
  
    [image: The Accidental Troll]
  


  
    
      The Accidental Troll

      THE ACCIDENTALS

      
        BOOK 10

      

    

    
      
        DAKOTA CASSIDY

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Who knew trolls could be so sexy?

      Murphy Umanski, personal assistant and sister to Nova LaRue, the beautiful, popular Instagram influencer, has her hands full keeping her client in check. Nova has a big following, a big mouth, and because of it, she has even a bigger problem.

      After posting an anonymous and inflammatory comment on a rival's Instagram page, someone turns her into a troll—and not the cute little troll doll so popularly used as a good luck charm in a rollicking game of bingo. No, in fact, Nova looks like something that lives in a hole carved out in a tree in a haunted forest.

      When Murphy reaches out to the OOPS gang for help, she ends up having an accident of her own. Rushing to the sisters' aid is the newly-minted Troll King himself, Sten Peerson. Big, muscly, green-haired Sten The Troll King…

      Dreamy sigh, right?

      Well, sort of. Not making things any easier is his wild attraction to Murphy—which is leaving him unfocused in his new role as king. But as always, with every new turning comes the inevitable bad news.

      Nova’s powers as a troll are a highly sought-after commodity in the troll world. And if Sten can’t figure out how to turn her back or find someone who can, she’s one dead rearview mirror decoration...
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      Darling readers,

      

      If you’re still with me, I don’t even know how to express my gratitude that we’ve made it this far and you continue to come back for more. There’s no word I can craft, no sentence I can create to properly thank you all.

      I don’t know what’s left to turn into at this point, but I somehow keep managing to find something. So as long as you guys keep coming back, and I can keep accidentally turning someone’s life upside down, I’m all in.

      On that note, a huge thanks to two of the many fine people who drop by my Facebook page on the daily, Jen Gray and Shelly Rosenbaum. They both threw the name Murphy into the hat for my heroine—and Murphy it shall be! And to my BFF, Renee George, who lets me talk my plot problems out when I’m stuck.

      Also, do note, all locations and names of towns, mythology and legends are mostly fictional because as always, I’ve taken artistic license to a new and as-yet-undiscovered height.

      A huge thank you to Bethney Anthis for an idea so genius, I should have let her write this book!

      And lastly, I hope this book finds you and your families safe and well during this unprecedented time in our world. I hope the Accidental girls and their tribe bring you just a little bit of relief from the exhaustion and helplessness we’re all feeling during such dire circumstances.

      Much love and good health to all!

      

      Dakota XXOO
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      “Nova! Stop dillydallying, would you? That aggressive, dare I say snarly woman, Nina Blackman, said if we wanted her help, we had to get over here pronto and follow her strict instructions to the letter. Do you want to miss our chance to get you some help? Because we need help. We need so much help, and the woman on the phone didn’t sound like the kind of person who suffers fools.”

      Boy, if that wasn’t ever the truth. When Murphy had called the toll-free number, a number she’d found on an absolute desperate whim of a Google search for unlikely paranormal occurrences, she’d been as shocked as anyone that a place like OOPS existed.

      Out in the Open Paranormal Support. That’s what it stood for. Or oops, I think I’ve had a supernatural accident, rolled into a cute little acronym. Whoever had thought up that little gem won life, as far as she was concerned.

      The question was, were these people who ran this operation OOPS a bunch of kooks, or were these people who ran this operation a bunch of kooks?

      That very important question aside, the woman who’d answered the phone had sounded anything but the kind of helpful the website advertised. In fact, she’d sounded ragey and irritated Murphy had the nerve to call at all—even though the website said they were available 24/7 for all your paranormal mishaps.

      But someone had to appease the beast that was her sister, the great Nova LaRue. Whose name, by the way, wasn’t really Nova LaRue at all, but plain old Dina Umanski from a dinky town in rural Vermont, who’d changed her name, her lifestyle, her lips, and her boobs when she’d become an Instagram star.

      Frowning, Murphy—who was still a plain old Umanski—tried to remember all of the instructions the woman had rattled off before she’d hung up the phone as though she wanted all of the outer regions of Siberia to hear her do it.

      “Okay. I think I remember. First, that lady Nina said we have to knock three times on the door.”

      Nova rasped an angry sigh, the cold night air puffing out from between her lips in a cloud. “She also said to mimic the call of a whippoorwill, Murphy, and—”

      “And do the Wobble. I know, I know.” Murphy ran a hand through her hair and scratched her head. “But what other choices do we have, Dina? Where else can we turn?”

      Her sister grabbed her arm and pinched it, making her wince. Despite her new diminutive size, her sister could still pack a wallop of a pinch.

      “Stop calling me Dina out loud, for shit’s sake, Murphy! I’ve only officially been Nova for three years now. Yet you insist on using my former frumpy-dumpy name. It’s Nova, and that’s what it’s going to be forever and ever. Got it? Dina Umanski from stupid Greenhill, Vermont, is dead!”

      Only her sister would care more about the use of her old name from her former life than the precarious predicament they were in—and this was nothing if not a predicament.

      In fact, it was bigger than a predicament. She just couldn’t find the right word for what had occurred in the last four or five hours since Nova had been quietly tucked away in her office—maybe the word for what happened hadn’t even been crafted yet. But it would be something along the lines of holyshitandatsunamithisisreallyfuckedup.

      Eyeing her sister, which wasn’t an easy task to do without busting a gut in laughter, Murphy rasped her own sigh. “Fine, Nova. Whatever. Either way, do you want to pass up the chance that this woman Nina is going to turn us away because we didn’t do what she asked us to do? Because I’m running out of options here.”

      Murphy eyed the front door of the mansion her GPS had directed them to—or maybe this could be better defined as a castle. In the middle of Long Island, no less, with its turrets, fancy bush sculptures, ominous front door and, if she was seeing correctly, a hedge maze in the backyard.

      A hedge maze.

      It looked like it had been sprung directly from a Castlevania video.

      The enormous house, in the middle of a very suburban neighborhood in Long Island, looked ridiculously out of place compared to its counterparts dotting the subdivision on two- and three-acre lots.

      There were lots of farmhouse-style structures with wide porches, a couple of mid-century moderns, and even a stately colonial. But nothing stood up to this ominous stone structure under the purple-black sky of almost midnight.

      This OOPS had to be some kind of joke, but it was a joke Murphy was hesitantly willing to investigate because there was no one else to ask for help. How could she call 9-1-1 and say, “Help! My sister, a onetime reed-thin, trendsetting, to-die-for Instagram model has turned into…”

      Murphy cringed at the visual of what her sister had turned into. She couldn’t even say the word out loud—mostly because she didn’t know what the word for what Nova had turned into was.

      But pish-posh. The point remained, she couldn’t call 9-1-1. They’d haul her sister off to some science lab at Nassau or Area 51 or wherever all good science experiments went when they were discovered by the government so fast, it’d break all land speed records.

      And that was the final answer. No 9-1-1. Also, the last thing they needed was for one of Nova’s thirty million fans to get wind of this on the Gram. She needed some kind of anonymity to protect her, and if big ambulances and police cars showed up with lots of flashing lights and ruckus, and first responders happened to see Murphy, and were familiar with the fact that she was Nova’s sister/assistant, and they took a picture and posted it?

      They were sunk.

      And sure, not everyone knew who Nova LaRue was—despite the fact she was featured on the news and splashed across the Internet on the reg— or the fact that Nova herself thought she was a household name. But if there was just one nosy sixteen-year-old girl lurking about this neighborhood, they were doomed.

      Which brought Murphy back to her previous thought. Anonymity. She couldn’t help but think deeper about whom she’d chosen to contact to help them.

      What if this OOPS was akin to TMZ, or the Daily Mail, and this was all some hokey front to draw in fools dumb enough to fall for something as crazy as a group called Out in the Open Paranormal Support? This would undoubtedly beat any story they could concoct about Kim Kardashian and her ass implants.

      Nova tugged on her arm with a violent shiver. “Okay, fine. I’ll do whatever we have to in order to make this better. So are we going to do the Wobble or what? Let’s get on with this, Murphy. It’s stupid cold out and I hate the island. Haaate. The only island I want to be on is either tropical or called Manhattan.”

      That had always been the goal. Since Nova was ten years old. Live in a high-rise in Manhattan, drink champagne every day, be rich. She’d gotten her wish. In spades. Sometimes at the expense of those who loved her. But that was another story entirely.

      “Murphy!” her sister hissed with lispy impatience. “I said I’d do it. So, can we please do this?”

      Now that Nova was onboard, Murphy wasn’t sure if the Wobble was such a good idea after all. Not only did it sound like a ridiculous requirement for aid in their plight, it would look ridiculous if the neighbors saw them dancing around wiggling their asses in this person’s driveway.

      And who said this was really that Nina woman’s driveway, anyway? It didn’t show up as hers on Google. It showed up as some Greg guy’s house. These people could be having a good laugh at their expense.

      But really, Murph, what choice do you have?

      She puffed up her cheeks and blew out a breath. “Can you even do the Wobble, Nova? I mean…like that? I don’t want to point out the obvious, but look at your…” Murphy bit her tongue.

      No. She couldn’t say it. She wouldn’t say it. It was too unreal, too unspeakable to say out loud.

      Nova waved a hand at Murphy’s phone in a gesture that said get on with it. “Just play it on your phone, would you? It’s not like we have a lot of choices here, Murphy. I mean, look at me!” she sobbed and grated a sigh.

      Who could help but look?

      That Nova was willing to degrade herself by doing the Wobble in this condition should say it all, but if anyone saw…

      “Murphy!” she cried again, stomping her square little foot against the brick driveway.

      “Well, wait a second, would you? Do you remember if she said there was an order to how we should do it? Because if this is some sort of password, like when you’re trying to get to a certain point in a video game, then we have to do it in the right order.” Frowning, Murphy shook her head.

      The one time when she wasn’t frantically taking notes or talking into her phone to keep track of all the things Nova needed keeping track of in her crazy life, would be the one time Murphy really screwed up something and there’d be no turning back.

      Not that she hadn’t screwed things up before—but if she screwed this up, it could be detrimental to helping her sister.

      Nova grabbed at her phone, yanked it from her hand and began to scroll the screen. “Who cares? Let’s just get it the hell over with!”

      Murphy swiped it back from her, holding it to her chest. “I care, Nova! And it’ll be my head on a platter if this goes ass end up. I’m the one who pays. Or are you forgetting the weeks’ worth of hell you gave me the last time I made a mistake and forgot to invite Taylor Swift to your birthday party?”

      Nova let her now oddly oversized head fall back on her shoulders. “That wasn’t just a mistake, Murph. That was all-out war as far as the tabs were concerned.”

      Murphy jabbed her freezing index finger in the air. “Exactly my point, and you didn’t let the tabs forget it was me who forgot—which turned into a whole narrative, memes included, for an entire week about how jealous I am and how I tried to sabotage your party because you’re prettier and thinner than me.”

      “Forget the tabs, Murphy!” Nova screeched into the chilly night, her mouth opening wide (so wide it was freakish). “Turn the damn music on!”

      “All right, but remember whose idea this was, because after some careful consideration of the fallout we’ll experience if this gets out, I’ve decided it isn’t mine. I think we should strategize more before we make a move.”

      Nova threw her stubby arms and fingers toward the sky. “Stop obsessing, would you? Jesus. Look, I don’t remember if there was an exact order. That lady barked so much stuff at us, I lost track. Just turn on the song and let’s do it. I’ll do the dance and you do the bird call.”

      “But what if we have to do both at the same time?”

      Damn. She should have asked more questions. She always asked questions. It was what she did. She was the details of this outfit. Details were her specialty.

      “Murphyyy!” Nova yelled and stomped her foot again. “Just do the bird call, for Christ’s sake!”

      With resignation, Murphy held up the phone and pressed play on “Wobble.” As the music started, Nova began to dance.

      Oh, oh, oh, oh! All the shawtys in the club (let me see you just). Back it up, drop it down (let me see you just). Get low and scrub the ground (let me see you just). Push it up, push it up (let me see you just).

      Wobble baby, wobble baby, wobble baby, wobble!

      “Get in there! Yeah! Yeah!” Nova yelled in her tinny voice.

      As her sister did the familiar dance, Murphy had to look away or she was going to collapse to the ground from hysterical laughter. Watching her sister bouncing around, her transformed body gyrating, it was all she could do not to screech like a hyena or curl up in a corner with a bottle of wine and some Xanax.

      “Murphy! Knock on the door then do the call of the whippoorwill!” Nova ordered, panting as she rolled her nonexistent hips.

      A whippoorwill. What the hell did a whippoorwill even sound like?

      Yet, clearly Nova wasn’t concerned about whether they were doing this right, so Murphy decided to do the best imitation of a bird she knew how to do as she knocked three times on the solid wood door.

      When she looked to Nova, who was Wobbling to save her soul, her sister hissed, “Do it!”

      Well, okay.

      “Ca-caw! Ca-caw!” she squawked, moving in a circle, her legs stiff from the cold. “Ca-caw!”

      And as the Wobble played and Murphy screeched like a bird, flapping her arms with wide motions, the door to Castlevania opened and probably the most beautiful woman Murphy had ever seen—easily a hundred times more beautiful than Nova—poked her head out.

      Her hair, dark and shiny, cascaded in soft layers around her face to fall well past her breasts. Her almond-shaped eyes, black as coal, glittered. Her lean body and long limbs, covered in a hoodie and jeans, took a step outside the door and onto the porch.

      She was followed by a gorgeous blonde with soft features, sapphire-blue eyes and shiny bangle bracelets on her wrist, and another elegant woman with chestnut-brown hair in a wispy bun on the back of her head, who smoothed a hand over her slim pencil skirt and adjusted her mosaic-print scarf.

      Both she and Nova had stopped all movement, , their mouths open, puffy clouds of condensation forming as they panted for breath and “Wobble” continued to play, echoing in the dark night.

      And that was when the surreally beautiful brunette began to laugh. Literally, she bent at the waist and snorted.

      Well, actually, it wasn’t really a laugh.

      The better description for it was probably cackling.

      Yes. She was definitely cackling.

      Which meant they’d probably been had, and this mess would be splashed all over E! by tomorrow morning.

      Fuck-fuck-fuckity-fuck.
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      The gorgeous blonde planted her hands on her hips and glared at the incredible-looking brunette. “Nina! You did this, didn’t you? Jesus and a fruitcake. Shame! Shame on you, Mistress of the Dark!”

      Murphy didn’t register much of what the blonde said, but “Mistress of the Dark” did stick.

      What an odd nickname.

      The other elegant woman looked at the blonde, her brow furrowed. “What are you talking about, Marty?”

      Marty’s eyes narrowed in the direction of the brunette named Nina and then she pinched her arm, making her snarl. “She knows exactly what I mean, don’t you, Nina? For pity’s sake, Wanda, don’t you remember the last time someone called the OOPS line and we were here instead of the office? We were having girls’ night, just like tonight. The one where Nina complained the whole time because we wanted to binge Love is Blind on Netflix, and she threw a fit and called us ‘shallow fucking voyeurs.’”

      Wanda squeezed her temples and squinted. “She calls us so many names, it all rather blurs after a while, doesn’t it?”

      Marty barked a laugh. “Not a lie, but how could you forget what she made those people who just wanted help with their poor wendigo do, Wanda?”

      Wanda gasped as she looked at Murphy and Nova and snapped her fingers. “The Macarena…” she mumbled, placing a delicately boned hand over her mouth. “I forgot about that! The last time someone called, Nina made them do the Macarena and make zebra noises in order to gain entry, like this is some kind of club with a secret handshake.”

      Marty nodded, her glistening blonde hair falling around her face in soft waves. “Uh-huh. That poor guy was out here, frantically scouring the Internet to find out what kind of noise a zebra makes.”

      Nina cackled again, low and husky just like her voice, as she yanked her hoodie up over her head and rocked back on her heels.

      Wanda turned to look at Nina, her eyes flashing. “Nina! Oh, you didn’t! How many times have I told you, it is positively unacceptable for you to torture potential clients by treating them as though they’re your puppets! It’s cruel!”

      “The hell it is, Wanda,” Nina groused, knocking Marty’s shoulder with hers. “It’s goddamn funny. Did you see whatever the fuck that is behind her, doing the Wobble? Did you see her big-ass head bobbing and her little square feet shuffling the fuck around? C’mon. Does that shit get any funnier?” She shook her gorgeous head and grinned quite devilishly. “I don’t think it does.”

      Murphy didn’t fully understand what was going on, but her instinct to protect Nova kicked into high gear.

      Shoving her sister behind her as the women approached, she used the flap of her overly large trench coat to cover Nova—which, due to her recent downsizing—was an easy task.

      “Is this some kind of joke? Do you find this funny?” she grated out, using her best authoritarian voice.

      “Fuck yeah, I do,” Nina growled with a roll of her neck. “You did see whatever the hell that is behind you doing the Wobble, didn’t you? And you, flapping your arms around like you were trying to take flight, hollering ca-caw. Ca-caw? I stand by my words. Hell yeah, that shit’s funny.”

      “Nina!” Wanda said with a hiss of clear exasperation as she tugged on a long lock of Nina’s hair. “Knock it off and stop antagonizing. It’s cruel.”

      “But the fuck it isn’t true,” Nina replied with a pop of her lips in disapproval.

      Marty pushed Nina out of the way with a frown and focused on Murphy. She held out her hand, her blue eyes warm and welcoming and much different than the devilish amusement in Nina’s.

      “Forgive my colleague’s poor behavior. I’m Marty Flaherty. One part of OOPS. You must have called our toll-free number. What’s your name?”

      Murphy tucked her frigid hands inside the sleeves of her coat and took a step back. “I told someone when I called what my name is.”

      Nina gave Marty a nudge. “Yeah, it’s… Shit, I can’t remember. I do remember she was carrying on about her sister and how she looks like a fairytale version of something that lives under a bridge. She sure as fuck wasn’t lying about that.”

      Now Nova gasped and tugged on the edge of Murphy’s coat. “You said that, Murphy?”

      “Aw, c’mon, Nova! Gimme a break,” Murphy hissed. Now wasn’t the time to praise her sister’s exceptional beauty. “You know it’s true. Let’s not lie to each other at this stage of the game. You saw what you looked like in the mirror the same way I did. You don’t exactly rival Gigi Hadid today.”

      Nina bounced her head in agreement, her lustrous hair falling down her back. “Uh-huh. She said that on the phone, too.”

      Murphy blinked and inhaled, her fear threatening to swallow her whole. “It’s true. I did say that. To a Nina Blackman. Her name was Nina Blackman. That’s you?” She pointed to the brunette for affirmation.

      Nina snapped her teeth together as she leered down at Murphy. “Yeah. That’s me,” she snarled, as though Murphy had called her mother a foul name. “And?”

      Wanda parted the two women, pushing them behind her, and gazed at Murphy, her eyes soft and gentle under the glow of the decorative lanterns lining the long, cobblestone driveway.

      “Hello. I’m Wanda Jefferson, and you’re obviously terrified. I understand that completely. I mean, who wouldn’t be terrified when this brute of an excuse for a person is leering down at you?” She placed a hand at her throat. “I’d be terrified, too. But I promise you don’t have to be. If you’ll come inside and let us help you and…and your sister, is it? We can help.”

      Marty peeked over Wanda’s shoulder. “We can. I promise you. Listen, Murphy. Come inside. It’s cold. We can make you a cup of tea and talk about this while you warm up, okay?”

      Murphy assessed them again with a skeptical eye.

      So, Murphy Umanski, what are your choices here? Leave your sister looking like something that hangs from the rearview mirror of a car—ooor take a chance these people won’t out you to the tabs and go inside the big, daunting castle that looks like it has a torture chamber in the dusty basement with one of those racks that stretches your body and a bunch of jars with organs and eyeballs floating around in formaldehyde?

      Her knees shook at her dark thoughts, but she couldn’t seem to get them to stop. What if these women were ax-murderers or serial killers? Like a clan of them, and this whole paranormal support group was just a cover?

      At all costs, she had to protect Nova.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Marty said softly, tucking her hair behind her ears. “You’re wondering if we’re a cult of female serial killers.” She flapped a hand as though to dismiss the notion as silly. “Ask yourself this, Murphy, if we wanted victims, would the wisest way to collect them be to claim we can help with a paranormal accident? How many people are going to show up for that? I mean, if we were going to kill people for sport, we’d probably go to a bar and pick people up—or maybe a shopping mall. We love to shop.”

      “The fuck we do. You two do,” Nina growled, driving her hands into the pockets of her hoodie. “I love to opt out of that bullshit.”

      Marty flicked her fingers at Nina and made a face. “Shut up, jabberjaw. The point is, it’s not exactly a lucrative way to catch some flies, if you get my drift.”

      Murphy gave that some thought and decided it was fair. So point for the pretty blonde lady. But then there was the scary brunette lady, who looked like she wasn’t above a ruse of that nature, just to see if she could pull it off.

      Not to mention, she probably only had to crook her finger in her victim’s direction and they’d come running to buy whatever she was selling because she was so incredibly stunning.

      Murphy was highly aware of what your looks could get you. Nova’d taught her that lesson over and over.

      “Murphy?” Wanda repeated with a soft voice and a cock of her head in question.

      Nova shivered behind her every time one of the women spoke, and it made Murphy anxious.

      Gripping Nova’s body tighter to her own, Murphy exhaled a breath of tension. “Listen, you know we’re desperate. You probably can smell it on us from there—”

      “If you only knew,” Nina said on a snicker.

      But Murphy ignored her. “How do I know this isn’t some game you’re playing to get us inside your house of tortures? How do I know this isn’t some elaborate prank to wheedle money out of us?”

      Wanda tut-tut the notion, crossing her arms over her chest. “We’re nonprofit, Murphy. We don’t need your money. This is Nina’s castle, by the way. Do people who own castles need money?”

      “How do I know it’s really Nina’s castle? Google says it’s Greg somebody’s castle.”

      “Greg is Mouthy McMouth’s husband,” Marty reassured her.

      “Oh, for the love of Jesus and a damn hot air balloon. Let the bitch stay out here in the cold with her crazy mini-friend and let’s go the fuck back in. I’m not proving shit to this kid. Besides, don’t we still have like three episodes left of that bullshit 90 Day Fiancé? How the fuck will I ever sleep if I don’t know what happens with Darcey and fake James Bond?”

      Murphy licked her lips. Either this was one hell of a scam or they were telling the truth.

      Nova yanked on her arm again and whined in her tinny voice. “Murphy! Stop turning this into an interrogation. They’re the only people who even remotely mention something like what’s happened to me. They haven’t run off screaming into the night at the sight of me, either, so they must be pretty tough. We have to trust someone. It might as well be them.”

      “People trusted Charlie Manson, too, Nova,” she said from clenched teeth.

      “Who?”

      Murphy rolled her eyes at her sister’s lack of knowledge when it came to anything beyond her world of clothes and makeup. But Nova was right, they hadn’t run away screaming when they saw what Nova looked like.

      “Never mind. Look, what if we get in there and they gang up on us? You’re the size of… Well, let’s just say, you’re not exactly the Amazon you were this afternoon. I’m only one person, Nova. I can’t protect us if it’s three against one.”

      Nina moved in, so close and so quick, Murphy held her breath as she got a closeup view of exactly how perfect this woman and her flawless skin were.

      Then she leaned forward and jeered at her. “I’m here to tell ya, you couldn’t protect yourself if you had the whole fucking NFL with you.”

      Murphy’s eyes went wide, her gulp loud and thick as she attempted to back away from this tall, pale, scary female, and held up a hand seconds before Marty grabbed her friend’s shoulder.

      “Back off, Elvira! Let the poor child breathe and stop being so confrontational.”

      Nina did back off, but she scoffed. “I’m not gonna beg her to come inside, Marty. Jesus. I have better shit to do than fuck around like this. It’s after GD midnight. I’ve spent all damn day with you flippy-dippy broads, and I’m in no mood for the usual bullshit we have to go through to get people who call us for help to fucking believe we actually want to help while they look at us with wide-eyed disbelief. I’m not some feckin’ hand-holding babysitter.”

      Wanda’s sigh was loud and grating to Murphy’s ears. And she looked thoroughly annoyed. But to her credit, she didn’t have a hair out of place. She was perfect and regal—even while annoyed. She placed a hand on Nina’s shoulder, clearly in an effort to calm this very cagey woman down.

      “I receive what you’re saying, Nina. Thank you for sharing.”

      Nina knocked her hand off her shoulder with an angry flick of her wrist. “Get the fuck off me, Wanda, and stop pulling the therapy card. I know January said this was how we’re supposed to communicate, with flakey catchphrases and all this dopey understanding, but Doc January can suck it. Swearing and yelling are what I do. That’s how I communicate. So you can suck it, too.”

      Wanda clucked her tongue and arched one well-groomed eyebrow as she planted her hands on her hips. “That didn’t at all sound like, ‘Thank you for hearing me, Wanda,’ now did it?”

      This Wanda didn’t appear at all fearful of Nina—neither did Marty, for that matter, which meant she could be contained. There was a buffer between them Murphy could turn to if needed.

      Unless it was all an act. Then they were screwed.

      “Murphy?” Marty asked quite suddenly as she studied her with a thoughtful gaze. “Question?”

      Murphy licked her dry lips. “Okay…”

      “How’s your heart? You look, what, maybe all of twenty-five?”

      Her heart? Well, aside from the fact that it was going to thump its way out of her chest, it felt like it was in working order.

      “I’m thirty, but thank you. And my heart is fine. I mean, I think it’s fine.”

      Yeah, it was fine. That’s what Dr. Mullen had said. She was healthy as a horse, and so was Nova, if a bit on the thin side. Nova, that is. Not her. Obviously not her.

      Marty cocked her head to the side and looked her up and down. “Blood pressure? How’s that?”

      “Um, I just had a physical last month and it was one-ten over sixty-five. Solid as a rock.”

      “How’s your fucking bladder?” Nina asked.

      Murphy blinked, her eyes grainy with exhaustion. “My…my what?”

      Marty stepped in front of her friend, the glow of the porch light making her blonde hair look almost like an angelic halo. “Forget Nina. And pay attention to what I’m about to tell you.”

      “O…okay,” she responded, her hands suddenly clammy and icier than ever as she clung to Nova.

      “Okay, so listen, Murphy,” Marty said as she smiled her warm smile and spoke in her soft, dulcet tones. “You’re in for a lot of surprises tonight. Some as big as whatever’s happened to your sister. I can see you doubt we can help you…but there isn’t any way to prove we really can help other than to scare you half to death. If proof is what you want, I’d gird your loins.”

      “I don’t think this is a good idea, Marty…” Wanda warned.

      Marty pressed her hands against her svelte hips, making her bracelets jangle. “Well, we have to do something for the sake of time. It’s either now or later. I say we rip the Band-Aid off now and save ourselves a whole lot of explaining later.”

      Nina rubbed her hands together and cracked her knuckles. “For once, I agree with my favorite imitation blonde. Let’s rip the Band-Aid right the fuck off.”

      Now Murphy was almost in a panic. Her heart crashed against her ribs and her mouth went so dry, her teeth stuck to her lips.

      Wanda did a deep knee bend and then a couple of quick squats. “Okay. If you’re sure.”

      Marty winked. “I’m sure.”

      That was exactly what she said before she let her head fall back on her shoulders, opened her mouth wide, and roared with enough force to blow Murphy’s hair back from her face.

      And Nina climbed up the side of her castle like some supermodel Spiderman.

      And Wanda, well, she very calmly, and with Marie Kondo ninja-like organization, took her clothes off and folded them neatly, placing them on a big rocking chair on the porch.

      Before she promptly turned into a dog.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Shut the fuck up, for shit’s sake!” Nina hissed at Nova, flashing her pointy teeth, making Murphy cringe in terror.

      But even Nina and her scary face and wall climbing couldn’t shut Nova up. She screamed so long and so loud with her new high-pitched, straight-out-of-Whoville voice, Murphy was prepared to put her hand over her sister’s mouth to quiet her just so they wouldn’t be seen.

      But Nina saved her the trouble. She snatched Nova up by the back of her weird-looking outfit, an outfit that had come almost as an accessory with this bizarre event, and hauled her toward the front door.

      “Shut up or you’re gonna wake the damn dead!” Nina yelled at her. But then she stopped short as though she’d made an important discovery. Using a mere three fingers, she held Nova up in front of her, glaring, letting her dangle helplessly all the while. “Forget I said that shit. I’m already awake.”

      And then she snickered, which made Nova kick her little feet and howl even louder.

      Already awake? Murphy pondered those words, and then she nodded to herself.

      Vampire—dead—awake. Hah! The walking dead lady had jokes.

      Marty was in the process of smoothing her hair back into place while looking at her reflection in the sidelights beside the imposing front door, pausing long enough to frown at Nina in disapproval.

      “Nina! Stop frightening the poor child and making stupid vampire references. Take her inside now before she wakes every single human from here to Glasgow!”

      Wanda, who’d put her clothes back on by now, pointed to Murphy with a stern glance. “You. Inside, please. We don’t need a scene.”

      For some strange reason, Murphy didn’t want to displease this beautiful creature, and that made absolutely no sense. But as she glanced at Wanda, she couldn’t deny the feeling.

      Besides, Nina had already dragged Nova inside, so Murphy didn’t have much of a choice but to follow.

      Or do you have a choice, Murph?

      You could run away right now. Run away from the soul-sucking job you do every day for your sister and go someplace where there aren’t endless selfies and shallow celebrities.

      A place where Nova isn’t standing over your shoulder, demanding a daily count of subscribers and likes to her Insta page. A place where every single second of every stupid day isn’t devoted to getting the best shot of Nova, eating, drinking, wearing a new pair of underwear.

      You could just turn right around and hightail it the hell out of Dodge.

      You could…

      And then Murphy gulped and swallowed hard. She hadn’t left college after her parents died to take care of her sister, only to up and leave her now in her darkest hour.

      Even if she looked like one of those good-luck charms at a game of bingo. She was here till the bitter end, just like always.

      Sighing, hating herself for ever considering leaving Nova to her own devices, no matter how briefly, and wracked with guilt, Murphy followed the women and a loudly protesting Nova into the Castle of Doom, where surely their death by sacrifice on a Satanic altar in the center of a pentagram was in the offing.

      Gosh. She hoped they didn’t need a virgin for it.

      Because they were going to be very disappointed.
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        * * *

      

      Wowzers. This place wasn’t at all what Murphy had been expecting. She’d expected dark colors and ugly brocade curtains and imposing furniture made out of heavy walnut-stained wood and pointy swords hanging on the walls.

      You know, like the Iron Throne on GoT.

      Instead, she got something else entirely.

      Her eyes must have widened when they entered the dungeon, because this white and beige, airy, and relaxed décor with a soothing waterfall wall, plump white furniture and flat-screen TV the size of a football field had not been what she’d expected.

      Likely, it hadn’t been what Nova expected either, because she quite suddenly shut up, her mouth sagging open as she still dangled from Nina’s grip.

      It looked like they’d landed in a beach house in Malibu instead of a castle on Long Island.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Marty commented as she leaned into Murphy with a smile and nudged her shoulder with a gentle shove.

      “Yeah,” Murphy murmured. “I would never have…”

      “Expected it? Believe me, it took some talking her into it before she was willing to give up the dark reds and ugly paneling, because in her words, ‘Whose castle looks like a fucking Barbie Townhouse?’ but then we reminded her Cinderella has a castle, too, and it doesn’t feature chain mail and swords hanging on the walls, and she caved. My niece Charlie, Nina’s daughter, is a big fan of Cinderella.”

      Was this woman Marty really talking about something as ordinary and mundane as redecorating when she’d just made herself explode into a hairy, drooling werewolf with teeth that jutted from her head and looked like long porcelain dentures of death?

      “You should have seen the fight we had with her over the kitchen. Honestly, if I’ve ever wanted to kill anyone, it was the during what we fondly called our Storm the Outdated Castle period.”

      Yep. She sure was chatting about this as though they were making small talk…

      Leaning forward against the plump off-white sectional that spanned the better half of the living room, Murphy noted the frozen television screen that was almost as long and as wide as the wall itself, and saw they really had been watching 90 Day Fiancé when she’d called.

      Why Murphy chose to cling to that particular truth as though it gave them some kind of credibility—normalcy—could only be chalked up to her addled brain and sheer terror.

      The outrageous reality show—a show that featured Americans going to foreign countries to meet and possibly marry their Facebook hookups within a ninety-day period…a show she couldn’t help but get sucked into in suitably horrified train-wreck fashion—felt almost normal compared to this night.

      And that was when she found herself making small talk back, because it was what you did when you met a vampire, a werewolf and a halfsie, right?

      “It really is beautiful. You did a lovely job. When Nova had her penthouse done, it cost a fortune. I can’t imagine what a house this size must have run.”

      She’d never forget how outrageous initial estimates from interior designers had been when Nova had bought her penthouse in Manhattan.

      Murphy had scoffed and complained, but ultimately, her sister had the last word—and she had to admit, it was beautiful and ultra-posh, and everyone had wanted to make over Nova LaRue’s apartment. But it still had cost more than an actual house in Queens.

      Marty curtsied and smiled that warm smile as she readjusted her purple scarf. “Thank you for saying so. It wasn’t easy, but I think we pulled it off quite nicely for a couple of amateurs.”

      Nova had calmed at this point. Maybe she was still frozen in terror. Or maybe she was feeling the totally odd sense of comfort Murphy felt when she’d entered this stunning home that looked like it belonged in Better Homes & Gardens. It was hard to tell how Nova felt as Nina held her up under

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/dc_accidental19trolla.jpg
i

DilceRrg,
@SS







