar, butter, and cinnamon, then added a carefully spaced topping of sugary treats. The smell alone was enough to make me want to yack. I slid the pan into the oven and prayed the house wouldn’t smell like freshly baked feet.

			I was peeling carrots when I heard a car door slam outside. I practically sank against the counter with relief. Miranda, Tess, and Jolene had arrived early to help me finish up dinner and get the vampire blood buffet ready.

			“Knock-knock,” Jolene called quietly as she nudged the door open. “How’s it going?”

			“My house smells like baked cat food,” I whined.

			Miranda stuck her head through the door and grimaced. “Sweet potatoes, huh?”

			“Yep.”

			The ladies carried in a foil-wrapped casserole dish that smelled strongly of ham, plus a Crock-Pot and several small butcher-paper-wrapped bundles marked with the Southern Comforts logo. When Jolene put the bundles on the counter, I opened one and found smoked pork shoulder.

			“I thought we were just doing the turkey,” I said.

			“For y’all, sure,” Jolene said, giving me a hug. “But the extra ham, the pork shoulder, the roast beef, and the chicken wings are for me and the twins. They get grumpy if they don’t get a full dinner before bedtime.”

			A twenty-pound turkey was not a full dinner. I would never get used to the werewolf metabolism.

			Tess grinned broadly at the expression on my face. “The bird is perfectly done, if I do say so myself. We just have to let it rest a bit and carve as the others show up.”

			I peeked under the foil and found that the turkey appeared to be wearing a sweater made of bacon. “What the?”

			“Just trust me,” Tess promised, adjusting the carefully woven layer of bacon over the turkey breast and clamping the foil back into place. “There is nothing better than a turkey that has basted itself in bacon fat. And it will make the gravy insanely good.”

			“I will trust the bacon sweater,” I swore, as Miranda sang “Ahhhh!” as if an angelic choir was praising the bacon sweater.

			I couldn’t help but feel that I’d been rescued. The girls were a welcome, meat-bearing cavalry.

			With the human guests due to arrive in an hour and the vampires due to wake any moment, we started on the last-minute dinner tasks: setting out the serving dishes, making gravy, whipping cream for the pies, and carving the turkey. I intentionally avoided the kitchen and took to prettying up the dining room with floral arrangements and carefully folded napkins.

			And I might have forgotten about the casserole full of baking evil in my oven.

			“Honey, I think something’s burning,” Jolene said with a sniff.

			I was leaning over the dining table, lighting the little votive candles in Iris’s centerpieces without setting the cranberries on fire. “Oh, I spilled some squash casserole on the bottom of the oven earlier. I’m sure that’s just smoking a little.”

			“It couldn’t hurt to check,” Tess told me, scooping an enormous amount of whipped cream out of our mixer bowl.

			“We don’t take risks with fire around here,” Miranda muttered.

			“Not with you around,” I retorted, and gamely opened the oven. “Ack!” I shrieked as oily black smoke poured out of the oven. The flames licked upward toward the ceiling of the oven, leaving a nice ashy residue on the heating coil. Somewhere in the house, the smoke alarm went off.

			That was super helpful, timing-wise.

			Tess scrambled to our pantry, searching for baking soda, while Jolene stood behind me blowing on the flames. It took us a full box of soda and a few werewolf breaths, but we took out the world’s stinkiest birthday candle.

			She huffed and puffed and blew the fire down.

			I grabbed a damp dishtowel from the counter and wrapped it around the blackened dish before yanking it out of the oven. Even before Tess yelled, “Gigi, no!” I knew I’d made a mistake. Moisture from the towel became steam, allowing the heat from the dish through to my skin, burning the absolute hell out of my fingers. I yelped and bobbled the dish, dropping it onto the tiled floor.

			As the dish shattered, I hopped out of the way, moving my feet out of sweet-potato range. The flaming marshmallows seemed to have formed some sort of lava-like force field around the orange goo, rapidly cooling into a rubbery chunk the consistency of asphalt.

			“What the hell?” I cried over the wailing of the alarm, shaking my burned fingers.

			Jolene had already disappeared to shut down the smoke alarm. Tess was sprinkling baking soda into the oven. Miranda grabbed a large plastic spatula from a drawer and wedged it under the sweet-potato disaster. But the spatula did nothing. The mass was stuck so firmly to the floor that she couldn’t pull it up. Tess knelt beside her and added her weight to the leverage. She looked up at me, eyes wide with alarm, even as she bit her lip.

			I closed my eyes, shaking my head. “You can laugh now.”

			Tess’s tight grip on her giggle let loose, and she practically collapsed on the non-potatoed section of the floor. “Oh, Mylanta, that was the funniest fricking thing I have ever seen. I haven’t seen a cooking eff-up like that since culinary school!”

			“Yes, yes, I am hilarious,” I grumbled, kneeling next to the smoking black-and-orange mass.

			 “It was pretty funny.” Jolene snorted. “Jane would have been proud of that stunt.”

			“Let’s just get this mess off the floor before Iris wakes up,” I said.

			“How are she and Cal sleeping through all of this, anyway?” Tess asked.

			“Disrupted sleep schedule,” I said, as Tess tugged on the spatula handle.

			“I think I need help,” she said. “Jolene? Werewolf strength, please?”

			Jolene took hold of the spatula and jerked it up. The plastic handle broke off in her hand.

			“I think it’s fused to the floor or something!” Miranda exclaimed. 

			My jaw dropped as Tess’s loon-like laughter sent her to the floor again.

			I swatted at her. “Pushing it, Tess.”

			“OK, OK.” Tess sighed, grabbing a sturdier metal pancake-sized spatula from the drawer. She shoved it under the lump with all her might. The three of us gripped the spatula handle like it was a party game and pushed. The lump broke loose from the linoleum with a pop and flew across the kitchen, denting the front of the dishwasher.

			OK, even I found that funny.

			Jolene collapsed against my legs, knocking into Tess, who overcorrected and ended up sprawled over on Miranda’s side. I started giggling, which made Tess laugh. Miranda appeared to be in shock. Jolene was shamelessly cackling, because why protect my feelings? This completely inappropriate outburst of hilarity was interrupted by Tess gasping.

			“Oh, crap, Iris is going to kill us,” she cried, covering her mouth with her hand.

			Sitting up, I saw that the lump’s magma-like crust had burned some sort of impenetrable sweet-potato-cement ring-slash-stain-slash-burn pattern on the aquamarine tile, like a tiny nuclear explosion had gone off in the middle of the floor. Iris’s new kitchen had been magazine-perfect, and she was rabidly proud of it. And I had just burned a bomb pattern into the floor and dented an appliance.

			“Gigi?”

			My head jerked up so quickly I practically gave myself whiplash. Ben was standing there in the doorway, a poinsettia in his hand and a concerned expression on his face. He’d dressed up, wearing khakis and the shirt and tie he only wore when his mom made him go with her to church.

			“Are you OK?” he asked. “What happened?”

			“Nuclear potato explosion,” I said.

			Miranda, Jolene, and Tess exchanged confused looks, or at least half as confused as the one Ben was giving me.

			“Oh . . . OK,” Ben said, helping me to my feet.

			“I thought you were going to your family’s Christmas thing tonight,” I said, brushing the bits of ceramic and orange goo from my jeans.

			“Uh, yeah . . . Geeg, can we talk for a minute?” He had his serious face on. His serious, nervous face. This couldn’t be good.

			“Oh, I should really stay and help clean up.”

			Jolene waved me away. “Go on, hon. We’ll clean up Hurricane Gigi’s path of destruction.”

			“I would say that’s harsh, but I just turned complex carbohydrates into an incendiary device,” I muttered. “I’ll come back and help in just a second.”

			Ben and I walked out of the kitchen just as I heard Tess say, “Maybe we can throw an area rug over the burn mark. Iris wouldn’t notice that, right?”

			Jolene scoffed, “Oh, no, I’m sure someone with super-vision won’t notice that we threw a random rug in the middle of the floor for no reason.”

			Ben handed me my coat and opened the front door, making my heart sink a bit. It had to be a really serious discussion if he didn’t want the others to overhear. He was going to break up with me. Considering the whole “making out with strange vampires on a public sidewalk” issue, I didn’t have much room to be upset. But still, this wasn’t the way I wanted to end things between us.

			Oh. No.

			What if someone saw me making out with said stranger? Half-Moon Hollow was a small town. You never knew who was going to drive by to witness acts of reckless hussyness, and the more embarrassing the behavior, the more likely it was that you’d be seen by someone who knew you. Or knew someone who knew you. It didn’t matter how shaky the connection was, word of your hussyness would eventually make its way back to your loved ones. What if some friend of Ben’s cousin’s parents decided to take a detour through the seedier parts of the Hollow and saw me attached at the face with Tall, Blond, and Fangy?

			I was wrong before. This was proof that I was the worst girlfriend in the world.

			OK, Scanlon, I told myself sternly, you danced to the skanky tune, time to pay the piper. Ben has every right to break up with you. You’re not the right girl for him. It’s over and has been for a long time. Just try to get through it with some dignity.

			I squared my shoulders and took a deep breath as Ben gestured to the front step, the same front step where we had sat together after countless dates, the same step where we had posed for prom pictures. I hissed as my butt met the cold cement, sending a shiver up my spine.

			Dignity was just a little too much to ask.

			The sun was fading into the horizon, leaving hazy orange cloud trails in the sky. I blinked against the light, trying to concentrate on the long black shadows cast by the trees, the iron fawn, the silly inflatable Santa Claus, as my eyes adjusted. I heard a burst of laughter from inside the house and wished desperately that I was in there with the other ladies. Anywhere but here, in this awkward, awful girlfriend limbo.

			Ben dropped to the spot next to me while I rubbed my slightly sweaty palms together. He deserved to yell at me. I’d kissed another boy—scratch that, man. It didn’t matter that the kiss was done sneak-attack-style and the perpetrator had disappeared. I’d enjoyed it, a lot. Too much for it not to count against me in the great Book of Really Stupid Girlfriend Tricks. Ben deserved to yell at me and dump me in some humiliating fashion that would probably end up on Abadcaseofthedates.com.

			Ben rubbed his hands on his khakis and hopped up from his spot. He paced a bit on the brick walkway before sitting next to me again. He didn’t want to dump me, I realized. He was a nice guy, even now, with our relationship falling down around our ears. Maybe I should talk, I supposed, since he couldn’t seem to get this started.

			But before I could produce the “Buh” in “Ben,” he was saying, “Gigi, we need to talk about us.”

			“I know,” I practically whispered.

			“We’ve been dating for a long time. We’re about to graduate, and I think we need to start thinking about the long term, about our future together.”

			My head whipped up again, making my sore neck muscles twinge. “I’m sorry, what?”

			He cleared his throat and knelt in front of me. “Now, I love you a lot. And I think this is the next step for us.”

			He pulled a black velvet box from his pocket and opened it. A teeny-tiny diamond winked out at me from the depths of the box. I recoiled so hard you’d think the little square container was filled with spiders.

			What in the name of all that was good and holy was that? My eyes flickered toward Ben’s pale, nervous face and then back at the ring box. Clearly, I had completely misread Ben’s serious expression.

			“Is that an engagement ring?” I wheezed.

			“No, no!” he exclaimed, pulling the little ring out of the box. “It’s a promise ring. I can’t afford a real engagement ring now. So this is a promise from both of us. From you, it’s that we will eventually get married, and from me, it’s that I will replace this ring with a nicer one.” He took my left hand and slipped my ring-finger tip just inside the gold band. “So what do you say, Geeg? Want to be my almost-fiancée?”

			Despite the fact that this was possibly the worst-phrased almost-proposal I had ever heard, it would be so easy to say yes. Ben was so sweet, and he tried so hard to make me happy. He would be a good husband one day. My family loved him. He accepted all of their supernatural quirks without batting an eyelash. Where was I going to find someone who loved me enough to put up with my somewhat insane life?

			But when I opened up my mouth, instead of a yes, I said, “Ben, no.”

			I pulled my hand away and tucked it under my arm, just in case my no wasn’t a clear indication that I was rejecting Ben and his perfectly lovely commitment-based jewelry.

			I just couldn’t do it. I loved Ben but not enough to agree to spend the rest of my life with him. I loved him but not enough to make a marriage work. I loved him but not in the way he deserved to be loved. He deserved someone who would love him without “buts.”

			Ben’s face, already poised in a happy “She’s accepting” smile, fell into a confused frown.

			“What?”

			I put the ring back into the box, gently closed the lid, and wrapped my fingers around his. “No, I can’t take that ring. I can’t marry you. Definitely not now, and not later, either.”

			Ben’s brow furrowed. “What?”

			“We’re not right for each other, Ben.”

			“What do you mean? We’re great together. You make me laugh, and I keep you calm, and we like the same movies and music, and—and hell, Geeg, you even changed your major when you realized you’re just as good with computers as I am, if not better. We work together.”

			“And all of that means that we make great friends, but I don’t think it’s enough to build a lifetime commitment. We’re so young, Ben. And there’s so much left for us to do. I don’t think it makes sense for us to dive into this so quickly.”

			“Quickly? We’ve been together for three years,” he protested.

			“And for the last six months, there’s been something off about us, Ben. I don’t know if it’s you or me. But we’re not the same. It’s not bad, but it’s not good for us, not like it used to be.”

			“You don’t just throw away three years because you don’t know what’s wrong!” He seemed to realize he was yelling and stopped himself, clearing his throat. In a much softer tone, he said, “Three years, Gigi. Why did we stay together all that time if we’re just going to break up? For no real reason?”

			“We grew up, Ben, that’s all. It’s nobody’s fault. It happens to a lot of people. Only about fourteen percent of people who marry met their spouses while they were in school.”

			“What, like you took time to Google ‘college students who outgrow their high school sweethearts’?”

			I pressed my lips together and cringed. “Maybe . . . I found it on Snopes.com.”

			Ben pressed his face into his hands. “Of course you did.”

			“I’m so sorry, Ben. But I couldn’t help but notice that in all of those reasons you listed, the reasons we work together, you never mentioned being head-over-heels in love with me. Or even a little bit in love with me. Don’t you think that should be at the top of the list?”

			“Of course I’m in love with you,” he protested. “I just thought that was one of those things that goes without saying.”

			“No, trust me, if you’re going to marry someone, that’s the sort of thing that should go with saying.”

			“Well, you haven’t said whether you love me, either.”

			“I do love you, but I don’t think I love you in that way,” I said, knowing exactly how cliché that sounded.

			“Not in that way? The boyfriend-girlfriend way?” Ben’s jaw dropped. “So I’m in the friend zone? Can you friend-zone someone after you’ve already dated them?”

			“It would seem so,” I said with a shrug.

			His face was more pouty than hurt. “Well, that sucks.”

			“I agree.”

			I wrapped my arms around my legs as Ben tucked the ring box into his shirt pocket. I’d expected him to be angry, to yell or cry or maybe some combination of both. But he seemed . . . resigned, even relieved that I’d said no. And now that things were more clear, if sort of painful, between us, I felt better. I felt like an enormous weight I’d been carrying around on my chest had been lifted, and I could breathe deeply again.

			Ben sidled up close, leaning his forehead against my hair. He kissed my forehead and sighed.

			“I knew,” he murmured. “I knew there was something off between us. There’s this weird space between us, awkward pauses in conversation and . . . ugh, I’m sorry. For the last few weeks, I’ve been finding reasons not to see you, like if I had a choice between hanging out with you or going out with my friends, I used to say, ‘Sorry, guys, I’ve got a date.’ But now I’m jumping at the chance to eat frozen pizza and play Call of Duty.”

			“I knew it!” I exclaimed. “Nobody spends that much time studying for a mythology final!”

			“I know, I know. I suck,” he grumbled. “I just didn’t want to admit that we were over, or close to being over. I don’t know what happened. I was crazy about you when we first started dating, and now I just like you. All of the things that I loved about you are still there, but they don’t make me feel the same way.”

			“And so you thought a pseudo-proposal would fix that?”

			He waggled his hand back and forth. “Sort of?”

			“Your logic is as flawed as the plot of Ghost Shark,” I told him, making him laugh.

			“Nothing is as flawed as a movie about a poltergeist Great White that can attack in any form of water, including a glassful that someone just drank, resulting in said shark bursting out of the drinker Alien-style.”

			“And yet we still watch it about once a month,” I said, chuckling. I touched my forehead to his. “I’m so sorry.”

			He put his arms around me and squeezed me tight. “I’m not mad.”

			“So just to be clear, we are not getting married,” I told him, sitting back and putting space between us.

			“Right. And we’re not going to date anymore?”

			“No,” I said. “I think it’s for the best.”

			“But we’re still friends, right? None of that fake ‘let’s still be friends’ bullshit where we only stay friends on Facebook and when we see each other face-to-face, it’s uncomfortable, and we avoid eye contact. You’re still the coolest girl I know. Not having you in my life is just unacceptable. Got it?”

			He held up a hand, and I slapped it hesitantly. I guessed the “friend zone” meant that we were now bros who high-fived. There were definitely fist bumps in my immediate future. “Got it.”

			“Is this all an elaborate scheme to get out of coming to my parents’ house for Christmas tomorrow?”

			I cackled and shoved at his shoulders. “Yes, it is.”

			“I knew it,” he growled, shaking his fist at the darkening sky.

			“I love you, Ben.” I sighed.

			“Just not that way,” we said together.

			“Me, too, Geeg.”

			“You sure you don’t want to stick around for the Holly Jolly Undead Christmas?” I asked. “It might be more fun than Christmas Eve at your nana’s house.”

			“Gigi, what the hell happened to my floor?” I heard Iris yell from inside the house.

			“You know what?” Ben said, pushing himself up from the steps. “I’m gonna pass.”
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			Relationships and traditions change over time. Whether you accept that change will be a huge factor in whether your family can maintain a strong connection to your vampire relative.

			—Not So Silent Night: Creating Happy and Stress-Free Holidays with Newly Undead Family Members

			We scraped up the non-lava portions of the sweet potato and the broken dishware while Iris and Cal debated the merits of replacing the floor with “Gigi-proof” asbestos tile. We managed to prepare the other side dishes without incident. I changed out of my food-spattered jeans into a pretty red party dress and flats. After the sun set, Jane and Gabriel arrived, with Dick, Andrea, Sam, Collin, Zeb, and the twins showing up in a motorcade of Christmas spirit.

			The slamming of car doors and the chatter were almost deafening, but I couldn’t help feeling like a giddy little kid. Christmas was here. My family was here, loaded down with goodies and presents and half-werewolf kids wearing adorable little Santa hats. (Dick Cheney was sporting his version of a holiday sweater, a “You Can’t See Where I Put the Mistletoe” T-shirt.) After all the worry and preparations and weird traditions, we could finally get down to celebrating. I took my usual place by the door to greet everybody while Iris remained in the kitchen. And just to enhance the warm, fuzzy family feelings, I was the recipient of hug after hug.

			Collin’s blue eyes were practically twinkling as he came through the front door. “Happy Christmas, Gigi. Miranda’s texts were very entertaining. Apparently, the two of you have already had quite the busy day!”

			“We agreed to a pact of silence, Miranda!” I yelled.

			“Doesn’t apply to boyfriends!” Miranda shouted back.

			“It doesn’t,” Collin told me with an annoyingly straight face. “Miranda claims it’s in the Geneva Conventions.”

			“Boyfriend? Still haven’t proposed yet, huh?” I whispered.

			Collin’s hand flew to his pocket, obviously clutching at a ring box there. His brows furrowed. “How did you—”

			“You’re not the only one with superpowers,” I said archly. “Now, man up and propose to my friend.”

			“Is setting holiday dishes on fire considered a superpower?” he asked, letting his voice rise to a normal level.

			“I’m never going to live this down.” I sighed, dropping my head.

			“Until Miranda breaks something or lights it on fire,” Collin assured me, his tone kind.

			“I heard that!” Miranda called.

			“Sam!” Iris cried at the appearance of the lanky vampire. He’d shed his usual construction-site uniform of jeans and T-shirt for a plaid button-up and darker, much dressier jeans. “Thank goodness you’re here. Gigi wounded my floor. I need some sort of emergency holiday repair estimate.”

			Sam turned on his heel and walked back out to his truck.

			“Did we break some sort of ‘friends of the contractor’ code?” I asked Tess, who was laughing into her apron.

			“No, he expected this. But he left his tool box and estimate kit out in the truck. He figured waiting to be asked would be more polite.”

			Sam returned with tools in hand, followed by Jamie and Georgie, Ophelia’s little sister. I’d only met Georgie a handful of times, as part of Jamie’s “socialize Ophelia’s somewhat scary little sister” plan. With her fat blond ringlets and sweet, doll-like features, Georgie would have been the cutest girl in the world, if not for the icy gray eyes that communicated her strangely adult “otherness.” When she looked at you, it felt like she couldn’t decide whether you’d be more useful as a hopscotch partner or a canapé.

			“Georgie, it’s nice to see you again,” I said, resisting the urge to curtsy as she shrugged out of her black velvet coat. Her beautiful green party dress combined with what I was sure were vintage Mary Janes practically demanded some form of kowtow.

			“Thank you for inviting us, Gigi,” Georgie said in what passed for her sweet tone. She handed me an elaborately wrapped fruit basket. “We don’t cook, but we order online.”

			“It’s a very nice gesture.”

			“Human enough?” she asked as I took her coat and hung it in the front closet.

			“Almost Rockwellian.”

			“Excellent.” She sighed. “Ophelia, do stop pouting on the porch and come in.”

			Ophelia stepped through the door, her expression sullen. She was wearing an outfit so painfully demure it almost made my teeth ache. A white, green, and red plaid skirt with a white cardigan, pinned with an enormous Christmas-tree brooch. And yet she still looked like she could very easily rip my throat out without getting a drop of blood on that cardigan. 

			I cleared said throat. This woman was now my boss. And no matter how she intimidated me—or deeply, deeply annoyed me—I was going to welcome her into our home with what Iris would call some tiny measure of dignity.

			“Ophelia, it’s lovely to see you.”

			“Yes, Jamie said I simply had to come.” Ophelia sniffed.

			Georgie cocked her hands on her little hips and gave Ophelia a scathing look. “Ophelia, you’re being very discourteous to our hosts.”

			Ophelia’s severe look softened at her sister’s scolding. “You’ll have to excuse me. I’m not used to spending my holidays with underlings.”

			The tiny vampire’s lips quirked downward. “I’m not sure that was much better.” 

			“It’s all she’s getting,” Ophelia informed her, and swept past us into the kitchen, where she gave Jamie a rather possessive hug.

			“I’m sorry,” Georgie said. “She sees you as competition for Jamie.”

			“What?” I hissed. “Why? We’re just friends!”

			“I know, but Ophelia is very frightened of losing Jamie. He talks about you all the time, and he may be a little too open about his excitement about leaving for college. And so the perception of competition. The only reason she agreed to come tonight was that I insisted we participate in a traditional, almost human holiday celebration.”

			“Not much Christmas spirit in the Lambert household?”

			“Actually, Ophelia goes all out,” Georgie said. “She puts up trees in the living room, our bedrooms, the kitchen. Wreaths and tinsel and animatronic Santas as far as the human eye can see.”

			“Does she have a little Christmas village?” I whispered.

			Georgie nodded. “It’s horrifying.”

			“You’re going to want to avoid our mantel.”

			“I avoid fireplaces in general. I’m off to find Jane. It’s been months since the last time I saw her. I’m sure she’s come up with lists of new vaguely insulting nicknames for me.”

			I snorted. “Your Yuletide celebrations are not like our Yuletide celebrations.”

			“Well, we supernatural creatures must keep our dark rituals secret and obscure.”

			With that, Georgie skipped off to the kitchen, where I heard Jane exclaim, “Pocket vamp! I’ve missed you!”
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			The following hours were a blur of turkey and blood (in a festive, holiday manner) and a veritable orgy of gift unwrapping. Cal, Iris, and I would exchange presents on Christmas night, but the “extended family” was doing gifts tonight. We had tried to limit expenses by arranging a name-draw, but with the number of people involved, the amount of crumpled wrapping paper on the floor was dizzying. I had a hard time keeping up with who got what for whom, which was a shame, because some of the gifts were hilarious. Zeb got Jamie one of those awful beer-drinking hats, only it was set up for “sipping” from two helmet-mounted blood bags. Tess gave Iris several bottles of a blood-liquor mixture she promised would taste like German chocolate cake. Sam got Miranda a product he found on the Internet that claimed to remove any stain from any surface. Collin was more excited about that than Miranda was, considering the number of his possessions she had damaged with red wine and/or motor oil. The twins and Georgie got presents from everybody, because we couldn’t resist the urge to buy toys for children. (Or child-shaped vampires.)

			When Jane was supposed to get her present from Dick, he grinned like a psychotic TV presenter and bounded off the couch, headed toward the front door. “Come on!”

			“He’s been waiting for this for six months,” Andrea told Jane.

			With a quizzical expression, Jane slid off the couch and led the rest of us to the porch. Dick was standing in the driveway in front of a hollow pink plastic ball, big enough that an adult could crawl inside the little hatch door and roll around in it. 

			“What the heck?” Tess exclaimed.

			“You finally did it!” Gabriel hooted, bracing himself against his knees as he guffawed. Jane buried her face in her hands, but she was laughing so hard that faintly pink tear tracks fell down her cheeks.

			“I don’t get it,” Cal said.

			Jane wiped at her eyes. “Dick has been threatening to put me in a human-sized hamster ball for years. For my own protection, of course.”

			“It’s more of a gift for Gabriel than for you, but I think it still counts,” Dick said.

			Jane giggled. 

			Sam inspected the hatch door and gave the ball a little push. “How did you even find one?”

			“I know a guy,” Dick said with a shrug.

			Gabriel rolled his eyes but clapped his friend on the back. “Of course you do.”

			“This is awesome,” Jane said, hugging Dick. “Who wants to climb in first?”

			“You people are so weird,” Ophelia said, sighing.
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			It is amazing how entertaining it can be to watch a bunch of smooth, sexy, supernatural creatures reduce themselves to total dorks while rolling around in a human-sized hamster ball. Jane’s present got a serious workout, as almost everybody wanted a turn. I sat on the front porch, watching the action, because “Mommy’s Christmas Hamster Ball Adventure” was a YouTube video I did not want to have to explain to my future children.

			“Whatcha thinkin’ about, mopey?” Iris asked, plopping down on the porch swing next to me, post-hamster-run.

			I shook my head and took a long drink of my cocoa. “Nothing. Nothing. I’m thinking about nothing.”

			“Jane says that you and Ben broke up.”

			“Damn it, Jane!” I yelled. “That is a misuse of vampire powers!”

			“Sorry, but your brain’s been screaming at me since I walked in!” Jane yelled back from inside the ball. Thank goodness it had those breathing holes. “It’s like having a car alarm in my head. Take a breath. Have a drink or something.”

			“Yes, Ben and I broke up,” I told Iris. “There was a proposal. Sort of. It was horrible. And then it was OK. “

			I’d expected Jamie to overhear and maybe congratulate me for finally growing a spine. But it was Ophelia who turned toward the porch, her expression positively horrified. 

			And then, suddenly, Cal was standing in front of me, arms crossed over his chest in a protective-father stance. “Proposal? I don’t seem to remember giving Ben any sort of blessing.”

			“There was no reason, because it wasn’t a real proposal. It was like a practice proposal.”

			“Why would Ben ask for your blessing?” Iris asked, but before Cal could answer, she added, “Oh, right, I forgot. You have a penis; therefore, you have all the authority. Never mind my being mother and father to Gigi from the time she was twelve.”

			“Please don’t say ‘penis.’ It’s Christmas!” Zeb called. “Also, Joe is repeating everything he hears.”

			Cal shrugged. “In my time, marriages were arranged between fathers. And I like to think I serve in that capacity in some way.”

			I tilted my head and smiled sweetly. “Aw, Cal.”

			Iris refused to be pulled into this sentimental moment. “As sweet as that is, you’ve had time to adjust since ‘your time.’ So get over it.”

			“OK, all of this arguing is pointless, because I said no.”

			Iris’s expression was relieved, as if she’d thought I would say yes because I couldn’t come up with a better answer.

			“You said no?” Cal exclaimed.

			“I said no. Breakup story. Remember?” I prodded.

			Iris nodded. “Right, sorry. Holiday moment.”

			“I said no.”

			“Well, I’m glad,” Cal said, putting an arm around me. “I like Ben. He’s a good man. But you’re too young to settle down. You need to experience life for a few years yet.”

			“And what, pray tell, do you think is a good age for my sister to settle down?” Iris asked.

			Cal considered it for a long moment. “Fifty.”

			“Well, I will look forward to my postmenopausal wedding.”

			“See?” Cal said, kissing my sister. “She’s on board. Now, let’s go watch Collin make a fool of himself. It happens so rarely, it’s like a Christmas miracle.”

			I stood out on the porch, watching as my weird-ass circle of friends made goofballs of themselves under the Christmas Eve sky. I laughed. This is my life.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I caught an odd metallic glow reflected from the twinkle lights. Tucked into the windowsill, underneath a faux pine garland, I found a little blue box with a bright silver bow. There was no label or tag beyond the Beautiful Things stamp. I opened the box to find the moonstone flower earrings I’d admired in the shop window. The stones picked up the moonlight in their depths and fired a hundred flashes of color. Who had put them here?

			And then I remembered. I’d admired those earrings right before my encounter of the lippy kind with Tall, Blond, and Anonymous. Had he seen me? How did he know where I lived? Had he followed me?

			Iris called my name from a distance. I closed the box and tucked it into my pocket.

			“Coming!” I yelled.

			Running out to the yard, I told myself that I would handle this. I was a grown-up. Mostly. I had an exciting new job. I was free from the emotional burden of my Ben-guilt. I was going to graduate soon. I could handle the possible interest of a mysterious, disappearing man who looked at me as if I was the most beautiful thing in the universe.

			A little smile quirked my lips, even as Ophelia seemed to be staring holes through my head.

			It was going to be an interesting summer.

			Iris pulled me into a side-arm hug as Collin took a corner too hard in the hamster ball and bounced off Sam’s truck. “Having a merry Christmas?” she asked.

			“The most normal, traditional Christmas I could have asked for.” I leaned my head against her shoulder. “God bless us, every one.”

			“I know it’s not exactly like the traditional family Christmases we used to have, but . . .” Iris’s voice trailed off, and her brow furrowed. “I’m not sure how to follow that statement.”

			I laughed. “No, this is as traditional as I think we’re ever going to get. And that’s a good thing. I like our weird vampire-werewolf family. We weren’t stuck with them because we happened to share DNA. We chose them, and they chose us. Somehow that’s better. And for all of your guilt over dragging me into the world of the vampires, this is what you gave me when you picked this life, so . . . there.”

			Iris grinned and tilted her head against mine. “You’re right. They’re awesome. We picked good ones.” She hugged me to her side. “Thanks, Geeg.”

			“Thank you, Iris.”

			We laughed, watching as Cal climbed into the hamster ball and immediately ran down Dick and Gabriel like two hapless cartoon coyotes.

			I nodded. “That’s your husband.”

			She ducked her head. “Yes, it is.”

			“We have to love him.”

			“Yes. Yes, we do.”

		

	
		
			David’s No-Fail Bacon-Sweater Turkey Method

			1 bunch fresh rosemary

			1 bunch fresh thyme

			At least 1 pound thick-cut bacon

			Turkey of your choosing

			Thaw the turkey in a safe, responsible manner that will not result in food poisoning. It’s all fun and games until a holiday becomes “that year we all had our stomachs pumped.”

			Preheat the oven to 325 degrees Fahrenheit. Set up the turkey in your roasting pan. (We always use a roasting rack to keep the turkey from rolling.)

			Rinse the herbs, and arrange them in a thick layer over the bird’s breast. 

			Lay strips of bacon over the top of the bird, weaving in a second layer in the opposite direction.

			As the bird and the bacon cook, the fat drips over the herbs, basting and flavoring the turkey. Be sure to set the oven rack low enough that the bacon is not too close to the top heating element.

			Cook the bird to a safe temperature. Remove the bacon and herbs before carving.

		

	
		
			Aunt Linda’s “Un-Vegetable” Green Beans

			Because if you left nutritional value in the vegetable, it wouldn’t be Southern! This is a great holiday side, because you can fix it early in the day and let it simmer for several hours while you cook other dishes. The original recipe came from the McCracken County Schools Food Services Department and then went through several experimental tweakings by various family members before we arrived at this version.

			Six strips thick-cut bacon

			1 gallon canned cut green beans

			1 tablespoon garlic powder

			1 stick butter

			1 cup light brown sugar

			Chop the bacon into inch-long sections. In a large stainless-steel pot, brown the bacon, and leave the bacon and grease in the pot. Add the green beans, garlic powder, butter, and brown sugar.

			Bring the mixture to a boil, then reduce heat to low and cover. Simmer for two to three hours. The longer it simmers, the more the flavors soak into the beans.

			The green beans will in no way resemble a vegetable by the time they’re served. But they are delicious.

		

	
		
			Molly’s “No Skill Required” Brookies

			Brookies are the beautifully baked babies of brownies and chocolate chip cookies. They are the easiest thing in the world to bake, but somehow look and taste like you’ve done something really impressive in the kitchen. They are my go-to bake sale and potluck contribution.

			1 box brownie mix

			Eggs, oil, and water as required by brownie mix

			½ teaspoon vanilla extract

			1 16.5-ounce tube cookie dough

			Preheat the oven to 325 degrees Fahrenheit. Grease a cupcake tin. Prepare the brownie mix as directed, adding vanilla to the mixture. Fill the cupcake wells about halfway with the brownie mix. Break off chunks of cookie dough, and drop them into the brownie batter. Each well should be about two-thirds full.

			Bake at 325 for 25 to 30 minutes. The cookie dough will sink into the batter as it bakes. Cool before removing from the tin.

		

	
		
			White Chocolate Trash Snack Mix

			Every year, my mom spends weeks preparing huge batches of handmade candy, which she distributes to lucky people in enormous Christmas care packages. While my husband, David, is essential personnel in this endeavor, I am generally assigned to the sidelines, because candy thermometers intimidate me. Also, I once set fire to a microwave.

			So Mom and David play Willy Wonka, and I make snarky comments from the breakfast bar. It’s safer that way.

			If I share the recipes for said goodies, my own mother will break my typing fingers—my index fingers, which are the good ones. I need them. I can, however, share her recipe for White Chocolate Trash Snack Mix, because I figured out how to make it without her help. (Insert evil laugh.)

			White Chocolate Trash Snack Mix is one of those go-to party or gift snacks you can’t possibly screw up. It’s called “trash” because you’re basically emptying your cabinets into a bowl and covering the mixture with white chocolate. Put it in a cellophane treat bag, tie it with a pretty ribbon, and you’ve got a gift for teachers, neighbors, and coworkers.

			Other names for the snack include Reindeer Chow, Snowdrop Snacks, and Elf Granola.

			Before you get started, cover two baking sheets with waxed paper.

			You’re going to need a large mixing bowl. To get the right mix of salty and sweet, I recommend items such as Rice Chex, Cinnamon Toast Crunch, Golden Grahams, Cheerios, pretzels, Reese’s Pieces, M&Ms, dried chow-mein noodles, peanuts, or party nut mix. But you can add anything that sounds good to you. You can mix this in any proportions you want. Just remember, you need enough white chocolate to sufficiently coat the whole mess. I usually melt a 24-ounce package of white chocolate for 10 to 12 cups of snack mix.

			Melt the white chocolate candy coating in a saucepan over low to medium heat until it is smooth. (No chunks!) Pour the warm melted chocolate over your snack mixture, and stir until the pieces are evenly coated. Immediately empty the bowl onto the papered baking sheets so the chocolate can cool and set. Store the cooled, dried snack mix in an airtight container—assuming that your family doesn’t immediately devour it.

			It’s happened before.

		

	
		
			Enjoy this sneak peek at Molly Harper’s next book in her beloved Half-Moon Hollow series
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			You never get a second chance to make a first exsanguination.

			—The Office after Dark: A Guide to Maintaining a Safe, Productive Vampire Workplace

			The sensible beige pantsuit was mocking me.

			It hung there in my closet, all tailored and boring. And beige. Yes, wear me to work, and let all of your new coworkers know that you have no personality! it said, jeering at me. Look at you, all nervous and twitchy. Why don’t you just bail on this job and go work for an Apple store, you big baby?

			“You are one judgmental pantsuit.” I flopped back on my bed and stared at the ceiling. Ever since I’d received the “you’re hired” news during Christmas break, I’d been trying to convince myself that I deserved this job. I was qualified for it. I’d gone through a particularly difficult test of my intelligence and ingenuity to get it. So why was I so nervous about my first day?

			“Because, Gigi Scanlon, you are the Queen of All Neurotics,” I grumbled, scrubbing my hand over my face. “Long may you reign.”

			Honestly, I was nervous because this job, programming an in-house search engine of vampires’ living descendants for the World Council for the Equal Treatment of the Undead, meant something. If I played my cards right, this would be the only first day of work I would ever go through. The Council was known for offering attractive perks and salaries to hold on to competent human employees, resulting in lifelong appointments. And if I played my cards wrong, this would be my last-ever first day of work, because I would be dead.

			“That is not helping,” I told my brain, closing my eyes.

			OK, if I continued this line of thinking, what would the final outcome be? Not taking the job with the Council. And then I tried to picture my sister Iris’s face if I told her that I’d decided not to take the job after all. First, there would be elation, then relief, and then the “I told you so’s.” I really hated the “I told you so’s,” which were sometimes accompanied by interpretive dance.

			Even after months to adjust to the idea of my taking this job, Iris was still “displeased” about my employment—if thunderous expressions and muttered threats when the job was mentioned could be considered “displeased.” She didn’t trust my supervisor, Ophelia Lambert. She didn’t trust the vampires I would be working with. She’d met and didn’t trust some of the humans I would be working with. She wanted me to have a nice, safe office job that didn’t involve coworkers who might drain my blood. I knew Iris felt guilty for dragging us into the vampire world years ago and how it may have ruined me for corporate America. But honestly, her worrying was getting annoying.

			“You can do this,” I told myself. “You are more than the post-glory-days high school jock. You are more than Iris Scanlon’s little sister. You just need to figure out what the hell that means.” I launched myself out of bed, slipped into the suit, and pinned my hair into a responsible-looking chignon. I was thankful, at least, that I didn’t have to deal with Iris’s hair. Her dark, curly hair was beautiful—especially now that she had all that vampire makeover mojo on her side and looked like a sexy undead Snow White—but I could barely handle my own heavy, dark hair. I couldn’t imagine throwing crazy, sentient curlicues into the mix.

			Iris and I shared our mother’s cornflower-blue eyes and delicate features, though I’d inherited Dad’s height. It really irritated Iris when her “little sister” propped her elbow on top of Iris’s head. Which meant I did it every chance I got.

			Yawning, I picked up my practical beige pumps and checked my purse for the third time that afternoon. I’d stayed up all night, then slept through the morning, in an attempt to adjust my schedule to my new hours working from two P.M. until two A.M. This was considered the “early bird” shift for vampires, and it was going to take some adjustment for my very human body clock. But at least I would see more of my recently vampirized sister and her equally undead husband.

			The house, as expected, was pitch-black, thanks to the heavy-duty sunshades Cal had installed to protect them from sun exposure. Carefully, I clicked a circular button at the end of the hall and waited for the “tap lights” to illuminate the stairs.

			I turned the corner into the kitchen and punched my personal security code. Before I could use my “clearance” to open the downstairs windows, I felt a sudden strike at my neck, the sensation of hands closing around my shoulders. I gasped as my unseen assailant yanked me back against his chest, hissing in my ear. I curled my fingers around the offending hands and dropped into “base,” the stable fighting stance taught to me by the jiujitsu instructor Cal had insisted I train with for the past five months. Spreading my arms wide to loosen his grip, I thrust my hips back, knocking him off balance. Dropping to the floor, I stopped my face-to-floor descent with my palms, cupped both hands around his foot, and yanked—hard. The force of my pull was enough to send him toppling back on his ass.

			Springing up, I flicked the lights on to see my beloved brother-in-law sprawled on the floor, with a big, stupid grin on his face.

			“Damn it, Cal!” I yelled, giving him one last kick to the ribs before climbing onto one of the barstools. “What is wrong with you?”

			“I just wanted to get your blood going with a pre-work reflex test,” he said, pushing himself to his feet. “Well done, you. Your reaction times are much faster.”

			I threw a banana at his dark head, which, of course, he caught, because he had superhuman reflexes. Totally unfair. Cal had thrown these little tests at me nearly every day for weeks. Always at a different time, always in a different mode of attack. The fact that Cal had probably downed a half-dozen blood-laced espressos just so he could get up at this hour was somehow very sweet and super irritating all at the same time. I understood that he wanted reassurance that I could defend myself if necessary—and that the insane amount of time and money he spent on my martial-arts education wasn’t wasted. Seriously, though, I just wanted to make coffee without someone putting me in a choke hold.

			But since there were no jiujitsu schools in Half-Moon Hollow, Cal’s little “tests” were probably the most training I would get this summer.

			“One of these days, Cal, you’re going to sneak up on me, and I’m going to stab you with something wooden and pointy. That’s not an idle threat. You’ve stocked my purse with a scary array of antivampire tech nology. If Ophelia ever decides to search me, I’ll probably be fired just based on the threat my change purse poses to the secretarial pool.”

			“Which means my evil plan will finally come to fruition.” Cal snorted. He had lots of reservations about my working for the Council, so he’d arranged for me to take Brazilian jiujitsu classes, crossbow lessons, and small-blade combat training near my college campus. The good news was that I was no longer afraid of walking through the campus parking garage at night. The bad news was that most of the people in my advanced programming classes were now afraid of me, because they’d seen my knife-work gear in my shoulder bag.

			“And if you manage to stab me, Gigi, I will deserve whatever pointy revenge you can inflict upon me.”

			“You’re so weird.” I sighed, catching my reflection in the glass microwave panel. “Now I’m going to have to go fix my hair again.”

			“It’s not that bad,” Cal protested. I raced into the bathroom off the kitchen and ran a spare comb through my mussed hair. Cal leaned his long, rangy form against the doorway, watching me fuss. “Iris would get up and wish you luck, but she hasn’t quite worked up to daylight waking hours yet. It’s more of an advanced vampire trick.”

			“There’s also the small matter of Iris not wanting me to work at the Council office,” I said, leveling him with a frank smile. “It’s OK, Cal, you don’t have to try to sugarcoat it for me. I know I’m making Iris unhappy.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said breezily, following me back into the kitchen.

			“Aren’t you kind of old for blithe denial? Like several thousand years too old?” I asked, ducking when he attempted to ruffle my hair.

			“Keep it up, and I won’t give you this delicious lunch I packed for you,” Cal said, digging into the fridge and pulling a small blue square canvas bag from the top shelf. I opened it to find that Cal had made me a California roll and nigiri with his own two vampire hands. I’d developed a taste for sushi at school, and there were no quality Japanese restaurants in the Hollow. So Iris and Cal had watched YouTube videos to figure out how to make it for me, if for no other reason than to save me from truck-stop sashimi. This might have seemed like a minor gesture, unless one considered that to vampires, human food smelled like the wrong end of a petting zoo. “You’re the only human I know whose comfort food involves raw fish and rice.”

			“Vampires living in blood-bag-shaped houses shouldn’t throw stones,” I told him. “And this is very sweet. I sort of love you, Cal.” I kissed his cheek, something that had taken him years to accept without flinching or making faces.

			“You completely love me. Now, have a good first day at work. Play nice with your coworkers, but don’t hesitate to use your pepper spray. If you get into trouble, there’s an extra stake sewn into the bottom lining of your purse. Call us before you drive home, so we can wait up for you.”

			“Your employment advice is not like other people’s employment advice.”

			[image: ] [image: ] [image: ]

			Ophelia did not deign to visit us on our first day. My fellow recruits and I talked exclusively to Amelia Gibson, the stern vampire head of human resources, while sequestered—I mean, seated—in a windowless conference room decorated in “early American prison.” In fact, almost everything in the newly renovated Council office was gray: gray walls, gray carpeting, gray cement block, and gray laminate office furniture. Cold, impersonal, efficient, it wasn’t exactly home away from home.

			While the grim-looking security guards processed our security-pass photos, we had to sit through the upsetting orientation videos. Most of them involved strategies for not provoking our vampire coworkers into biting us. Since I was pretty familiar with these tips—including “Lunch Break Hazards: Say Goodbye to Garlic” and “Empty Toner Cartridges: Replace Them or Die”—I spent my time studying my coworkers.

			It was interesting to me that no programmers were older than their midtwenties. The oldest of us, Marty, looked to be about twenty-three or twenty-four. Then again, working at the Council office full-time, we would be exposed to many of the vampire world’s secrets and machinations. We would have access to vampire leaders. We would figure out how they managed to save enough money to survive on for centuries. That made us a liability, as far as the vampires were concerned, and historically, people who were considered liabilities by the vampire community tended to disappear. Maybe sensible adults knew better than to work for vampires. Heck, maybe even vampire programmers were too prudent to work for other vampires, because there were no undead members in our department, either.

			I was sort of a mixed bag when it came to vampires and trust issues. I mean, Ophelia was a four-hundred-plus-year-old vampire who looked like a teenager and thought like a Bond villain. So I was going to avoid any situation that would lead to sitting in her office . . . or any enclosed space, really. 

			My mind wandered to the mystery vampire I’d “met” over Christmas break. And “met” was in quotation marks because I hadn’t actually introduced myself. Because, well, he hardly stood still long enough for me to see him, much less speak to him. At first, I’d thought he was a ghost. I’d barely been able to make out his facial features the first few times I saw him. And when Mr. Barely Visible finally became fully visible (and ho, boy, was the visual nice), he’d surprised the ever-loving hell out of me by swooping in, kissing me like something out of a Nicholas Sparks movie, and then disappearing.

			My imaginary vampire ghost literally vanished, which was one of the few things pre–Coming Out TV shows and movies got right about vampires. The undead were stealthy and sneaky and could pop in and out of view in the blink of an eye, and they usually did it when a human was mid-sentence. Which, in my opinion, is super rude.

			The tragedy was that the hot mystery vampire had disappeared, completely and cruelly dropping off the face of the earth after giving me the most world-altering kiss I’d ever experienced. It had been months since the Kiss. And despite lip-glossing for months, just in case I ran into him, I hadn’t seen so much as a shadow. I was starting to think I’d imagined the whole thing, which would be completely plausible, considering my emotional turmoil over dumping my dependable, solid, and all-too-human boyfriend Ben.

			Up close, my vampire had been center-of-the-solar-system hot. He’d looked like every hero in those Jane Austen movies that Iris’s friends liked so much, with golden hair that sort of curled around his face without being Bieberish, eyes so light brown they appeared gold, high cheekbones, a long straight nose, a chiseled jawline, and a mouth that looked just smirky enough that you could imagine it saying some really filthy things. When I thought about meeting him again, he was always wearing a waistcoat and lounging around a stable full of fluffy, inviting piles of hay.

			And that was a big part of why I didn’t tell Iris about this, because that’s the sort of thing for which she would mock me mercilessly.

			Of course, I didn’t know if I would ever meet him again. Considering his five-month absence, I was going to guess not. Why had he even been in the Hollow? He seemed awfully “Continental” for Kentucky, although that really wasn’t an indicator anymore, as our little burg seemed to be a magnet for vampires of all origins. Miranda Puckett’s boyfriend, Collin, was an excellent example. Tall, smooth, and British, that guy, I was pretty sure, was an extra in one of those Austen movies Iris’s friends liked so much.

			But why had my vampire chosen me to pseudo-stalk? It would have been one thing if I’d only seen him the first time at the Christmas tree farm, but he’d seemed to follow me on several occasions. Had he known my schedule, or was he just that good at guessing where I’d show up? Maybe that was his special vampiric gift: GPS. Gigi Positioning System.

			That sounded wrong—but fun.

			Seeing my new (gray) office, the windowless workroom I would be sharing with my three teammates, did little to improve my concentration. Four modular desks were stuck in four corners with four shelving units. I supposed the vampires considered it “private,” since we would be working with our backs to one another.

			Still, this was where the perks of working for vampires came in: years of observing human weaknesses gave them enough information to know just how to lure us in. Each of our desks was flanked by a mini-fridge prestocked with sodas and juice that we’d entered on our postinterview preference lists. Our work computers were custom-built from the fastest processors and computers available—as in “available on planet Earth,” not available at our local Computer Barn. And our chairs were the very latest in ergonomically supportive, butt-cradling comfort.

			On the far wall, I spotted a console for the latest Orange Door entertainment system, complete with digital jukebox, touch screen, and four wireless headsets.

			And mounted on the wall was an enormous aquarium filled with colorful, gliding tropical fish. Ms. Gibson explained that the fish tank was supposed to “accommodate the human need for color and light stimulation without the dangers of a window.” I didn’t think she intended to make us sound like cats in need of a flashlight to chase, so I let it go. The tank was pretty soothing, after all.

			Despite these very nice toys, we still had to pass a four-week probationary period. It was pretty sensible, really, when you considered the reliability of the average college student. It would probably be more sensible to give us a much longer probationary period, but we were only going to be working with the Council for a few months before we headed back to school.

			Of course, the probationary period was sort of twofold. Some of us would work freelance for the Council during the school year if we proved ourselves to be competent, trustworthy, and nonprovoking to vampires. We would be able to keep the cars, the salaries, and the other perks and then slide right into full-time, postgraduation employment. Sure, it would take some of the angst out of my final spring semester, but the dental plan would be worth it.

			Beyond the perks, tracing vampire lineage was a challenge. It was a huge mystery waiting to be unraveled, and (thanks to a freshman-year switch in majors to computer science), I was one of a very few people who had the skills to do the thread pulling. More important, I would be connecting people to their families, and family was something I’d sorely lacked growing up. Sure, we had a few uncles and cousins who’d been first in line to take “something to remember Mom and Dad by” after they’d died, but they’d disappeared like smoke when Iris and I had needed actual help adjusting to life without parents.

			Iris had done her best to give me a solid, happy home life when she was human, but I felt the lack of connection to a larger identity. Of course, I couldn’t exactly complain now, with the ever-expanding troop of supernatural creatures who seemed to materialize at our house at the drop of a hat. I deeply appreciated the color and chaos they brought into our lives. And if I could give that to someone else, if I could give them the family they never knew they’d been missing, I would consider it a contribution to the world.

			And once the search engine was established, there would be other opportunities to work on the vampires’ secret projects. Who knew what I would see, what I could learn, where they would send me? This was the beginning of an exciting, adult life in which I could establish myself as that elusive “something more” I had yet to figure out.

			We were dismissed early, but barely so, after signing a mountain of releases, waivers, and nondisclosure agreements. Most of the paperwork involved agreeing that our estates didn’t have the right to sue the Council, no matter what happened. We also signed a single document in which we had to check “yes” or “no” regarding whether we wanted to be turned should we be injured on the job beyond the treatment capabilities of modern medicine. I was surprised to be the only one who actually mulled this signature over. Aaron, Marty, and Jordan all immediately checked “yes.” Then again, I doubted that those three had any actual vampires in their families. They’d never seen the post-turning adjustment problems, the struggle with bloodthirst, the horrible burnt-popcorn smell that lingered after vampires came into contact with sunlight. They thought it was all nighttime glamour and leather coats.

			With a rather redundant warning not to discuss our nondisclosure agreements with our families, Amelia sent us home. At least, she sent Aaron, Marty, and Jordan home. She asked me to stay a few minutes, because Ophelia had some papers she needed to send to Iris’s business, Beeline. I stood outside Ophelia’s office, waiting, for at least ten minutes, trying not to take it personally that I wasn’t invited inside to wait or that when she finally handed the papers out to me, she just shoved an envelope out of her doorway without actually showing her face.

			“Thank you,” I said as pleasantly as I could, while Ophelia snatched her hand back and slammed the door.

			“Company car and a clothing allowance,” I reminded myself as I walked out of the employee exit, rummaging around in my purse, affectionately referred to as the Bag of Holding. “A 401(k) and a dental plan.”

			My keys were, as usual, at the very bottom of my purse. The parking lot was empty, but at least the humans had designated parking right under the streetlight. It was the vampire version of handicapped parking. I would take time to be offended by that once I was safely ensconced in my locked car.

			I glanced around the empty lot, once and then a second time, while my heels made a quick clip-clop across the pavement. Just as I passed an unoccupied SUV, two strong hands clamped around my shoulders and yanked me out of my shoes.

			I froze. I couldn’t move, and time stopped, and all I could think was I’m going to die. Iris is going to deserve such an “I told you so.”

			His hand wrapped around my jaw, squeezing it so hard I thought I felt the bone buckle. I pinched the panic button on my keyless remote. In the distance, I could hear my car alarm wail. My feet flopped uselessly two inches above the ground as he—at least, I thought it was a he—dragged me toward the SUV. Given the fact that I was a little more than six feet tall, the guy must have been huge.

			Fighting back the initial panic, I hoped, somewhere in the back of my mind, that this was another one of Cal’s tests. Calm. I had to stay calm. This was just like getting thrown around the mat by my instructor, Jason. I just had to assess what needed to be done and go through the steps. I threw an elbow back but missed his ribs, and his grip on my arms tightened. I wrapped my leg around his, hoping to make it harder for him to walk if he planned to carry me off. I threw my head back, hoping to connect with the bridge of his nose. But I missed there, too.

			My heart raced. There’s no way this could be Cal. My brother-in-law would have cackled like a loon if he’d evaded a head butt. Which meant this was real.

			Shit. I was going to die.

			My assailant squeezed me tightly against his chest and wrapped his hand around my throat, making it almost impossible for me to breathe. But he didn’t say anything, which was completely weird. Vampires were notoriously chatty during violence. And he wasn’t biting me, which was even weirder.

			I was being attacked by either a run-of-the-mill human mugger or a remedial vampire. I wasn’t sure which was worse.

			I struggled, wiggling my arm loose, and pressed a button on the ugly agate brooch on my lapel, sending a cloud of colloidal silver spray mushrooming around my head. It was harmless to me, but if this guy was a vampire, he’d be allergic to silver in all its forms.

			Jackpot! My vampire attacker coughed and spluttered, losing his grip on my arms as the silver did its work. I reached into my purse and grabbed the hairbrush strapped into its special compartment. The ordinary-looking purple plastic brush was another one of Cal’s security contraptions. I gripped the bristles hard enough to make a silver stake pop out of the handle. I rammed the point into my assailant’s thigh. It wouldn’t kill him, but he certainly wouldn’t be chasing after me anytime soon.

			“Augh!” he cried, letting go of my arms entirely and dropping me to the pavement like a sack of potatoes.

			My knees almost gave under my weight, but I planted my feet. It was a good move, considering that all the guy’s weight pitched forward onto my back, and I was bent in half. The hands gripped at my hair, keeping my head down. I reached back, searching for the hairbrush. I pulled it from his leg with a sizzling hiss, like angry bacon. I had raised it to stab the other leg when he suddenly shoved me aside and leaped toward the street using his completely unfair vampire speed.

			“Yeah, you better run.” I panted, bending at the waist so I could prop myself against my knees and catch my breath. But the slick material of my suit gave way under my sweat-soaked palms, and my hands slid right off. I fell forward and, unable to catch myself, toppled face-first onto the pavement.

			Ouch.

			Blinking rapidly, I watched the vampire limp away. His blond hair shone almost blue in the sickly light of the streetlamps. He turned back as if he was reconsidering, and I reached into my purse for my final piece of vampire self-defense equipment, a flamethrower the size of a small canister of hairspray. And then my eyes managed to focus on his face.

			“Holy crap.”

			Golden-brown eyes, high cheekbones, long straight nose, chiseled jawline, and smirky mouth—the same features that had haunted me for the last five months.

			Mr. Barely Visible was now fully visible. And he didn’t seem to be in the mood for kissing. He was in the mood for attacking me in the parking lot and then running off into the night.
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