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			Dedication

			For my father, Les.

			You are greatly loved

			in this world and the next.

			Stay strong.
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			Chapter One

			“Get real, Phineas! You can’t expect me to believe this crap!”

			Phineas McKinney frowned at his younger brother, who was clutching the steering wheel with white-knuckled desperation. Obviously, last night’s confession had not gone as well as he had thought. “Freemont, you gotta know I would never lie to you—”

			“I know that!” Freemont shot him a frantic look, then turned the windshield wipers up to a higher speed to combat the rain that pelted his thirteen-year-old, dented Chevy Impala. “But that doesn’t leave me with a lot of options, you know? First I thought you’d gone crazy. Then I thought you must be doing drugs. Then when I tried to talk to you this afternoon, I thought you were dead! I mean, seriously, start-the-damned-funeral dead!”

			“I’m not crazy,” Phineas muttered. “And I don’t do drugs.”

			The atmosphere in the car sizzled with tension, interrupted only by the noise of the wipers swishing back and forth. A wet, slushy sound, followed by a high-pitched, prolonged screech reminiscent of fingernails on a blackboard.

			Phineas winced. There were times when having supersensitive hearing was not an advantage.

			Freemont gave him a wary look. “What—what about that last part? The ... dead part?”

			Slush-screech. Slush-screech.

			Freemont gulped audibly. “You weren’t really dead, were you?”

			Slush-screech. Slush-screech.

			“I’m alive now,” Phineas said quietly, then gave his brother a reassuring smile. “Don’t I look alive to you?”

			Freemont didn’t look reassured. His eyes had grown so wide, the whites gleamed as his gaze darted back and forth from his brother to the busy street in the Bronx. “You’re alive now? What the hell does that mean?”

			“It means my heart is beating. I’m breathing—”

			“You weren’t breathing this afternoon! You scared the shit out of me! I almost called Aunt Ruth—”

			“I told you not to.” Phineas didn’t want his aunt and sister to know the truth. Aunt Ruth would probably drag him into church and insist the Reverend Washington perform an exorcism on him. Luckily, the female members of his family were out of town this weekend, singing with the choir at some event in Buffalo.

			“I didn’t know what to do! I thought about calling an ambulance, but—” Freemont stomped on the brakes, tires spinning on the wet cement before the Impala halted with a lurch. He slammed a fist on the horn, and the blaring noise made Phineas grit his teeth.

			“What the hell are you stopping for, asshole?” Freemont hollered at the car in front of them.

			“People usually stop for red lights. You should try it sometime.” Phineas’s attempt at a joke fell flat. His brother was still looking at him like he’d grown a second head. “I have excellent night vision, you know. You want me to drive?”

			“No!” Freemont leaned forward, a possessive glint in his eyes as he squeezed the steering wheel with fisted hands. “I need to drive. It keeps me calm.”

			This was calm? Phineas hadn’t expected a full-fledged panic attack this evening. Last night his brother had remained quiet during the confession, just nodding his head as if he accepted it all. But Phineas had to admit now that it was highly unusual for his brother to remain quiet for more than sixty seconds. Freemont had been stunned speechless.

			“I did warn you,” Phineas reminded his brother. “I told you not to go down into the basement.”

			“I thought you were quoting a line from a bad movie.”

			“Why would I do that?”

			“How the hell would I know?” Freemont yelled. “I told you, I thought you’d gone crazy!”

			“I explained it all last night, how I ended up a vampire, and how I needed to do my death-sleep all day in the basement with the window boarded up.”

			“Yeah, well, I didn’t really catch that last part, you know what I’m saying? The minute you said ‘vampire,’ I thought you’d gone bat-shit on me. I didn’t hear nothin’ after that. I was too busy trying to figure out how we could afford to send you to a nut hut so you could get your head screwed back on.”

			“I’m perfectly fine, Freemont. I was just ... dead for a few hours.”

			“That’s not normal, bro!”

			“It is for a vampire.”

			Freemont flinched, then turned to glare at the stoplight.

			Slush-screech. Slush-screech.

			The light turned green, and Freemont accelerated slowly. “You really believe this stuff, don’t you?”

			“I’m not shittin’ you, Freemont. Didn’t you see me drink a bottle of blood?”

			“You said it was blood, but what the hell, you could have had a V8. If you were really a vampire, wouldn’t you be chomping down on people’s necks? Not that I’m offering mine, you understand—”

			“I hang with the good Vamps. We don’t bite people.” Phineas sighed. He’d explained all this last night, how some bad vampires had transformed him and held him prisoner until he’d been able to join the good Vamps and help them fight the bad vampires they called Malcontents. He’d even shown Freemont his fangs, although he hadn’t extended them. He’d tried his best not to freak his brother out. “You saw my fangs, remember?”

			Freemont waved a hand in dismissal. “You could have had them filed into points. It’s totally wack, but there are crazy people who do weird shit to themselves. Hell, I saw a guy on TV who had his tongue split so he’d look like a snake.”

			“I’m not crazy.”

			“You think you’re a vampire. If that’s not seriously crazy, I don’t know what is.” Freemont took a deep breath. “We’ll get you better, Phin. I’ll get a full-time job, drop out of school—”

			“No! You just finished your freshman year, and you’re doing great. I’m not letting you drop out.”

			Freemont stiffened with an indignant look. “You can’t tell me what to do. You’ve been taking care of us, paying all the bills, for eight years. It’s my turn now. I can do this.”

			“You’re finishing college,” Phineas said sharply, then noticed the stubborn clench of Freemont’s jaw. Sheesh. His little brother was becoming a man.

			Five years ago, when Phineas had been transformed at the age of twenty-three, his brother had been a skinny fourteen-year-old, all bony elbows and knobby knees. The aging process had screeched to a halt for Phineas, so he tended to forget that his younger brother and sister kept growing. He and Freemont looked close to the same age now.

			Phineas softened his voice. “I need your help, bro.”

			“Anything, man. Whatever medical attention you need. I’ll get it for you. You can count on me.”

			Phineas’s chest expanded with warmth. His brother had grown into a good man. Now if he could just convince him of the truth. “Turn right at this next street.”

			“Why? I thought you wanted to go to Brooklyn.”

			“I do, but we need to make a stop first.”

			“Okay.” Freemont turned onto a street lined with narrow wooden-framed houses with sagging front porches.

			“Pull in there.” Phineas pointed at an empty space between two parked cars.

			“I’ll be blocking a driveway.”

			“We won’t be here long.” While his brother stopped and shifted into park, Phineas surveyed the neighborhood. Because of the rain, the sidewalks were empty. The house was dark, no lights glowing in the windows.

			Slush-screech. Slush-screech.

			“I don’t think anyone’s home,” Freemont said.

			“That’s for the best.”

			“Huh? Then why are we here?”

			“A demonstration.” Phineas unlatched his seat belt. “Don’t go anywhere. Keep your eyes on the porch.”

			“There’s nothin’ on the porch.”

			“There will be.”

			“What are you—” Freemont’s words cut off when Phineas teleported to the dark porch. He waved at the car, then teleported back to the front seat.

			Freemont was a few shades paler, and his mouth was hanging open.

			Slush-screech. Slush-screech.

			Phineas couldn’t help but smirk. “Now do you believe me?”

			Freemont gulped, then his jaw dropped open again.

			Slush-screech. Slush-screech.

			Phineas snapped his seat belt on. “Told you I wasn’t crazy.”

			“Then I must be crazy,” Freemont whispered. “I’m trippin’.”

			“You’re not crazy.”

			Freemont shook himself. “I didn’t see you get out of the car. You’re not even wet, bro. How did you get to the porch?”

			“Teleportation.”

			“Tele-what? Isn’t that some sort of spaceman shit?” Freemont stiffened. “Were you abducted by aliens? Did they stick a probe up your ass?”

			“No! Freemont, I’m a vampire!” Phineas grabbed the rearview mirror and twisted it toward himself. “Can you see me?”

			Freemont leaned over to peer into the mirror. He gasped, looked at Phineas, then back at the mirror. “What the hell?”

			Phineas shoved the mirror back in place. “Do you believe me now?”

			“You—you’re really a vampire?” Freemont whispered.

			“Yes.”

			“Damn, Phineas.” Freemont sat back with a horrified look. “Are you sure? I mean, this is some weird-assed, spooky shit.”

			“I know, but it’s true, bro. I’m a vampire.”

			“That sucks!”

			“I don’t suck. I drink from bottles.” Phineas motioned toward the gearshift. “Let’s get going.”

			Freemont continued to stare at him. “How did it happen?”

			Phineas waved a dismissive hand. “I was attacked by some bad vampires. Can we go now?”

			“Attacked?” Freemont grimaced. “What did they do to you, man?”

			“I don’t want to talk about it. It was scary as hell and really nasty.”

			Freemont’s eyes widened. “They stuck a probe up your ass?”

			“No! They ripped my fuckin’ throat out, okay? So now that you know how grisly it was, will you shut up and take me to Brooklyn?”

			“Okay, okay.” Freemont shifted into drive and pulled out into the street. “Sheesh. You act like you got a bug up your—”

			“Don’t say it!”

			While Freemont drove, he shook his head and muttered to himself, “A vampire? Damn. I thought he was a security guard for some old white dude.”

			“The old white dude is a five-hundred-year-old vampire named Angus MacKay. He and his wife, Emma, run MacKay Security and Investigation.”

			“Five hundred years old? Sheesh! Can he still get it up?”

			“I would assume so, since they seem happily married, but I’ve never asked.” Phineas looked out the window at the rain pouring in sheets off storefront awnings and splattering on broken sidewalks. It was thanks to Angus and Emma that he’d discovered the good Vamps. He’d found more than employment with them. He’d found a new extended family, mostly guys. He’d laughed with them, fought with them, mourned with them. The guys had become his brothers.

			It had started off like one big bachelor party, but in the last few years, the men had fallen like flies. Even Gregori, the famous playboy of the vampire world. He’d hooked up with the president’s daughter.

			Phineas enjoyed teasing them that all their newfound marital bliss was due to his expertise as the Love Doctor, but the joke was on him. He was like the painter who owned the only house in the neighborhood that needed painting. Everybody could find love but the Love Doctor.

			And it wasn’t for lack of trying. He’d dated some Vamp women he’d met at the vampire clubs. He’d thoroughly enjoyed playing the role of a popular ladies’ man until he realized they saw him as nothing more than a novelty act, something to try out of curiosity before they flitted away to the next distraction.

			He wanted to be more than that. He wanted someone who would look past his outward appearance to connect with his soul. Someone who would see him as special. Worthy of a lifetime, not a single night.

			He’d tried over and over with the mortal LaToya, believing his perseverance would eventually pay off. It never did. She’d taunted him that the Love Doctor didn’t know what love was.

			Bullshit.

			Meanwhile, the other guys were all snagging some luscious babes. Shoot, Connor had even scored a real live angel. Carlos had found a girl willing to risk death in order to become a were-panther like him. The ladies who’d married Vamps were all willing to give up mortality to stay with their husbands. Angus’s wife, Emma, was a Vamp, and just recently, Roman’s wife, Shanna, had changed over. And they all did it for love.

			Where was the love for the Love Doctor? Who would ever see him as worthy? Certainly not her...

			“You look bummed out,” Freemont said, dragging Phineas away from his depressing thoughts. “Is it hard being a ... you know ...”

			“Vampire?” Phineas gave him a wry look. “You can say the word without getting bitten. And yeah, sometimes it’s kinda hard.” He’d gained a life that could last for centuries, but it could only happen in darkness.

			Freemont grimaced. “If I was a vampire, I’d miss fried chicken. And waffles.”

			“I miss ... blue. I can never see a blue sky again.” His brain was instantly flooded with a memory of her pretty blue eyes. Her again. He quickly shoved her from his mind.

			Brynley Jones was beautiful, brave, and clever—the perfect female human, except for one problem. She wasn’t always human. And her hatred of vampires was as big as the snout on her face when she shifted. She was the worst possible woman to obsess over. But that didn’t stop him.

			His brother took a deep breath. “Okay. I’m with you, bro. What kind of help do you need?”

			“You’re already doing it. I needed a place to stay. Some wheels. I quit my job last night.”

			Freemont’s eyes widened. “What happened? Did you get pissed off with the old dude?”

			Phineas shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I already have another career lined up. We’re going to the Digital Vampire Network in Brooklyn. It’s a TV network just for Vamps.”

			“You’re shittin’ me.”

			“No. I made a commercial there about two weeks ago for a drink called Blardonnay—half synthetic blood, half Chardonnay.”

			“I’m being punked, right?”

			“No, it’s true.” First Phineas had made a commercial with the president’s daughter just as a joke, but he’d performed so well, the director had asked him to do it for real with a vampire costar named Tiffany. The commercial had enjoyed an instant success, making Phineas McKinney an overnight sensation in the vampire world. “They call me the Blardonnay Guy now. I’m really popular.”

			“From a commercial?” Freemont pulled to a stop at another red light. “How come I haven’t seen it?”

			“It’s a DVN commercial. Only Vamps see it. And now they want me to star in one of their TV shows.”

			Freemont blinked. “Hot damn, Phineas! Are you famous?”

			“I ... guess. But only around other vampires.”

			“That’s awesome, man.” Freemont’s eyes gleamed with pride. “I always knew you’d be famous someday, although I thought it would be with boxing. Never could figure out what happened with that.”

			Phineas quickly changed the subject. “We’re going to DVN, ’cause I’m doing a special interview at the end of the Nightly News.”

			“You’re going on television tonight?” When Phineas nodded, Freemont looked him over, frowning. “Oh no. Hell no. Not like that.”

			Phineas looked down at his jeans and bright orange, number seven Knicks T-shirt. “What’s wrong with—” He stopped when his brother stomped on the gas, swinging the car into a U-turn. “Where are you going?”

			“It’s simple, dude. If you want to be a celebrity, you gotta look like one. Right now, you look like a giant Cheez-It. You just leave it to me. I know what to do.”

			Phineas smiled. “What are you, my agent?”

			“Can I be?” Freemont’s eyes lit up. “I’ll take care of everything, bro. You can count on me.”

			Ten minutes later, Phineas was slipping on a black tuxedo jacket in a dressing room at Leroy’s House of Class.

			“I don’t know about this.” The white shirt had ruffles on the cuffs. He’d look like a gigolo, or a Scotsman, he thought with a snort. He’d seen Angus and some of the other guys wear frilly shirts like this with their fancy kilts. “You don’t think this is overdoing it?”

			“You’re looking fine, bro.” Freemont clenched a fist. “Solid. Like James Bond, going to a casino. You want to take a look in the mirror?”

			Phineas gave him a wry look.

			Freemont grimaced. “Sorry, I forgot. Sheesh. How do you shave in the morning?”

			“Once the sun comes up, I don’t do anything.”

			“Damn.” Freemont handed him a black silk tie. “You gonna be able to put this on?”

			“I think so.”

			“You want some new shoes?”

			“No, the boots need to stay.” Phineas knotted the tie around his neck. “How much is this gonna set me back?”

			“It’s free, bro. Leroy is Lamont’s dad. You know, Lamont?”

			With a smile, Phineas nodded. Lamont was Freemont’s best friend from high school. When the two were together, the other kids called them the Full Monty. “I didn’t know his dad ran a tuxedo rental place.”

			“Oh, this is a lot more than tuxedos. Leroy’s House of Class has everything! Wedding dresses and fancy gowns. Costumes for everything from Renaissance fairs to pimp-and-ho parties. He’s even got hula skirts and tiki torches if you want to do a luau. He’s got canopies and tables and chairs and fancy tablecloths.” Freemont yanked his T-shirt over his head, then put on a gold silk shirt. “Lamont works here full-time, but they let me work part-time as much as I can.”

			“What do you do?”

			Freemont shucked his jeans and pulled on some black leather pants. “I do deliveries, help set up tables and chairs. I usually drive one of their limos on Saturday night, but there’s nothing happening tonight, so they didn’t need me. Which is good news, ’cause Leroy is letting us borrow a limo.”

			“That’s great. Thanks.” Phineas paused a moment while his brother put on some shiny black dress shoes. “I appreciate you working to help pay your tuition, but don’t overdo it. You need to keep your grades up.”

			Freemont rolled his eyes like he usually did when Phineas acted more like a father than a brother. But with nine years’ difference in their ages, it was something Phineas had trouble avoiding. He was the one who had run off their father, so he felt responsible for his younger siblings.

			Freemont shrugged on a purple velvet jacket trimmed with faux leopard fur, then plopped a leopard-skin fedora on his head. “Now I’ll look like your agent.”

			Phineas winced. “You look like a pimp.”

			“Pimp? Agent? What’s the difference?” Freemont flipped up his collar. “Show me the money!”

			“Freemont—”

			“I know what I’m doing, bro.” He grabbed a wooden walking stick with a gold knob on the end and twirled it through his fingers. “Should I ask Leroy to loan us a few party girls for the evening? You’ll look more like a celebrity with some pretty ladies on your arm.”

			“Party girls?” Phineas frowned, wondering if Leroy had a little business going on the side.

			“It’s legit, man. Sometimes people want a few pretty girls to tend bar and wait tables at their parties. The girls are under strict orders not to fraternize. Believe me, I’ve tried.”

			Phineas snorted. “Don’t worry about women. There’ll be plenty at DVN, hoping to get on TV. And my costar will be there. Tiffany.”

			“What does she look like?”

			“Blond and booty-licious.”

			“Hot damn!” Freemont gave him a knuckle pound. “You da man!” He led Phineas down a hall toward the back door of Leroy’s establishment. “As your new agent, I’m gonna need a name that’s tight. You need one, too, bro.”

			“I’m Dr. Phang in the vampire world. Also known as the Love Doctor.”

			Freemont’s eyes narrowed as he nodded. “That’s buck. I bet you get laid all the time.”

			Phineas winced inwardly. The silly names had worked well enough for one-night stands, but eventually, he’d grown tired of feeling like a joke that was funny only one time.

			Freemont grabbed a set of keys off a peg by the back door. “Will you introduce me to the Tiffany babe?”

			“Yes, but remember she’s a Vamp. She might see you as a snack more than a stud.”

			Freemont gulped and eased a finger around the collar of his gold silk shirt. “You’ve got a weird life, bro.”

			“Don’t worry. I won’t let anyone hurt you.” Phineas patted him on the back. “And I appreciate your help.” Thanks to his brother, he now looked a lot more convincing in his new role as a television star.

			Freemont opened the back door and strode into the parking lot. “So if you’re Dr. Phang ...”

			Phineas followed him, grateful that the rain had finally stopped. He stepped around puddles to keep his boots as dry as possible.

			Freemont halted with a jerk. “I know! I’ll be Da Freeze. Kinda like Freemont, but better. Da Freeze, the Ice Man. What do you think?”

			Phineas bit his lip to keep from grinning. His brother reminded him of himself five years ago. “It’s ... cool.”

			“It’s more than cool, man. I’m an icy cold blast of refreshment!” Freemont opened the door to a purple limousine. “Only the best for my famous brother.”

			“What a bunch of hot babes,” Freemont whispered as they entered the lobby of the Digital Vampire Network. “Are you sure they’re all ... ?”

			“Yes, they are,” Phineas whispered back. “And they all have super hearing, so be careful what you say.”

			Freemont nodded, his wide-eyed gaze darting around the crowded lobby. “Your life is seriously weird.”

			“You ain’t seen nothin’ yet,” Phineas muttered, then headed toward the reception desk.

			“Oh my God, it’s the Blardonnay Guy!” a pretty brunette squealed.

			More gasps and squeals emanated from the scantily clad young ladies who frequented the lobby every night, hoping to be discovered. They rushed toward Phineas, all talking at once.

			“I just love your commercial!”

			“You’re even more handsome than Denzel!”

			“Can I have an autograph please?”

			Phineas held up his hands to ward off the full-court press, but before he could say anything, Freemont blocked the girls with his walking stick.

			“Ladies!” He flashed a wide grin. “We appreciate your enthusiasm, but Dr. Phang has to do an interview right now. If you can wait till he’s finished, he might be able to spare you a few minutes.”

			“We’ll be here!” A blonde held up a Blardonnay bottle. “Will you sign my bottle, Dr. Phang?”

			A brunette in a cheerleader costume winked at Phineas. “I want you to sign my thigh.”

			“I’ll let you sign my breast!” Another posed, showing off her most talented assets, barely contained in a tight spandex halter.

			“That’s all good.” Freemont used his walking stick to herd them back. “But I will need to thoroughly inspect all writing surfaces before I can allow my client to sign. Security protocol, you understand.”

			Phineas snorted as he approached the receptionist’s desk. “Hey, what’s up? It’s Susie, right?”

			She blushed, almost as red as the dyed streaks in her black hair. “You remembered. I just love your commercial, Dr. Phang.”

			“I’m his agent.” Freemont slid his pinched thumb and forefinger along the brim of his fedora. “You can call me Da Freeze.”

			“Nice to meet you. For security reasons, we ask all our visitors to wear name tags.” Susie smiled shyly at Phineas. “Of course, you don’t need a name tag, Dr. Phang. Everyone knows who you are.” She wrote Freemont’s new name on a name tag. “Here you go, Mr. DeVries.”

			“No, Da Freeze. The Ice Man.”

			“Oh.” A confused look flitted over Susie’s face, then she scribbled another name. “Mr. Theismann.” She passed him the name tag, then scurried toward the double doors behind her.

			Frowning at his name tag, Freemont whispered, “Doesn’t she understand English?”

			“We really should hurry now.” Susie held open the door. “They were expecting Dr. Phang in makeup five minutes ago.”

			After a few minutes in the makeup chair, Phineas was escorted to Recording Studio #3 where he greeted Gordon, the director.

			“Hey, Phineas.” Gordon shook hands with him, then gave Freemont and his name tag a curious look.

			“I’m Dr. Phang’s agent,” Freemont boasted.

			“And my brother,” Phineas added with a grin.

			Gordon nodded, his eyes twinkling with excitement. He and Stone Cauffyn were the only ones at DVN who knew what Phineas was really up to tonight. “Stone and Tiffany are ready for you. Good luck.”

			As Phineas approached the set, which consisted of three chairs on a carpeted dais, Tiffany jumped to her feet, her breasts jiggling and dangerously close to falling out of the sexy red dress she was wearing.

			“Dr. Phang!” With a big grin, she threw her arms around his neck. “Don’t you just love it? We’re famous! I want to kiss you, but I don’t dare mess up my makeup.”

			“I understand.”

			“I’m getting fan mail, can you believe it? And all the girls want to know if I’ve slept with you. You don’t mind if I say yes, do you?” She pressed closer, rubbing her breasts against him as she slid her hands down his chest. “It wouldn’t have to be a lie, you know.”

			“Well, I—” Phineas grabbed her hands to keep them from venturing too far south. How could he put this? He didn’t want to have sex with her just to give her something to talk about with her fans.

			“Places!” Gordon shouted. “We go live in three minutes.”

			“We’ll talk later,” Phineas told Tiffany, then he took a seat, sandwiched between her and Stone Cauffyn, the newscaster who had just finished doing the Nightly News in Studio #2.

			The sound guy clipped tiny microphones onto the guys’ lapels, then struggled to find a place to attach Tiffany’s mike.

			She giggled. “Oooh, that tickles!”

			“Does my hair look all right?” Stone asked the makeup girl.

			“You look perfect,” she replied, then winked at Phineas. “So do you.”

			“Two minutes,” Gordon announced.

			“Testing, testing,” Stone said, and the sound guy gave him a thumbs-up. “Take a taxi, tally-ho.”

			Phineas gave him a questioning look, then realized the newscaster was warming up.

			“The voluptuous vampire ventured into the velvet night,” Stone announced in a serious tone. “Peter Potter from Poughkeepsie packs a pretty pickle in his pants.”

			Phineas glanced at his brother who was being herded toward the back of the room. Freemont grinned at him and punched the air with his fist.

			“Billy Baker bumped into a barmaid and barfed his Blissky on her bosom,” Stone continued, then lowered his voice to a soft whisper. “I hope this works.”

			“It will.” Phineas shifted in his chair and unbuttoned his tuxedo jacket. He took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. You can do this.

			“Ten seconds,” Gordon announced, then held up his hand to show them five seconds, four, three, two, then he pointed his index finger at them.

			They were live on the air.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			“Good evening.” Stone focused on the camera with the red glowing light. “Tonight, the Digital Vampire Network is proud to bring you the moment you’ve been waiting for—our special bonus feature.”

			The red light blinked to a second camera, and Stone shifted his gaze. “As the threat of global Vampire Apocalypse fades into the sunset, the Undead have turned their attention to ... something completely different. I’m referring to the latest sensation on DVN—not a show, but an advertisement for the most recent addition to Vampire Fusion Cuisine, a mixture of synthetic blood and Chardonnay called Blardonnay, which is, of course, manufactured by one of our sponsors, Romatech Industries.”

			Stone motioned to his guests as the camera backed up for a wider shot. “It is my pleasure to introduce the actors from that commercial: Dr. Phang and Tiffany, otherwise known as the Blardonnay Guy and Girl.”

			Tiffany giggled and waved at the camera, while Phineas smiled.

			“Now that your acting careers have skyrocketed,” Stone continued, “can you tell us how your lives have changed?”

			“Oh, I’m so happy now!” Tiffany clasped her hands together. “I’ve always known I was destined to be a star. I mean, when you look like this”—she twisted in her chair to strike a provocative pose—“it’s obvious you belong in front of a camera.”

			“Indeed.” Stone’s face remained expressionless as he regarded her. “There is a theory that those who are extremely good-looking could also be considered more attractive.”

			Phineas’s mouth twitched. “A bold theory, Stone.”

			“Yes, I have been incredibly blessed, but”—Tiffany heaved a forlorn sigh that carried the added bonus of causing her breasts to heave—“unfortunately, beauty such as mine tends to be overwhelming. Some might even call it ... a curse.” With a sniffle, she wiped away an imaginary tear.

			Phineas struggled to keep a straight face as he patted Tiffany’s hand. “Buck up, sweetness. It’ll all be good.”

			She leaned to the side to give him a hug, which mashed her breasts together. “You’re so wonderful, Dr. Phang. And I have to say that I’m ever so grateful to DVN for giving me this opportunity to show the vampire world how truly talented I am. Now everyone will know that I have much more to offer than an exquisitely beautiful face.”

			Stone’s gaze flitted to her breasts. “Yes, I can tell you are truly gifted.”

			“Why, thank you.” She giggled. “I’m just thrilled everyone is taking me seriously now.”

			“You can say that again.” Phineas winked at her. As far as he knew, half the men at DVN had already taken Tiffany quite seriously. No way was he getting in line.

			“And how about you, Dr. Phang?” Stone asked. “Has your life changed for the better?”

			“Yes, it has. I was finally able to quit my old job.”

			Stone nodded. “There’s a rumor going around DVN that you’ve agreed to play a role on one of our popular soap operas.”

			“It’s not a rumor.” Phineas aimed a dashing grin at the camera. “I’m in contract negotiations to star on As the Vampire Turns.”

			Tiffany squealed and latched on to his arm, leaning toward him for another hug. “Oh, Dr. Phang! I’m so happy for you.” She grinned at Stone. “I have good news, too. I was just hired to do a commercial for Vampos, the after-dinner mint that gets rid of blood breath.”

			“And I plan to make more Blardonnay commercials,” Phineas added, then touched Tiffany’s hand. “With you, of course.”

			“Oh yes, Dr. Phang! I just love working with you.” She squeezed his arm and gave the camera a dramatic look. “We’ve become very close.”

			“Tell me, Dr. Phang,” Stone continued. “How did you acquire such an interesting name? Are you really a doctor?”

			“I took on the name five years ago when I was transformed,” Phineas explained. “The title of doctor is honorary and refers to my high level of expertise in all manners of love.”

			Stone’s face remained blank. “Indeed?”

			“Yes. They call me the Love Doctor.” It was a load of crap that Phineas felt like he’d outgrown, but it probably fit his new persona of an up-and-coming, super-sexy star. “I don’t like to brag, you understand, but I’m naturally attuned to universal love vibrations, and that gives me an uncanny ability to sense a woman’s needs and fulfill her every desire.”

			“Oh yes!” Tiffany pressed against his arm. “Nobody fulfills me like Dr. Phang.”

			“You don’t say,” Stone continued. “Well, I can certainly attest to Dr. Phang’s newfound popularity. DVN has been flooded with calls and e-mails. The women love the way you look in a bath towel, and the men want to know if you have a special workout regimen.”

			“He has a gorgeous chest,” Tiffany purred while she rubbed a hand over his tuxedo jacket.

			Phineas grabbed her hand before she could get carried away. “I was already in good shape when I was transformed. I used to be a boxer.” And a drug dealer on the side, but he didn’t want his family to know about that. Hell, he didn’t want anyone to know.

			“A boxer? How fascinating,” Stone continued in his bland voice. “You mentioned quitting a job. Weren’t you employed by MacKay Security and Investigation?”

			Phineas nodded. Finally, Stone was getting to the point of the interview. “Yeah, I worked for Angus MacKay. For five lousy years.”

			“Lousy?” Stone asked.

			“You wouldn’t believe how lousy. Seven nights a week, no time off, no vacation. And no hazard pay! They ordered me to risk my life, over and over again, and for what? Minimum wage?”

			For the first time, Stone’s face showed an expression. He frowned. “I didn’t realize Angus MacKay was a bad employer.”

			“Bad?” Phineas snorted. “He’s the worst. And you know what really pisses me off? That he has the gall to pretend that he’s the good guy!”

			Stone sat back with a stunned look. “You don’t believe Angus MacKay is a good guy?”

			“Hell no! I tell you, the whole time I worked for him, I never saw any of his employees get killed. But boy did they slaughter a bunch of other vampires.”

			“You’re referring to the Malcontents they killed in battle?” Stone asked.

			Phineas waved a hand. “Angus calls them Malcontents, but I like to call them by their real name: the True Ones. I mean, since when is it a crime to stick to old traditions? The True Ones just want to be left alone so they can eat the old-fashioned way.”

			“You mean feeding off mortals till they die,” Stone muttered.

			Phineas shrugged. “It’s not like we have a shortage of mortals in the world. Besides, this is about basic vampire liberties. We should be able to feed however we like. Angus and his sanctimonious friends—who the hell are they to decide what’s the right way for the rest of us to live our lives?”

			“So you don’t see anything wrong with the so-called Malcontents?” Stone asked.

			“No, of course not. They’re the ones who transformed me and gave me eternal life. I’m grateful for that.”

			“But you worked for MacKay S and I for several years,” Stone reminded him. “They’re the number one enemy of the Malcontents.”

			“I needed a paycheck, you know. I’m a young vampire, so I haven’t had centuries to acquire wealth like those rich old farts who ordered me around like a servant. But now that I have a new career, I can finally do what I’ve wanted to do for a long time.” Phineas glared at the camera. “Angus MacKay, you old turd, go to hell!”

			Stone winced. “Those are strong words.”

			“I mean it,” Phineas insisted. “All those Vamps make me sick. Acting so morally superior because they drink out of bottles while they go around murdering other vampires. They’re a bunch of hypocrites! Do you know they executed Casimir without even giving him a chance to surrender? What kind of shit is that?”

			Stone shifted in his chair. “Well, I—”

			“And you want to hear something really funny?” Phineas continued. “For the last couple of years, Angus thought one of the Malcontents, Stanislav Serpukhov, was betraying the Russian coven in Brooklyn and reporting to me. But the truth was, I was reporting to him.”

			A series of gasps reverberated around the studio. Tiffany tilted her head with confusion, while Stone stared at him with his mouth open.

			Phineas narrowed his eyes on the camera. “So you guys out there who’ve been trying to assassinate Stanislav, you need to stop. Cut it out. He’s not a traitor.”

			Stone cleared his throat. “Are you saying you were a double agent?”

			“Sure. No harm in letting out the big secret now that I’ve changed careers.” Phineas winked at the camera. “I like to live dangerously, you know.”

			“I see.” Stone took a deep breath. “Well, that’s all the time we have for tonight. I’d like to thank our guests for coming and congratulate them once again for their phenomenal rise to stardom.”

			“Yes!” Tiffany blew a kiss at the camera. “I’d like to thank all the little people for admiring me so much.”

			“Thank you for watching DVN, the world’s leading vampire network,” Stone added with a bland smile.

			“Cut!” Gordon announced. “Good work.” He gave Phineas a thumbs-up.

			“You are living dangerously.” Stone stood as he unclipped his mike.

			“It’ll be worth it.” Phineas handed his mike to the sound guy, then strode toward his brother, who was studying him with a puzzled frown.

			“Wait for me!” Tiffany latched on to his arm.

			“What the hell was that?” Freemont asked.

			“I can explain.” Phineas motioned to Tiffany, who clung to his arm. “You wanted to meet my lovely costar? Tiffany, this is my brother and my agent, Da Freeze.”

			“Hi!” She grinned at Freemont. “Aren’t you adorable! You look like Phineas, except younger and more ... alive.” Her gaze drifted to his neck.

			Freemont stepped back. “I just ate a bunch of garlic.”

			She giggled.

			“We need to go somewhere private,” Phineas said.

			Tiffany’s eyes widened. “You want a threesome?”

			“No, I need to talk to my brother.”

			Freemont scowled at him. “Yeah, you do.”

			“You—you don’t want me?” Tiffany’s shoulders slumped.

			Phineas sighed. “All right. You can come, too.”

			She perked up and grinned. “I know the perfect place. Come with me.”

			She ushered them out of the studio and down the hall to an unmarked door. “This is a storage room for old costumes. I have secret rendezvous here all the time.”

			Phineas followed her inside, flipped on the lights, and shut the door. “It’s not exactly a secret if you meet all the guys here.”

			Freemont snorted, then strode down an aisle lined with crowded clothes racks on each side. He was pissed, Phineas could tell, but Phineas would deal with him later.

			“Okay, Tiffany.” He grabbed her by the shoulders. “Listen to me good.”

			She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Yes, Dr. Phang?”

			He dragged her hands off his shoulders. “You’re not having sex with me.”

			“I’m not? Then ... ?” Her gaze flitted toward Freemont, who turned left at the end of the aisle and disappeared behind a rack of clothes.

			“No, not with him, either,” Phineas said. “Tiffany, look at me. You have a contract for three more Blardonnay commercials and a Vampos commercial. You don’t need to sleep around anymore.”

			She stared at him blankly. “But it’s worked well—”

			“Tiffany, you made it. Put your old life behind you, and let you talent shine through. You’re a success now, and you deserve it.”

			She blinked and whispered, “I ... deserve it?”

			“Yes, you do.”

			Her eyes glistened with tears. “That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever told me.”

			Phineas gave her a wry smile. “I learned the hard way how easy it is to screw up your life when you don’t respect yourself.”

			She nodded slowly. “Thank you, Dr. Phang.”

			“Now off you go. I need to talk to my brother.”

			“Okay.” With a shy smile, she headed toward the door.

			Phineas turned and couldn’t spot his brother. “Freemont, where are you?”

			A hand waved in the back corner, so Phineas tunneled between some dresses on a rack and found himself in a second aisle. He dove through another rack of clothes and discovered a wall lined with shelves. Shoes, handbags, and hats decorated the shelves, and toward the back wall, Freemont was examining a pair of cowboy boots.

			Phineas heard the click of the door, signaling Tiffany’s departure. “Okay, we can talk now.”

			Freemont grimaced as he stuffed the boots back on the shelf. “You told me you were a good vampire.”

			“I am.”

			“Then what was all that—”

			“I’m working undercover.”

			“Yeah, I heard what you said! You’re a stinkin’ double agent, working for the nasty vampires that kill people!”

			“No, I’m a good guy,” Phineas insisted, then lowered his voice. “Freemont, you gotta trust me. I still work for MacKay S and I. The interview was a setup.”

			“Huh?”

			“Did you see a video on the Internet a few weeks ago that claimed vampires were true? It showed a swordfight, and a guy in a kilt decapitated another guy who turned to dust.”

			“Yeah.” Freemont nodded. “I thought it was a movie trailer. Lamont and I wanted to see the movie, but we could never find the name of it. It just disappeared.”

			“The government removed it. Because it was real.”

			“Huh?”

			“It was a real battle. I was there.”

			Freemont’s eyes widened. “You fought in a real battle? With a sword?”

			“Yes. I’ve been in several battles, and I’ve killed a few Malcontents. The guy whose head was cut off was Casimir, the leader of the Malcontents.”

			“So the bad guys were defeated?”

			“Yes, but there are still a few Malcontents out there. Casimir had a girlfriend, Corky Courrant, who does a TV show called Live with the Undead.”

			“Huh?”

			“She recorded the video of Casimir’s execution, then posted it on YouTube. That means she broke the secret of vampire existence. That’s about the biggest crime you can commit in our world.”

			“Her name is Corky?”

			“Yes! Stay with me, Freemont. After she posted the video, she came back here to DVN and continued doing her show as if she’d done nothing wrong. She claims she’s heir to the Malcontent throne and vampires all over the world should follow her and call her Queen Corky.”

			“Oh God, I hate her!” Tiffany hissed from across the room.

			Phineas jerked around, but couldn’t see her. “Tiffany! You were supposed to leave the room.”

			“It’s okay.” She emerged through a rack of hanging clothes. “I won’t breathe a word. I hate Corky as much as anybody.”

			“So this Corky is really bad?” Freemont asked.

			“She’s evil,” Tiffany hissed.

			“Evil queen bitch,” Phineas clarified. “She’s been badmouthing us good Vamps on her show, calling us a bunch of thugs and murderers. She even bragged about how she started the Vampire Apocalypse. Roman summoned her to Coven Court three times, but she ignored him.”

			“Roman?” Freemont asked.

			“Roman Draganesti, Coven Master for the East Coast,” Phineas explained. “And he’s owner of Romatech Industries where they make synthetic blood and where I’m head of security.”

			“Okay.” Freemont nodded.

			“Corky’s been mocking Roman and the good Vamps, claiming she’s above our system of law and justice,” Phineas continued. “Roman had no choice but to issue a warrant for her arrest, but then she went into hiding and now she records her show somewhere in secret. We haven’t been able to locate her.”

			“Oh my gosh,” Tiffany whispered. “That’s why you acted like a Malcontent sympathizer during the interview. You want to convince Corky you’re on her side, so you can flush her out.”

			Phineas regarded Tiffany with surprise. She wasn’t as stupid as she pretended to be. “You’re right.”

			She grinned. “This is awesome! You really are working undercover.”

			Freemont’s eyes lit up. “Hot damn! We’re undercover brothers!”

			“Don’t get too excited.” Phineas gave his brother a stern look. “I want you to stay out of trouble.”

			“No way! I’ve got your back, bro.”

			“I appreciate that, but I don’t want you—”

			“Don’t tell me to stay out of this,” Freemont interrupted with a scowl. “You involved me when you invited me here.”

			Phineas sighed. “I needed to convince everyone that I’d left MacKay S and I, and that I’m hanging with a new crowd. I suggested going to you, and Angus agreed. We always have a shortage of day guards, since not many mortals know about us, so Angus is interested in hiring you. He said they could work around your college schedule.”

			“Really?” Freemont’s eyes widened. “I could work with you?”

			“Yeah. I told him you might be interested.” Phineas winced inwardly. He had jumped at the chance to include his brother, but now he wondered if his decision had been selfish.

			For the past few years, he’d felt like there was a ticking bomb over his head. Sooner or later, and probably sooner, it would explode the instant that his family realized he wasn’t aging. When that happened, he would be left with only two options. One: Tell his family the truth and deal with the consequences. Two: Disappear. He could fake his death, leave them to mourn, and never see them again. Or he could spare their grief by erasing himself from their memories. As if he had never existed.

			Angus recommended the last option. A swift surgical strike, he called it, somewhat like amputating a limb. A part of you would be forever lost, but you would survive.

			For Phineas, the thought of losing his family felt more like having his heart ripped out. Too painful to consider, so he’d settled on telling them the truth, starting with his brother. When Angus offered to hire Freemont, it had seemed like the perfect solution. Guarding Vamps in their death-sleep during the day was usually a safe job since the Malcontents were in their death-sleep, too.

			But now that his current mission was under way, Phineas worried that his decision would expose his brother to some real danger. Had he selfishly saved himself pain, only to foist it onto his family? “Freemont, listen to me. It’s already dangerous enough for you to be here, pretending to be my agent. I don’t expect anything more from you. I have backup, so when things get dicey, I’ll be covered. I want you to lay low and—”

			“I can handle the spy stuff.” Freemont lifted his chin. “This is my mission if I decide to accept it. As usual, if I am captured, the government will disavow any knowledge of my actions. See? I know how it works!”

			Tiffany nodded. “I want to help, too!”

			Phineas groaned. He had a bad feeling about this. “All right. But this is what you do. You continue to play the roles you’re doing now. And if anything dangerous comes up, you stay clear of it, understood?” When they nodded, he continued, “We’ll hang out in the lobby, sign autographs, and see if Corky sends any of her minions for me.”

			“You’ll have to be quick to take her prisoner, or she’ll teleport away,” Tiffany warned him.

			“I know,” Phineas conceded. That was always a major problem when it came to catching bad vampires. Casimir had eluded them for years by simply teleporting away whenever they got close. “Go on to the lobby. We’ll be there soon.”

			“Okay.” Tiffany strode toward the door, and this time, Phineas watched to make sure she left.

			He turned to his brother. “Are we good now?”

			Freemont nodded with a sheepish look. “I shouldn’t have doubted you, man.”

			“It’s okay.” Phineas clapped him on the back. “You’ve had a lot of weird shit thrown at you tonight.”

			“That’s for sure.” Freemont followed him to the door. “One thing I don’t understand, though. Why didn’t you take Tiffany up on her offer? She’s beautiful and willing—”

			“I like her. As a friend.”

			“Yeah, but she’s willing, dude. And you’re the Love Doctor. You gotta spread the cure.”

			Phineas smiled. His brother kept reminding him of himself about five years back. “I admit there was a time when
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