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      The door to the garage was innocuous enough.

      It was an off-white color that was bright, but not startlingly so, and it was equipped with a generic, utilitarian doorknob. There was nothing inherently frightening or threatening about it. It was a pleasant, normal sort of door.

      What was on the other side, however, made my skin crawl.

      Commercial-grade refrigerators were meant to be filled with carrot juice and vegan shakes, not bottles of blood.

      Granted, the sight and smell of blood didn’t make me want to puke anymore, and that was a big improvement. But a fridge full of blood was still creepy. And gross. Every time I thought about that huge fridge of stasis-preserved human blood lurking sneakily in the shadows in my garage, I got the willies. As a vampire, that was downright embarrassing.

      So here I was, standing in front of my own door, hesitating to enter my own garage—but trying to tackle the problem.

      “Wembley!” I hollered.

      If I couldn’t get over my blood aversion, then I needed to have a chat with my vamp roomie about his blood-storage choices. It might be the coward’s way out, but my garage shouldn’t give me the willies. And there had to be a way to conquer my aversion besides living with the equivalent of a blood bank.

      My phone chirped with my sometimes-partner Alex’s ringtone. I gave the garage door a narrow-eyed look, then decided Society business should probably come first.

      As a newly inducted member of the Society for the Study of Paranormal and Occult Phenomena—the local governing body for the magically enhanced community—and a contractor for the chief operating officer, Society calls hit the top of my priority list. And I was honest enough with myself to admit that working with Alex was fun.

      I answered my phone on the second ring. “Hey, Alex. What’s up?”

      “I have a case for you.”

      I did a fist pump, then blushed when I saw Wembley had finally emerged from the back of the house and was watching me with interest.

      Enthusiasm for my job was hardly a reason for embarrassment, but Wembley didn’t help by smirking and saying, “Alex?”

      I shrugged and then turned away from both Wembley and the garage door. A case was reason enough to celebrate, so I headed for the fridge and carrot juice. “You have excellent timing. I was about to have a chat with Wembley about his garage stash.”

      Wembley’s discontented murmurings faded into the background as I ducked my head inside the fridge.

      “Which stash is that? Food or equipment?”

      Since I’d personally benefitted from Wembley’s cache of weapons, it would be more than a little hypocritical to complain about that particular stash. Tangwystl, a living sword with a surprisingly vocal thirst for blood, had been stored in that very same cache until she’d made her way into my hands.

      “His food stash.” And there were the heebie-jeebies again. If I could just get the skin crawling to stop, maybe I’d graduate to being an almost normal vampire. Who was I kidding? That wasn’t going to happen.

      “Ah.” Alex paused then in a brisk tone said, “So about that case. Regular Society terms, your usual rate. Are you free?”

      Alarm bells went off. No details, a phone call rather than a face-to-face visit… I smelled hinkiness. I set down the bottle of carrot juice on the kitchen counter. “What’s the job? And who are we working for?”

      “That’s the beauty of this one. It would be your first solo assignment.”

      Since I was new to enhanced living and barely understood how the Society operated, I translated that to mean Alex didn’t want to touch this particular case with a ten-foot pole. “Again—what’s the job and who’s the client?”

      “Technically your client would be the Society, but Gladys—”

      “Nope.” I grabbed the juice and took a fortifying drink, thought about it, and then drained half the bottle. Gladys had that effect on me. Just thinking about working with her again had me comfort drinking.

      “You don’t even know what the case is. At least—”

      I didn’t hear the rest, because I hung up on him. Maybe that had been a tiny bit harsh? But Gladys… Nope. Not too harsh.

      Gladys was lovely. I adored her. We’d always gotten along well, and I’d even go so far as to call her a friend. Of a sort.

      But taking her on as a client, even an almost client—nope. I’d already had Gladys as a client, twice over, and I had no desire to repeat the experience. Unless her life was on the line, I didn’t want to have anything to do with the case.

      And I would not feel badly about hanging up on Alex. If anyone could persuade me to do the unthinkable, it was Alex. He wasn’t the type to use his powers for evil, but dumping Gladys on me was well within his moral code.

      Abruptly ending the call was an act of self-preservation. I took a sip of carrot juice. While Gladys wasn’t a physical threat, I had to consider my emotional well-being, too. I stared at the my carrot juice and hoped the guilt wouldn’t last long.

      The doorbell rang.

      “Nuts.” I flagged Wembley as he emerged for the second time from the back of the house. Boone, my recently adopted bloodhound, trailed sleepily behind him. “Don’t answer that.”

      Persistent knocking ensued.

      Wembley stood in the living room, obviously weighing who he wanted to piss off less. On the one hand, his roomie with the baby fangs and the bloodthirsty sword with the secret-not-so-secret crush on him. On the other, his older-than-dirt friend with mega-wattage wizard power and a sword that possessed no allegiance or opinions.

      Wembley shrugged and shot me an apologetic look a split second before he headed to the front door.

      In moments like these, I couldn’t help thinking there wasn’t much of the Berserker Viking left inside Wembley. That guy would have faced the wrath of Alex’s sword just for the fun of it. Then again, that guy probably wouldn’t be any fun to live with. It seemed there’d been a lot of anger and drugs involved with being a Berserker.

      “I’ll remember this the next time my mom and I chat,” I called out from the kitchen. “Don’t think I won’t.”

      He didn’t turn around, but he did briefly pause before he opened the door.

      Ugh. Wembley and my mother. How had I let that happen? Then again, I hadn’t really. Wembley had been a sneaky son of a gun and chatted her up on the phone when I wasn’t around.

      Alex walked in, greeted Wembley politely, then turned to me. “You have the manners of a belligerent teenager.”

      Boone sat down next to him and gave him a forlorn look until Alex rubbed his ears.

      “Traitor,” I said to the hound. Turning to Alex, I added, “No, I have manners. They’re just absent when shady people try to manipulate me into doing unsavory things.” I caught Wembley making a hasty exit down the hall to his bedroom and called after him, “I wasn’t kidding. Chat, me and my mom. I won’t forget, Wembley.”

      Alex’s eyebrows rose. “Wow. He really is taking your mom out?” When I nodded, he added, “No wonder you’re in a mood.”

      A mood? My eyes narrowed. At least Alex had the grace to look mildly regretful.

      Boone sighed, looked at me, then Alex, sighed again, and then wandered away.

      It was handy having a hound who understood human speech, especially when he sided with me. Giving up ear rubs was a pretty big deal for him and was a nice showing of solidarity. Granted, he was probably headed to wallow in my bed and spread his slobber generously on my duvet right now, but he’d still earned a little extra dinner tonight.

      “This mood I’m in is definitely telling me to pass on your case. But thanks for the offer.” I gave him a look that made it clear I was not thankful.

      “Look, I know Gladys can be challenging, but she has a legitimate complaint and none of the emergency response crew have time for this type of case. I’d look into it myself, but I’m otherwise occupied.” Alex rubbed his neck. “Please? As a favor to emergency response.”

      Emergency response crew were a bizarre combo of paramedic, fireman, cop, and assassin. Since I could never be entirely certain they were coming to save and not exterminate me, they weren’t my first choice to call in an emergency. And I wasn’t particularly interested in doing any favors for them.

      Alex, on the other hand, I’d always call in an emergency. He had come through on more than one occasion, and he put others’ safety—who was I kidding? my safety—above his own pretty regularly these days. That couldn’t help but have an effect on a girl. Great. I owed him, and he was talking favors.

      “If Gladys’s complaint is legitimate, then why isn’t the big boss man ordering one of you emergency response guys to investigate?” Seemed like a reasonable question to me, but Alex looked frustrated by it.

      “The Society is stretched a little thin right now. You do recall that we recently lost our CEO?”

      Of course I recalled. Hard to forget since his dead body had been buried in Gladys’s new herb garden—while she’d thrown one of her Divorced Divas parties practically on top of the corpse. That was the kind of thing that happened when Gladys was involved.

      I shook the image of the dead former CEO’s naked dead body right out of my head. “I don’t see the problem. You take over as acting COO, Cornelius acts as temporary CEO, and when a new CEO is voted in, Cornelius goes back to being the COO. Easy-peasy.”

      “Think about it, Mallory. Cornelius is more bureaucrat than politician, so he wants nothing to do with the executive position. The CEO was murdered, his assistant and wife executed for the crime. That makes continuity of leadership much more difficult. Unless Cornelius can pull a rabbit out of his hat, Texas might be looking at significant change in the near future.”

      “I gather from your tone that significant change means terrible things will happen.”

      “Blaine Waldrup and Oscar Hayes are the only candidates that Cornelius has found for the position.” I didn’t recognize the names, but Alex looked displeased. “There is also a segment of Society members who are using the current instability as an opportunity to test boundaries, which is in turn keeping emergency response busier than usual.”

      My head was starting to hurt. Emergency response was overtaxed, and it sounded like the normally efficient Cornelius was struggling with his newest task. “How is Cornelius supposed to find good candidates when the position pays the equivalent of a teacher’s salary?”

      “That’s a generous estimate. I’d say more along the lines of a new teacher in an underfunded school district, maybe.” Alex’s jaw firmed. “The attraction isn’t the money, and the problem isn’t about finding candidates but finding the right candidate.”

      “So the lure is power and prestige and…” Words failed me, because I didn’t get it. Alex had once explained the Society in terms of a governing body, with the COO as the sheriff and the CEO as mayor. But CEOs were usually paid better than a poorly paid teacher, and where was this mysterious prestige?

      Alex sighed. “Look. Austin is a hub of enhanced living, one of a few in the U.S. Each of the hubs concentrates power in its region.”

      “So controlling Austin is kind of a big deal?”

      Alex crossed his arms. “Yes, it kind of is. Cornelius is doing his best to ensure that a reasonable candidate takes over the CEO position, one who will continue to modernize and give some consideration to humans, and that’s consuming his time. He won’t make a play for the position himself, unfortunately, and finding another remotely reasonable choice is proving difficult. Long story short, we’re all very busy.”

      “Way to lay the guilt trip on, Alex.” Worse, now I felt like a heel for hanging up on him. I finished off my carrot juice, screwed the cap on, and then made myself say the words. “Fine, I’ll take the job. What’s Gladys done now?”

      “Maybe nothing. Gladys is the complainant, not the chief suspect this time.” Alex’s arms dropped to his side, and he frowned. “She claims her friend Bitsy has disappeared.”

      My ears perked up. “A missing person case?” Suddenly, Gladys didn’t seem nearly the problem she’d been a few minutes ago. My very own missing person case! I blinked at the look on Alex’s face and assumed a more serious mien. “Uh, I mean, that’s unfortunate.”

      Getting my first solo case put me one step closer to sleuthing ninja status. Now, if I could just solve it, maybe I’d make it past baby ninja-in-training status.
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      It turned out that Bitsy Jenkins might be missing. Or she could have done a runner. Or taken a vacay.

      After Alex briefed me, I figured it was the uncertainty of the existence of a crime that got it assigned to me rather than the emergency response team’s caseload. But I refused to let my enthusiasm wane.

      As I drove to Gladys’s house in the ’burbs, I considered the information I had.

      Bitsy lived alone in an apartment in South Austin, not too far from both my house and the Society’s headquarters. She worked as a waitress at a popular café and hadn’t been to work the last three days. She was single and had no surviving family that she acknowledged. She was a newish vampire—whatever that meant. Being familiar with Alex’s perception of time, that could mean she’d been transformed last month or a few years ago. Although Alex didn’t have a timeline for her transformation, he did know that Gladys and Bitsy had met at a Society orientation. Since orientation was for the newly turned and the new to Austin, Bitsy was one or both of those.

      I really needed to make one of those orientations. I’d missed the last one when the Society’s CEO had shown up inconveniently dead in Gladys’s bed. She was my life-coaching client at the time and, in her mind, I was the natural person to turn to in a crisis.

      Attend orientation…or save Gladys from being executed for a crime I’d been pretty certain she hadn’t committed? Unlike some vamps, I hadn’t lost my moral compass when I’d been turned, so I’d opted for saving Gladys.

      Since becoming a vampire, my life had acquired some unusual complications, and I hated to say that digging up the former CEO from Gladys’s newly planted herb garden—where she’d “temporarily” stashed him—hadn’t been the weirdest thing I’d ever done.

      I pulled into Gladys’s drive and couldn’t help but admire the picture-perfect yard. Unlike many of her neighbors, Gladys did most of her own gardening. Whether it was the heat or just Texas culture, in my experience, most yardwork in the ’burbs seemed to be done by teenage children or yard services—not by women like Gladys.

      Gladys’s glorious head of bright red hair poked up above her well-groomed shrubs.

      I waved as I climbed out of my Jeep.

      Gladys gave me a brilliant smile. By the time I reached her, she’d removed her gardening gloves and extended a beautifully manicured hand. “Mallory, I’m so glad to see you. I can’t believe the Society assigned you to the case.” A brief flash of consternation passed across her face. “I thought Anton was going to chuck me out on my rear when I insisted on seeing his boss. And Cornelius, well, he didn’t seem to take my concerns seriously.” Her expression brightened. “It was Alex, wasn’t it? He put in a good word for me, I’ll bet.”

      Anton, or mean Mr. Clean, as I thought of him, was hardly a welcoming sort of guy, and he’d been a royal pain in my tush since day one of my vamp life. He put “killer” into the emergency response job description, literally. He was an assassin by magical classification. It wouldn’t shock me if Anton had recommended quietly disappearing Gladys. If there was no Gladys, then there was no complaint and therefore no problem.

      I really didn’t like that guy.

      “I’m not sure on the particulars, but I’m here now.” I let go of her hand after a quick squeeze. I was developing the same dislike of shaking hands that permeated the enhanced crowd in Austin. “Do you have a few minutes to answer some questions?”

      “Absolutely. Come inside.” She gathered up her gloves and a huge pair of hedge trimmers. When she saw me eyeing the monster blades, she said, “Isn’t being a vamp fabulous? I can work in the yard all day without getting burned. Or maybe I am getting a sunburn, and it’s healing right away? Either way, it’s heavenly.”

      I bit my tongue, nodded, and smiled. It didn’t seem polite to comment that spending one’s afterlife doing yard work seemed anything but heavenly. I’d briefly flirted with the idea of gardening after my transformation. I’d discovered my aversion to all things dirt, bug, and germ had practically disappeared, so why not garden? The impulse had lasted a whole two seconds, right until the reality of home ownership had sunk in. Houses were a lot of work.

      I followed her inside, reminding myself that Gladys was due a little joy. Even if she found it in unusual places like gardening all day in the Texas heat.

      She welcomed me into her kitchen and offered me a seat at the table. “Would you like a drink?”

      “Ah, no. I think I’ll pass.” It seemed a wise choice, since the last time we’d discussed beverages she’d been rhapsodizing over her recently planted herbs and how they’d add a nice kick to some bloody concoction she planned to enjoy. My stomach rebelled, and it wasn’t even the blood this time. Those herbs had been planted atop a corpse. Ick.

      Some of my disgust must have shown, because Gladys gave me a sympathetic look and said, “Does b-l-o-o-d still make you sick?”

      Because if it did, spelling the word would make everything better. I swallowed my smile. “That’s actually getting a little better.” I lifted my hand, cutting her off before she could offer me a blood-infused beverage. “I’m still not partaking.”

      A small crease appeared between her perfectly plucked eyebrows. “It’s a shame, really. You’d feel so much better if you did, and you might not have all those—” Her eyes widened, and she pressed her lips together.

      There was a missing woman to find—probably. I really should focus on that. But I couldn’t resist. “What might I not have?”

      “I shouldn’t say.” Her tone was firm, but I could see she was conflicted.

      I leaned forward and lowered my voice. “You know, most of my exposure to enhanced living has been through the Society’s emergency response unit, and they’re light on vamps. And you know my roommate Wembley? He and I don’t really talk about that kind of thing.”

      She blinked, her gorgeous, long lashes fluttering. “Yes, and he’s a…different sort of vampire.”

      An uneasy feeling settled into the pit of my stomach, and this time it had absolutely nothing to do with blood or dead-guy herbs. Something about the way she’d said “different” had me on edge. Gladys hadn’t been judgmental or cliquey in my previous experiences with her. Something was up, and if Wembley had been found wanting as a vamp, I could hardly be faring much better.

      Most of my oddities and non-vampish quirks I’d kept to myself—primarily at Alex’s urging—but not all of them. My aversion to blood and my stunted baby fangs, were two big ones I hadn’t been able to hide.

      When she didn’t elaborate, I asked, “What makes you say that?” I asked the question with a friendly smile that I let inch up to my eyes.

      “Oh, it’s nothing.” She clasped her hands together on the kitchen table. It was a careful, tidy gesture. Everything about Gladys had been careful and tidy before she’d been turned, before she’d divorced her husband…her bullying, control-freak husband.

      I really thought she’d overcome the nasty ex and her unconventional vampire transformation. The Divorced Divas club that she’d started seemed like ample evidence of her recovery. She’d even started dating. And that thought triggered even more unease. I hoped her new beau didn’t have anything to do with her recent shift in attitude.

      Without uttering a word, I widened my eyes and gave her a confused look. With a little luck, and the pressure of absolute silence, maybe she’d spill the beans.

      It took almost a minute of excruciatingly awkward silence before she caved. Her perfect posture drooped ever so slightly and she said, “Blaine doesn’t think Wembley’s a very good influence.”

      Bingo. The boyfriend, Blaine, was the bad seed. And if he didn’t approve of Wembley, I didn’t want to know what he had to say about poor little broken me. And that name, why did it sound so familiar?

      “Blaine? That’s the man you’ve been seeing?”

      Her back straightened. “Yes, he’s been so helpful. He’s been a comfort amidst all of the changes I’ve been going through.”

      Apparently, I was chopped liver. It wasn’t like I’d rescued her in Bits, Baubles, and Toadstools as she’d tried to consume mass quantities of fake blood, fangs hanging out for all the world to see. Oh, right—that was me.

      With a saccharine smile pasted on my face, I said, “I’m so glad you’ve come this far. I remember when you couldn’t be within twenty feet of a man without screaming bloody murder.”

      Gladys tipped her beautifully coiffed head and said, “Yes, it’s difficult to have sex with a man if you can’t be in the same room with one.”

      I inhaled so fast that I choked, and then I started to hiccup. Leave it to Gladys to be uniquely logical. I took a breath and held it, hoping the cure worked better for vamps than humans.

      The woman had shrieked like a banshee when men approached her, not but a few weeks prior. Unlike my transformation, which was a complete blank thanks to a stout dose of roofies, Gladys retained bits and pieces of her transformation, and it had changed the way she saw men. Apparently, that hurdle was well and truly cleared. I clutched my side as the hiccups persisted.

      That small crease appeared between her eyebrows again. “I don’t think vampires are supposed to hiccup.”

      I dropped any attempt at superficial politeness, and, in between uncomfortable spasms, said, “This vampire hiccups.”

      The hiccups from hell that would never end were giving me a stitch in my side to rival the one I’d gotten when I’d attended spin class. The one time I’d attended spin class.

      Gladys squinted—an odd sight, given vamps have exceptional sight—and said, “Are you crying?”

      Nuts. The worst case of hiccups ever, because they were making my eyes water, and that was definitely something vamps didn’t do. Tears were a big no-no, especially mine, since they tended to burn my face.

      “No. Of course not.” I looked at her like she was a crazy woman—then hopped up and excused myself to make an emergency phone call. Waving my phone, I said, “It’s Alex. Important Society business. Be right back.”

      Then I booked it to her bathroom. I had to flush my eyes or I was going to end up with red streaks down my face, and then that secret non-vampish thing about me would be out. I swallowed a groan. There were so many these days.

      I dried my face off, checked for signs of burn marks, and blew out a sigh of relief when there were none. I healed faster than my former human self, but those burns took a while to fade away.

      After a quick inspection, I opted to powder my cheeks to hide any slight redness I’d missed. As I left the bathroom, I hovered for a second on the threshold. My hiccups had disappeared. The moment I’d been thinking of something else, they’d simply vanished. Some things hadn’t
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