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			“Molly Harper writes characters you can’t help but fall in love with.”

			—RT Book Reviews

			Praise for the Half-Moon Hollow novels

			A WITCH’S HANDBOOK OF KISSES AND CURSES

			“Harper serves up plenty of hilarity . . . [in] this return to the hysterical world of Jane and crew.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Clever wit and heart. . . . Fans of the series and readers new to Half-Moon Hollow will enjoy the fun and frivolity.”

			—RT Book Reviews (4½ stars, Top Pick)

			“A fun, sexy, fast-paced story.”

			—Fresh Fiction

			THE CARE AND FEEDING OF STRAY VAMPIRES

			“A perfect combination of smarts and entertainment with a dash of romance.”

			—RT Book Reviews (4½ stars, Top Pick)

			“Filled with clever humor, snark, silliness, and endear­ing protagonists.”

			—Booklist

			NICE GIRLS DON’T BITE THEIR NEIGHBORS

			“Terrific. . . . The stellar supporting characters, laugh-out-loud moments, and outrageous plot twists will leave readers absolutely satisfied.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Molly Harper is the queen of side-splitting quips. . . . Hilariously original with imaginative adventures and one-of-a-kind characters.”

			—Single Titles

			NICE GIRLS DON’T LIVE FOREVER

			RT Reviewers’ Choice Award winner!

			“Hilariously fun.”

			—RT Book Reviews (4½ stars, Top Pick)

			“The Jane Jameson books are sheer fun and giggle. No, make that chortling, laugh-out-loud till you gasp for breath fun.”

			—Night Owl Reviews

			NICE GIRLS DON’T DATE DEAD MEN

			“Fast-paced, mysterious, passionate, and hilarious.”

			—RT Book Reviews (4½ stars)

			“With its quirky characters and the funny situations they get into, whether they be normal or paranormal, Nice Girls Don’t Date Dead Men is an amazing novel.”

			—Romance Reviews Today

			NICE GIRLS DON’T HAVE FANGS

			“Harper’s take on vampire lore will intrigue and entertain. . . . Jane’s snarky first-person narrative is as charming as it is hilarious.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“A chuckle-inducing, southern-fried version of Steph­anie Plum.”

			—Booklist

			Praise for the Naked Werewolf novels

			HOW TO RUN WITH A NAKED WEREWOLF

			“Harper is back with her trademark snark, capable heroines, and loping lupines.”

			—Heroes and Heartbreakers

			“Alaska is the perfect setting for a protagonist looking to hide out and start over—while encountering some werewolves along the way. . . . The hero and heroine have wonderful and believable instant chemistry and it’s fun to see them learn about each other beyond their powerful attraction.”

			—RT Book Reviews (4½ stars, Top Pick)

			“Exciting, hysterical, sexy . . . No one writes paranormal romance with as much sarcasm and charm as Molly.”

			—Harlequin Junkie (5 stars)

			THE ART OF SEDUCING A NAKED WEREWOLF

			“Harper’s gift for character building and crafting a smart, exciting story is showcased well.”

			—RT Book Reviews (4 stars)

			“The characters are appealing and the plot is intriguingly original.”

			—Single Titles

			HOW TO FLIRT WITH A NAKED WEREWOLF

			“Mo’s wisecracking, hilarious voice makes this novel such a pleasure to read.”

			—New York Times bestselling author Eloisa James

			“A light, fun, easy read, perfect for lazy days.”

			—New York Journal of Books
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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 was hanging 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 jeered at me. Look at you, all nervous and twitchy. Why don’t you just stay home and work for the Apple store, you big baby?

			“That is one judgmental pantsuit.” I flopped back onto my bed and stared at the ceiling. 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 you are 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 internal search engine of vampires’ living descendants for the World Council for the Equal Treatment of the Undead—meant something. Because 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 increasingly attractive perks and salaries to hold on to competent human employees, resulting in lifelong appointments. Then again, if I played my cards wrong, this could be my last-ever first day of work, because I would be dead.

			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, and then relief, and then would come the “I told you so’s.” I really hated the “I told you so’s,” which were sometimes accompanied by interpretive dance.

			Even after having months to adjust, Iris was “displeased” about my employment, which was like saying PETA was displeased by the popularity of TripleMeat Whataburgers. Iris wanted me to work in some respectable office, where my coworkers wouldn’t pose an immediate threat to my person. It was nice to know she cared about my safety, but seriously, she was getting on my nerves.

			“Right. Spiting your sister is an excellent personal motivator. Let’s go.” 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. It wasn’t that her dark curly hair wasn’t beautiful, because it totally was, especially now that she had all that vampire-makeover mojo on her side and looked like a sexy undead Snow White—if Snow White was remotely sexy or tousled, which was tough to pull off in that Disney headband. The point was, I could barely handle my own heavy dark hair. I couldn’t imagine throwing crazy curlicues into the mix.

			Iris and I also 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 equally 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 be an 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 my brother-in-law had installed to protect him and Iris from sun exposure. Carefully, I clicked a button at the end of the hall and waited for the circular “tap lights” to illuminate the stairs.

			I turned the corner into the kitchen and punched in 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. 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.

			I sprang up and flicked on the lights to see my beloved brother-in-law sprawled on the floor with a big, stupid grin on his face.

			“Cletus Calix!” I yelled, giving him one last kick to the ribs before climbing onto one of the breakfast bar stools. “What is wrong with you?”

			“I just wanted to get your blood going with a prework reflex test,” he said, pushing to his feet. “Well done, you. Your reaction times are much faster.”

			I grunted and threw a banana at his dark head; of course, he caught it, because he has superhuman response times. Totally unfair. Cal had thrown these little tests at me nearly every day since I’d come home for the summer. Always at a different time, always with a different mode of attack. The fact that Cal had probably downed a half-dozen 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 proof that I could defend myself if necessary and that the insane amount of time and money he’d spent on my martial-arts education wasn’t wasted. But seriously, I just wanted to make coffee without someone putting me in a choke hold.

			“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. It’s not an idle threat. You’ve stocked my bag with a scary array of antivampire technology. If Ophelia ever decides to search me, I’ll probably be fired 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 devoted the past semester to preparing me for working around vampires. Brazilian jiujitsu classes, crossbow lessons, small-blade combat training. 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 spotted my knifework gear in my shoulder bag that one time.

			“And if you manage to stab me, Gigi, I will deserve whatever pointy revenge you inflict.”

			“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 dashed into the powder room off the kitchen and ran a 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 worked up to daylight waking hours quite 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 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 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 little 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 only to save me from truck-stop sashimi. This might seem like a minor gesture until 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 silver 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.”

			•   •   •

			Ophelia didn’t deign to visit us on our first day. My fellow recruits and I talked exclusively to Amelia Gibson, the stern vampire head of HR, while sequestered—I mean seated—in the windowless conference room decorated in various shades of gray. In fact, almost everything in the newly renovated Council office was gray: gray walls, gray carpets, 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 Good-bye to Garlic and Tuna Salad” and “Empty Toner Cartridges: Replace Them or Die”—I spent my time studying my coworkers.

			Jordan Lancaster was sweet-faced and might have looked like the girl next door, if not for the full ROY G BIV spectrum of streaks in her hair, the heavy navy-blue eyeliner, and the double nose ring. She’d chosen to wear a My Little Pony T-shirt declaring her allegiance to Rainbow Dash, dark-wash jeans, and high-top sneakers. I knew she looked unprofessional. I knew she was reinforcing the stereotype that computer geeks were poorly socialized kids with weird hair and unfortunate wardrobe choices. Ms. Gibson had looked directly at Jordan when she mentioned reviewing the dress code. But I couldn’t help but feel just a little bit envious of her while I sat there, tugging at my uncomfortable pantsuit.

			Also, I was considering stealing those violet Converse high-tops.

			Marty McCullough was a tall, slender guy with piercing dark eyes and a pale, pleasant face. He wore a plaid work shirt and chinos and seemed just a bit too relaxed around the vampires, as if he thought they were too civilized to hurt him. I hoped he would figure out how wrong he was without my having to use the first-aid kit too many times.

			Aaron Chen slept through the orientation, but no one could tell for the first hour or so, because his outdated and overgrown Justin Bieber haircut covered his eyes. And when Ms. Gibson woke him up, he didn’t even say he was sorry. I think I was looking forward to working with him most of all.

			It was sort of a mixed bag for me 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 schemed like a Bond villain. So I was going to avoid any situation that would lead to sitting in her office near a hidden trapdoor. And sure, I’d been duped and supernaturally hypnotized by a vampire sent by a local supervillain to date me under false pretenses. But thanks to the hypnosis, I’d blanked out most of the unpleasant parts and only remembered dreamy scenes of teen vampire romance.

			It was interesting to me that none of the programmers was older than mid-twenties. 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 their leaders. We would figure out how they managed to save enough money to survive for centuries. That was a considerable liability, as far as the vampires were concerned. Maybe responsible adults in their thirties didn’t work for vampires because they were too worried about the families they could leave behind.

			And while there were a few vampires out there who could do the work, the Council didn’t hire them. The rumor was that the Council members didn’t trust their own kind enough to handle the genealogical information. Long-standing feuds between vampires could escalate swiftly if one knew where to find the living great-great-grandchildren of one’s arch­enemy. So the coding was farmed out to us ­nonsuperpowered humans who had been through a rigorous, highly intimidating vetting process. The theory was that properly intimidated humans wouldn’t use their access to secret vampire records to track down (or assist other vampires in tracking down) other humans to hurt them.

			Also, by hiring human undergrads, they could employ us at a far lower pay grade than someone who could claim he had helped Charles Babbage perfect his idea of complex machines completing mathematical functions back in 1812. Two hundred years of work experience was a human resources nightmare.

			When my coworkers and their wardrobes were no longer entertaining, my mind wandered to the mystery vampire I’d “met” over Christmas break. The “met” is 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 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, literally.

			That was one of the few things pre–Coming Out TV 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, which they usually did when a human was in mid-sentence, which, in my opinion, was super-rude.

			The tragedy was that the hot mystery vampire had completely and cruelly dropped 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, the meeting of mouths that rocked my world, shifted my paradigm, viva’d my revolution. And despite excessive 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 perfectly nice, all-too-human boyfriend, Ben.

			I had too much bad vampire dating baggage to believe in magic and “meant to be” connections with the undead. There was no such thing as Love at First Bite. Passion, sure. Lust, sure. Strong feelings of impending nakedness, OK. But not love. Still, the kiss convinced me that I’d done the right thing in dumping that perfectly nice boyfriend. Because passion could be underrated. And if I was capable of feeling that much world-tilting passion for someone who might not exist, then clearly, my platonic, not-terribly-exciting relationship with Ben wasn’t meeting my needs.

			It was also possible that I was a deeply troubled hypocrite.

			Up close, my vampire was center-of-the-solar-system hot. He looked like every hero in those Jane Austen movies that Iris’s friends liked so much, golden hair that sort of curled around his face, eyes so light brown they appeared gold, high cheekbones, long straight nose, chiseled jawline, and a mouth that looked just smirky enough to say some really filthy things when persuaded. When I imagined 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 was the sort of thing for which she would mock me mercilessly.

			Of course, I didn’t know whether I would ever meet him again. Considering his five-month absence, I guessed not. Why had he even been in the Hollow? He seemed awfully “Continental” for Kentucky, though that really wasn’t an indicator anymore, as our little burg seemed to be a magnet for vampires of all origins. Take Miranda Puckett’s boyfriend, Collin, for example—tall, smooth, and British. I was pretty sure Collin was an extra in one of those Jane Austen movies Iris’s friends liked so much.

			Why had my vampire chosen me to pseudo-stalk? It would have been one thing if I’d only seen him the one time at the Christmas tree farm, but he 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: he had a GPS. A Gigi Positioning System. (That sounded wrong but fun.)

			Seeing my new (gray) office, the windowless workroom I would be sharing with my three teammates, made me feel as if I was right back in my “cozy” dorm room on campus. Four modular desks were stuck in four corners, abutted by 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 became stunningly clear: 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 juices we’d listed on our postinterview preference lists. A veritable buffet of geek fuel—Twizzlers, Doritos, ramen noodles, obscure gummy candy—would be refreshed “as needed.” Our work desktops were custom-built from the fastest processors and computers available—as in “available on planet Earth,” not available at our local Computer Barn. And each of our chairs represented the very latest in ergonomically supportive, butt-cradling comfort.

			On the far wall, I spotted a console for the lavish Orange Door entertainment system, complete with digital jukebox touch board and four wireless headsets. We would be able to design personalized playlists from all of the songs available, well, anywhere and have them piped into our headphones while we worked—all of the mind fuel, none of the neighbor annoyance.

			We had entered Nerdvana.

			I noted that none of these little “gifts” from our employers would distract us from our work. We didn’t get the Ping-Pong tables or kegerators of the early dot-com-boom legends. All of our perks were meant to fuel productivity through the night. I might have resented the overt manipulation, but I did love free music downloads, so I would take the benefits package without complaint.

			The final touch, I supposed, was the enormous aquarium in the corner, filled with graceful, 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 wouldn’t yet be receiving the leases for our company cars or anything from the “grand prize showcase” detailing our clothing allowance, full benefits, and a salary that would keep me in sushi and extra memory drives for years to come. First, we had to pass a probationary period. It was pretty sensible, really, when you considered the driving record 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 non-vampire-provoking. 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 add some angst to my spring semester, but the dental plan would be worth it.

			Beyond the perks, the job was a challenge. It was a huge mystery waiting to be unraveled, and (thanks to a mid-semester switch in majors to computer science) I was one of a very few 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? This was the beginning of an exciting adult life in which I could establish myself as something besides Iris Scanlon’s baby sister.

			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 over this signature. Aaron, Marty, and Jordan all immediately checked “yes.” Then again, I doubted whether those three had any actual vampires in their families. They’d never seen the postturning adjustment problems, the struggle with bloodthirst, the horrible burned-popcorn smell that lingered after vampires came into contact with sunlight. Most people thought it was all nighttime glamour and leather coats.

			With a rather redundant warning not to discuss our nondisclosure agreement 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 through the doorway without actually showing her face.

			“Thank you,” I said, as pleasantly as I could, as Ophelia snatched her hand back and slammed the door.

			“Generous compensation and a clothing allowance,” I reminded myself as I walked out of the employee exit, rummaging around in my purse version of the Bag of Holding. “A 401(k) and a dental plan.”

			My keys were, as usual, at the very bottom of my bag. The parking lot was empty, but at least the humans had designated parking right under the lone 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 again, while my heels made a quick clip-clop across the pavement. Just as I passed an unoccupied SUV, two strong hands closed around my shoulders.

			I froze. I couldn’t move, time stopped, and all I could think was I’m going to die. Iris is going to deserve such an “I told you so.”

			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 had to be huge.

			Fighting back the initial panic, I hoped somewhere in the back of my mind that this was another one of Cal’s tests. 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 as 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 was 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. Crap. I was going to die.

			“Please,” my assailant whispered, in a tone far gentler than one would expect from a guy who was attacking me in a parking lot. “You will stop now.”

			Nope, definitely not Cal.

			“I don’t want to hurt you.” I relaxed only slightly against him as the calm thrum of that faintly accented voice settled in my chest. “Who are you?”

			I whipped my head back toward him. “What?”

			But instead of answering, he carefully turned me around to face him, setting my feet on the ground. And there he was, standing in front of me. Mr. Barely Visible. Mr. Probably Imaginary. Golden-brown eyes, high cheekbones, long straight nose, chiseled jawline, and a smirky mouth, the same features that had haunted me for the last five months. And I’d been right before: he was freaking huge, even taller than Cal, at least six-three or six-four.

			“You!” I exclaimed.

			The corner of that beautiful mouth lifted in a sort of mocking salute. “Me.”

			My mouth dropped open, and I growled. “You.”

			“Yes, me,” he said again, stepping closer and leaning in so his body pressed mine against the SUV. His golden hair reflected an icy sheen in the sickly blue streetlights. “And who are you?”

			I should have hit him. I should have pulled my fist back and slugged him for following me, for the five months of uncertainty, for the current invasion of personal space. But I couldn’t, because, well, Iris had always insisted that violence wasn’t the way to solve interpersonal problems. And because he probably would have moved too quickly for me to hit him. And because he smelled really good—like amber and wood smoke—and his mouth was hovering a breath away from mine . . . and reasons.

			I’m sure there were lots of reasons, but I couldn’t remember any more of them, because his mouth closed over mine and pulled me into a kiss so magically freaking delicious that I forgot to breathe. The man actually stole my breath. I curled my fingers around his shirt, yanking him closer as my lips moved desperately against his soft, cool mouth. Eventually, the lack of oxygen made my knees sag. I might have dropped back, smacking my head against the SUV, but he caught me, cradling my head in his hands as if it was some fragile treasure.

			He pulled away, staring down at me, the beginning of a grin blossoming under the bluish light. But the smile faded, and the warmth in those eyes gave way, as a glacial fog slid over his pupils. It was as if they had no color at all. His face went slack and emotionless as his hand wrapped around my chin.

			“What’s wrong?” I asked, but his grip tightened hard around my jaw. I thought I felt the bone buckle as he whipped me around, crushing my back against his chest. I pinched the panic button on my keyless remote. In the distance, I could hear my car alarm wail.

			The heretofore silent primal part of my brain that was supposed to warn me when I was being sized up as prey started bleating, Mistake! Mistake! And I was reminded that the reason vampires were so mysterious and dangerous was that they were capable of serious violence.

			My primal brain was pretty late to the game.

			“Stop it, right now!” I squirmed against his chest, pushing the cage of his arms to put some space between us.

			Not a word. Not one facial twitch. No response, except pressing me tightly against his chest and wrapping his and around my throat, making it almost impossible for me to breathe. But he still didn’t say anything, which was completely weird. Vampires were notoriously chatty during violence. And he wasn’t biting me, which was even weirder.

			My new boyfriend was either a manipulative mugger or a remedial vampire. I wasn’t sure which was the better option.

			I struggled, wiggling my arm loose, and reached for the ugly agate brooch on my lapel. With the press of a button, a cloud of colloidal silver spray mushroomed around my head. It was harmless to me, but as this guy was a vampire and therefore allergic to silver in all its forms, it stung enough to make him loosen his grip as he coughed and spluttered against my neck.

			“I don’t want to hurt you,” I told him through gritted teeth. “But I will.”

			Bold words from the girl in the rumpled pantsuit.

			Still twitching and retching, he loosened his hold enough that I could reach into my purse and grab the hairbrush strapped into a special compartment. The ordinary-looking purple plastic brush was another one of Cal’s security contraptions. I squeezed the bristles until a silver stake popped out of the handle, and 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.

			Cal would be thrilled to know his security equipment was effective.

			My knees almost buckled from the landing, but I planted my feet. It was a good choice, considering that all of his weight pitched forward onto my back and bent me in half. The hands gripped at my hair, keeping my head down. I reached back, searching for the brush. I pulled it from his leg with a sizzling hiss, like angry bacon. No bacon should be angry.

			I had raised it to stab the other leg when he suddenly shoved me aside. With one last, regretful look, he took off at vampire speed down the asphalt, disappearing from sight.

			“Yeah, you better run.” I panted, bending at the waist so I could prop myself on 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 pitched forward and, unable to catch myself, toppled face-first onto the pavement.

			Ouch.
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			Vampires have a very strong startle response. Try to stay calm. Imagine you’re working with a nervous cat strapped to a stick of old dynamite.

			—The Office After Dark: A Guide to Maintaining a Safe, Productive Vampire Workplace

			He ran.

			I sat there, completely bewildered, clutching my hairbrush just in case Blond-and-Gone came back. I couldn’t believe that after five months of fantasizing about my mystery vampire, he’d just run off. That is, after kissing me and jumping me in a parking lot, and not in the fun way.

			What the hell just happened?

			“Gigi!” I heard a familiar voice yell from behind the cars. “Gigi, where are you?”

			“Here!” I shouted.

			Dick Cheney—the vampire, not the former vice president—materialized in front of me, nearly sliding under the SUV, he’d been running so fast. “I’ve got her.” Dick spoke into the cell phone pressed to his ear. “She seems to be OK. I’ll call in a few minutes.”

			I was dazed enough that I didn’t move out of his way as he hung up the phone and scooted closer.

			“Gigi,” he whispered, ever so gently lifting my chin so he could inspect the pavement scrapes on my cheek. “What happened?”

			Tall and rangy, with mischievous seawater eyes and dirty-blond hair, Dick Cheney represented an unlikely blend of fierce loyalty and pure sketchiness. He filled the “unreliable but adorable uncle” role in my life, while his lovely wife, Andrea, was my grown-up fashion icon. Dick had taken pains to become more legitimate over the years under Andrea’s positive influence. He’d stopped wearing quite so many inappropriate T-shirts and invested in a number of legal businesses, but deep down, he would always be the guy you called when you needed the number for a topless housekeeping service.

			“What are you doing here?” I asked, stretching my jaw to check for breaks.

			“The panic button on your key sends an alarm to Cal’s cell phone,” he said, almost sheepishly. “And I might have been waiting a block away so I could follow you on the drive home. Because Cal asked me to, not because I’m creepy or anything. When your alarm went off, he called me and told me to get my butt down here on the double.”

			I rolled my eyes, but the movement made me dizzy, so I just glared at him. “You, sir, are enabling a helicopter vampire.”

			“Cal’s just concerned for you!” he exclaimed, gesturing to my face. “And rightly so. What happened to you?”

			“A vampire attacked me, the deceitful bastard.”

			Dick frowned. “Deceitful?”

			“Never mind.”

			“Did you recognize the vampire who attacked you?”

			“No,” I wheezed, the weird, unsure tone of my voice undone by the pain provoked when Dick pressed his thumbs against my jaw. Technically, it was true. I didn’t recognize him. I had no clue who he was. That didn’t stop my feelings from being hurt. Jerk. “He just came up behind me and grabbed me.”

			Dick tilted my face away from him so he could search my neck for wounds. “But he didn’t bite you.”

			“He didn’t even try,” I told him. “Which I thought was weird. But he might not have had time. I unleashed the full complement of antivampire Cal-tech on him.”

			“Really?” He beamed at me.

			I laughed and realized I must have split my lip when my face smacked the ground. Hissing, I pressed my hand over it.

			Dick took out a pocket-sized first-aid kit and dabbed at my mouth with an antiseptic wipe. At my raised eyebrow, he explained, “When you work with Jane Jameson, you learn to be prepared for anything.”

			I recalled Jane’s supernatural origin story, which involved being mistaken for a deer, shot by a drunk hunter, and turned into a vampire. “Fair enough.”

			He pulled me to my feet and tried to pick me up.

			“I am not four years old,” I told him. “I will walk. Now, where the hell are my shoes?”

			His lips quirked into a fond little smile, reminding me of why I’d entertained a brief but intense schoolgirl crush on Dick for the first few months after my sister was adopted into his social circle. Buried deep underneath the many layers of sketchiness, he was sweet vampire nougat. “Come on, baby doll, let’s get you home.”

			As we searched the parking lot for my far-flung pumps, I gave Dick a detailed report on how I had used the silver spray brooch and the brush stake. My only regret was that I didn’t have a chance with the purse-sized flamethrower, because I was in the mood for toasting my mystery vampire like a hot blond Pop-Tart. Dick was thrilled that Cal’s sick little toys had served their purpose and promised to help Cal find me even better tricks for next time. I had a feeling his less reputable connections would be involved somehow.

			I filed the appropriate report with Ophelia, who, again, made me wait outside her office while she spoke to Dick. And given the yelling I could hear from Dick, I was sort of glad to be on this particular side of the door. Dick was not impressed with the security offered to the Council’s human employees, and he was making his displeasure as an undead citizen known at vocal decibels I didn’t know existed. This didn’t seem to faze Ophelia in the least, as she tossed Dick out of her office without a word of apology to me.

			After informing me that my unflappable boss expected me at my desk at the beginning of my shift the next day—assault was no excuse for tardiness—Dick insisted on leaving his El Camino at the Council office and driving my car home. I would have argued with him, but the adrenaline was slowly draining out of my system, and I felt as if I’d been hit by a truck.

			“Is there any sort of bribe I can offer that would allow you to handle this quietly, in a way that will not result in my sister completely freaking out?”

			“Well, that is going to be a problem,” Dick said, as we pulled into the driveway to find a half-dozen cars parked in front of our house. I recognized Miranda Puckett’s special black vampire-transport SUV and Gabriel Nightengale’s sensible blue sedan.

			I turned in my seat, glaring at Dick. “What did you do?”

			“I may have made a few phone calls on the way to get you.”

			“You sent up the Bat Signal?” I cried. “Before you even knew what was wrong with me?”

			“Somebody had to keep Iris contained!” he exclaimed. “She gets the same alarms from your key fob. I knew it would take that many vampires to hold her down.”

			I closed my eyes, shaking my head. “This . . . this is not going to go well.”

			Dick patted my arm sympathetically. “No, it is not.”

			•   •   •

			I fixed my face as best I could in the makeup mirror and straightened my clothes. There was nothing to be done about the scrape on my cheek, but everything else I could cover with powder. The moment the car engine shut off, Cal and Iris swept out of the house in a blur of movement. Iris got to me first, lifting me off the ground in a bear hug. “Gigi!”

			“Human!” I wheezed, as Iris squeezed the breath from my lungs and sobbed into my tattered jacket. Cal wrapped his arms around us both, resting his head against my bruised cheek. Over his shoulder, I saw Jane Jameson-Nightengale step out onto the porch with her tall, dark, and fangsome husband, Gabriel, and her childe, Jamie, who also happened to be my best friend. They stood on the porch, and while they weren’t related, it was amazing that they all wore matching expressions of concern.

			Also, I still couldn’t breathe.

			“Oxygen!” I wheezed against Iris’s grip. Shrugging loose, I asked, “OK, who’s ready for a thorough discussion of boundaries?”

			“Sorry! I’m sorry.” She sniffed, dropping me gently to my feet. “I just got so scared when the alarm went off, and Jamie and Jane had to pin me to the ceiling. And I bit Gabriel’s arm—I’m really sorry about that, Gabriel!” she called back over her shoulder.

			“It’s all right,” he said, rubbing absently at his torn sleeve. “It’s better than what Jane would have 
done.”

			I looked at Jane, who just nodded, because she knew he was right.

			Jamie took Iris’s release of my person as an open invitation to jump in and sweep me off my feet, too. As sunny and blond as a teen vampire could be, Jamie was exactly as he had been when we were classmates at Half-Moon Hollow High. Goofy, open, and affectionate, like a Labrador puppy with fangs.

			“You gave us a scare, kid,” he muttered into my hair.

			“I’m fine,” I insisted. “You should see the other guy. Hey, what’s this?” My hand snagged an envelope that was sticking out of Jamie’s back pocket. At this point, I welcomed the distraction and snatched it up for a closer look. “So what’s in the envelope?” I asked Jamie, waving the paper at him. “If you haven’t noticed, I am in desperate need of a subject change.”

			“My schedule!” he said, presenting the paperwork with a flourish. “My adjustment counselor at UK sent it in today’s mail!”

			I squealed with more excitement than you’d expect over a college class schedule and hopped up and down, hugging Jamie’s neck. After spending two semesters proving that he could function in a community-college classroom without devouring his classmates, Jamie was joining me at the University of Kentucky that September.

			While I was thrilled about Jamie’s secondary education, Ophelia was not happy. She couldn’t move three hundred miles to campus with her boyfriend, because she had to stay close to the Council office. She was unhappy about the prospect of Jamie being out of her sight, away from public officials she controlled, near single girls she couldn’t track or intimidate. And she seemed to be blaming me for Jamie’s abandonment, since I had spent months helping Jamie wade through forms, releases, background checks, and other paperwork that vampire students had to file with their applications.

			And Ophelia was my new boss.

			For someone with above-average intelligence, I didn’t always think my decisions through.

			“I can’t wait,” he said. “I’m so excited. Thanks for making this happen for me, Geeg.”

			“All I did was help you with the paperwork.” I scoffed. “You’re the one ducking tradition and your bloodmate in order to major in sports medicine.”

			“Former jocks have to major in something,” he said. “And I’m not ducking my bloodmate. I am simply following my sire’s advice and getting an education. Ophe­lia understands.” When I made an indelicate horselike noise, he added, “She will understand, eventually.”

			“Yeah, that should make work less awkward if and when Ophelia ever decides to make eye contact with me,” I muttered.

			“OK, as happy as I am for you, Jamie—congratulations—can we change the subject back to my sister’s near-death experience?” Iris interjected. “Are you sure you don’t need to go to the emergency room or something, Geeg?” She fussed with my disheveled hair. “Did you bump your head or—internal bleeding! You could have internal bleeding and not even know it. Let’s just load you into the car and pop down to the hospital for an MRI.”

			“I’m fine,” I insisted, shaking Iris gently. “Can we all just please go inside? I’d like to get out of this pantsuit and into some natural fibers.”

			I walked through the front door, shrugging out of my jacket and tossing it into the closest wastebasket. Cal and Iris had made the house more vampire-friendly after Iris’s transition. Cal’s historical presence was represented in the ancient-but-somehow-in-museum-condition bronze shield over the fireplace in the den and a marble bust of harvest goddess Demeter on the entryway table. But Cal had also made serious structural changes with Sam Clemson’s help, from heavy-duty sunproof shades mounted under the window shades to a security system that made Fort Knox look like the Bank of Mayberry. And the access 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.

			I would call Cal paranoid, but the scuff marks on my face made it hard to poke fun at him.

			The moment I walked into the parlor, I got a faceful of British vampire for my trouble. Cool, sandy-haired Collin Sutherland, with whom I’d been on a strict handshakes-and-firm-nods-only level for years, swooped in and threw his arms around me with so much enthusiasm that I was once again swept off my feet. It was nice to know I was loved, but the undead tackle-hugging was starting to become a little much.

			“I’m so sorry, Gigi,” Collin whispered. “So, so sorry.”

			His girlfriend, Miranda, who worked for Iris in Beeline’s vampire-transport department, approached us with a bemused but concerned expression on her puckish face.

			“As the only other human here, I’m counting on you to be the voice of reason,” I told her solemnly.

			“Who do you think kept them all here?” Miranda said, blowing a strand of dark hair out of her eyes. “Iris tried to rally the others to go to the parking lot and follow the scent trail of whoever hurt you. It was like a small, angry mob with fangs instead of pitchforks. Also, Zeb told me that he’s sorry he couldn’t be here to represent the other human voice of reason, but the twins are going through a gnawing phase. He didn’t want Iris’s furniture to get ruined.”

			I shuddered, picturing Jane’s very human childhood best friend, Zeb Lavelle, and his gorgeous werewolf wife, Jolene, trying to corral their adorable but destructive twins. I babysat the kids once so Zeb could take Jolene on a date night. I babysat them once. That was enough to make me question the wisdom of reproduction.

			“What’s wrong with him?” I asked, pointing to Collin, who, for the record, was still holding me several inches off the ground.

			“Collin’s feeling a little guilty,” she said. “He thinks he should have seen this coming. You know, with his—” Miranda waggled her fingers around her head in a way that I assumed represented Collin’s precognitive gift.

			Right. Collin had had a vague and barely helpful premonition over the Christmas break about me being attacked by a vampire. He had predicted that while none of the undead members of my circle of friends would hurt me, a vampire would eventually come after me. It was part of the reason I cooperated when Cal arranged my Hunger Games training.

			Poor Collin. He hated to be right.

			“Collin, I’m fine,” I assured him. “It’s not fair to beat yourself up over visions. And technically, you did see it coming while I was home for Christmas. And you took the time to warn me. You just didn’t have a lot of details. You did all you could.”

			“I never get enough details,” Collin grumbled. “And I could have followed you around in the ensuing months so I could protect you from what I saw.”

			“That would have become annoying really quickly,” I assured him. “And we never would have reached the stage in our relationship where we hug for socially inappropriate amounts of time.”

			Collin blanched and retracted his arms, dropping me to my feet, while Miranda snickered. By this time, the other vampires had trooped into the living room for what I could only assume would be a debriefing.

			“It’s really not a big deal, guys. I got grabbed from behind by a vampire, who probably saw me as an easy midnight snack. I proved him wrong. I don’t have any serious injuries. I call this one a win. Who wants something not-bloody to drink? Miranda?”

			“Gigi, do not make light of this,” Cal said, putting his arm around me to prevent my retreat to the vampire-friendly kitchen.

			“Making light of things is how I process,” I retorted. “Besides, who could blame the guy for trying? I’m awesome. What self-respecting vampire wouldn’t want a piece of this?”

			“And you’re so modest, too.” Iris sighed. “You’re quitting that job.”

			Well, at least she’d skipped “I told you so.”

			“I will not have you in and out of that parking lot every night, risking another attack,” Iris said. “You’re going to find a nice, safe office job, far, far away from vampires, werewolves, zombies, ghosts, or any other supernatural creatures. I don’t care if you have to become a telemarketer. I will keep you safe.”

			“I am not quitting that job, Iris,” I told her calmly. “This is a dream job for a programmer. More money and perks than I could make anywhere else, and I haven’t even finished my degree yet. I’m an adult, and if I choose to work somewhere, as long as it doesn’t involve pasties or a Webcam, you should respect that.”

			“We’ll talk about that later,” Iris said, snorting.

			“It could have just been a random attack,” Dick suggested. “It’s never happened in this group. But it is possible that Gigi crossed paths with a vampire with bad feeding habits, even outside the Council office, where Ophelia made it clear that such habits will result in quick, bloody, permanent death. Some vampires don’t listen and do what they want . . . I’m not helping, am I?”

			Andrea patted his arm. “You’re trying, sweetie. It counts.”

			Now that my heart rate had finally settled down long enough to let me think clearly, my feelings were more than a little hurt. Why had my vampire tried to hurt me? Before, he’d merely followed me around, skulking in parking lots, all broody and observant. And when he kissed me, it was like something out of a ­really good old episode of Buffy. Passionate and urgent, just a little bit filthy. I could practically hear the carefully selected indie rock playing in the background.

			Was it all a setup? Or had he just wanted to amuse himself by playing with his food? I’d spent all of this time thinking about him, hoping I’d meet up with him again someday. And now I felt like a first-prize idiot for not seeing what was right in front of my face. I was the human equivalent of a cat toy. And through this cloud of brooding and gloom, I heard Cal say, “So I called Nikolai. He can accompany Gigi to work starting tomorrow night.”

			My head snapped up, suddenly able to follow the conversation. “Wait, what?”

			Clearly, I wasn’t hearing what was right in front of my face, either.

			“Cal’s called in a favor from an old friend,” Iris said. “He will be following you to work every night and then home and anytime you leave the house at night. For . . . ever.”

			“That giant hamster ball I bought Jane for Christmas is also an option,” Dick suggested.

			“Dick, stop helping,” I begged him. “And Cal, what do you mean, ‘old friend’? As in you exchange occasional Christmas cards, or ‘remember that time we sacked Constantinople because we were peckish?’ ” Cal leveled an exasperated look at me, which I ignored. “It’s a valid question.”

			“Please take this seriously, Gigi.”

			“It’s hard to take this seriously, because I do not need a vampire bodyguard!” I exclaimed. “Don’t you think this is just a little bit of an overreaction? It could have just been a random attack, like Dick said. I may never see this vampire again. Besides, people in this little group have been attacked and kidnapped and had deer parts left on their doorstep, and they never hired a bodyguard.”

			“Well, do you notice that all those people are dead now?” Jane nodded toward Andrea and Iris. “OK, they’re vampires, but still. I think Cal is trying to get ahead of the situation, which is something this group has struggled with in the past.”

			“How did you even manage to arrange this so quickly?” I asked Cal, who was looking up at the ceiling, being careful not to make eye contact. Something was up. “Unless you’d already made the arrangements and were just waiting for the excuse to call him?” My brother-in-law was still studying the track lighting. “Cal, don’t make me get the flamethrower.”

			“I knew he was in town and may have mentioned to him that we might need the help of a vampire you couldn’t manipulate,” Cal said defensively when I smacked his arm. “You can’t protect someone properly if that person has you wrapped around her little finger.”

			“She doesn’t have me wrapped around her little finger!” Collin protested. “I am an impartial bystander!”

			“Inappropriately long hugs, Collin,” Miranda reminded him.

			Collin wrinkled up his face in the most undignified expression I’d ever seen him make. “Curses!”

			I took a deep breath and reminded myself that the concern Iris’s vampire friends showed for one another was part of the reason I loved them so much. Threatening them all with Cal’s silver spray would be a poor return for that care.

			But seriously, one more hug, and I was going to snap.

			“Cal, bringing fanged personnel to the office with me is only going to make me look immature and incapable to my coworkers, who don’t show much respect for humans anyway. It’s going to make my job that much harder.”

			“Yes, because keeping up appearances is so much more important than your personal safety,” Cal muttered.

			“Look, you’ve done everything you can to prepare me for hostile interactions with a vampire, including finding a martial-arts instructor who shouted incorrect Sun Tzu quotes and ‘Mercy is for the weak’ at me while he tossed me around the mat like a rag doll,” I said. “And the good news is that it worked. Thanks to what I learned and the bag of tricks you gave me, I was able to defend myself. The worst injuries I sustained tonight were from falling on my face after the guy ran off. So unless you can protect me from gravity, I’d say you’ve done all that you can. So I don’t need some vampire version of the Rock following me around, checking the bathroom stalls for potential assailants.”

			“Actually, a vampire version of the Rock doesn’t sound that bad,” Miranda murmured. “Can one of you get on that? For the greater good?”

			“Gigi, you have made a series of cogent and intelligent points,” Cal said, his head cocking toward the front door as if he was listening for something. “And you may be right . . . in some small way. I might have jumped the gun in calling in my friend for support.”

			“Thank you.”

			“But none of that matters now, because he’s standing on our front porch,” he said, dashing around me to answer the knock before it was even finished.

			“What?” I spat. “Damn it, Cal!”’

			I heard Cal at the front door, conversing in hushed Russian with a somewhat familiar second voice. I reached into my purse so I could at least wipe some of the smeared lip gloss from my cheek. The moment our guest stepped through the door, the hair on the back of my neck stood up. There he was in all his blond glory, the guy who had been following, kissing, and, most recently, attacking me.
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