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			Dedication

			For the readers who couldn’t quit Queen Betsy. Turns out I couldn’t, either.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			For my daughter Christina, who spent pandemic lockdown teaching me how to crochet. As I’ve since drowned her in scarves, I imagine she has regrets.

			And many thanks to my testers, who were kind enough to indulge my delusion that I can write a book of funny crochet patterns:

			Heather John, Cristy Ward, Sarah Raufer, Dana Newman, Dawn Cherni, Cate Gibbon, Julia Miller, Kelly Williams, Brooke Raney, Heather Harries, Candace Hess, Judy Sucevic, Robyn Solley, Kim Kantor, and Raelene Gorlinsky.

		

	
		
			Quotes

			“Will no one rid me of this troublesome priest?” Attributed to Henry II of England, 1170

			“The plan is I’m gonna stay here … forever!” Hank, Finding Dory

			“You do not know me. I am not a woman like the others, fearful and discouraged.” Maria Christina, Duchess of Teschen

			“Friendly Neighborhood Vampires: Betsy herself. A large portion of her problems comes from attempting to make every other vampire in the world into one.” TV Tropes, https://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Literature/BetsyTheVampireQueen

			“Well, first of all, witches aren’t really women at all. They’re demons in human shape. That’s why if you look closely at a witch, you’ll notice the corners of her mouth are elongated, stretching almost up to her ears, and that’s usually hidden with pancake makeup. And a real witch always wears gloves. Always. Because a real witch doesn’t have hands. She’s got claws.

			“And they don’t have toes. Ooh. Their ugly feet look like their toes got chopped off with an axe. And all witches are bald. As bald as a boiled egg. So, they wear wigs. And it gives them nasty sores. ‘Wig rash,’ the witches call it. Mmm! And it makes them crazy.” Agatha Hansen, The Witches

			“You are forever banished. I forbid you the solace and succor of my lands, those mine by right of conquest. You shall find no shelter there, neither now nor eons from now. I deny you forever.” Betsy the Vampire Queen, Undead and Done

			“Life is about moving forward. Girls want to be women. Women want to be mothers. Mothers want to be grandmas. And grandmas want to know what comes next.” The Serfsons

			“Ghostly Goals: The Queen of the vampires can see the dead. They want stuff done.” TV Tropes

			“What is a body in hell? When you arrive here, you have often already been cremated or buried in the ground. Your muscles have stiffened with rigor mortis, and worms have eaten your eyes. And yet you find yourself with limbs—to be torn limb from limb. You find yourself with eyes—to witness horrors and to be gouged out. You find yourself with hair and nerve endings and a tongue with which to scream. And once the spiritual body has screamed and been gouged and torn … consumed or scattered or bludgeoned … well then, it happens all again. But first … You have to be put back together.” Dan Watters, Lucifer: The Wild Hunt

		

	
		
			Another Author’s Note

			I’ve done my darnedest to make this a stand-alone book, so if you haven’t read any previous Undead books, you should be fine. You should also read the previous Undead books. All of ‘em. Why deprive yourself of so much joy? Just sayin’.

			Another Author’s Note: Trigger Warnings

			Trigger warnings for: thoughts of suicide, cancer, death, vampire threesomes, regular threesomes, full-fat beverages, so much profanity, bitchiness, snark, more death, rampant immaturity, Labrador retrievers.

		

	
		
			Yet Another Author’s Note

			(Will these never end?)

			Once upon a time, I was done with the Undead series. It started with an idea that sank into my brain like a fishhook: where are the secretaries and plumbers? Why does it seem like every vampire novel stars a Lord/Lady? Why did the fancy vamps skulk in alleys? Why did they shun society, or at least their families (if they even had any)? If I woke up undead, the first thing I’d do is find my family and reassure them. Or freak them out.

			It stuck and stuck, and I finally realized the only way to get it out of my brain was to write it all down. Behold: Undead and Unwed, the first of the series that would take me from the trailer park to the New York Times bestseller list.

			For over a decade, I had taken Betsy from her life (a powerless administrative assistant who cordially despised her father and stepmother) to her death (run over by a Pontiac Aztek while coaxing a cat out of the road) to her afterlife (vampire) to her after-afterlife (vampire queen) to the end (defeating the anti-Antichrist) and becoming Satan 2.0.

			There. Done. Unless I make her fight God, I figured, there’s nowhere else to bring this. And who would win, anyway? Best not to find out.

			Time passed. I moved on to other projects. But now and again, I’d find myself wondering how the technophobic Betsy would deal with social media and a world where it seemed as if 95 percent of the population communicated via text. Not to mention being outed to the world as the long-foretold queen of the vampires, as she was in Undead and Done.

			And then a reader pointed out one of my Undead books had the briefest of cameos (about three seconds) on an episode of Fear the Walking Dead (Season 4, episode 4, “Buried”). Our heroes and heroines were creeping through a library, trying to avoid walkers (nobody calls zombies ‘zombies’ anymore, I guess?), and the camera showed a bloody pile of books, one of which was Undead and Unforgiven. Cool! It was basically an artifact of their long-gone society.

			Which is when I started wondering how the last ten years of Betsy’s afterlife had been going.

			The speculations stuck. I found myself thinking about Betsy all the time, constantly wondering how she’d spent the last decade. Was she still on a liquid diet and having ridiculously hot sex all the time? Or was there fallout from being outed?

			Experience taught me there was only one cure to dislodge the mental fishhook, and you’re reading it. So! Longtime fans, welcome back. Newbies, glad you’re here. We’re gonna have some fun.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Elizabeth “Betsy” Taylor: Vampire queen, the new Satan, out-of-work admin assistant. Still mourns being unable to eat pork loin wrapped in bacon. Occasionally visits her own grave, but never her father’s. Favorite sin: Vanity.

			Eric Sinclair: Vampire king, married to Betsy, devoted dog lover. A century-old son of farmers whose sister was killed by vampires; he became one to avenge her. Love at first sight the second Betsy threw him through a concrete tombstone. Favorite sin: Wrath.

			Christina “Tina” Caresse Chavelle: Former Southern belle, Sinclair’s oldest friend and current major domo. Utterly devoted and loyal to the Sinclair clan for centuries. Obsessed with obscure vodka flavors. Favorite sin: Gluttony.

			Jessica Watkins: Best friends with Betsy since 7th grade. Inherited fortune upon the death of her scumbag parents. Mother of weird twins; engaged to Nick/Dick Berry. Favorite sin: Pride.

			Nick/Dick Berry: Jessica’s fiancé. Former cop, current jobless bum. Hated and feared Betsy until she changed the timeline. In love with Jessica and fatherhood. A smidge overwhelmed by their weird twins. Favorite sin: Wrath.

			Elizabeth and Eric Watkins-Berry: Jessica’s weird twins. As a result of Jessica spending her pregnancy surrounded by paranormal weirdos in a haunted house, her twins have the ability to slide through time. So, although they’re technically in elementary school, they occasionally show up as tweens and teens. Ridiculously good-natured. Utterly fearless. Favorite sins: Sloth and Gluttony.

			Dr. Marc Spangler: Betsy’s other bestie. She stopped him from dying by suicide the first time she came back from the dead by promising excitement and friendship. She’s kept her end of the bargain and then some. Former doctor, current zombie, crazy about crochet. Favorite sin: Lust.

			Will Mason: Runs The G-spot blog, Marc’s boyfriend and the first zombie Betsy made. Shy and self-effacing; admires Betsy as much as he fears her. The home he inherited from his parents is stuffed with ghosts, whom he refers to as his sources. Smells like Suave. Favorite sin: no idea.

			Antonia “The Ant” Taylor: Betsy’s loathsome stepmother. Appalling taste in clothes, makeup, hair styling, men. So awful, when she was possessed by Satan for the better part of a year, no one noticed. Favorite sin: Greed.

			Jonathon/John Taylor: Betsy and BabyJon’s father, disliked so much, nobody bothers to clarify if it’s John or Jon. Married The Ant (who also doesn’t know if it’s John or Jon), faked his death. Shitty dad, snappy dresser. Mildly terrified of his daughter, indifferent to his son. Favorite sin: Greed.

			Jon “BabyJon” Taylor: Betsy’s half-brother/adopted son. Child of The Ant and Jon/John Taylor. Looking forward to Big Kid School (first grade). Totally ordinary in every way. Except for being invulnerable to paranormal injuries. Also, Betsy ran into him centuries into the future and he was alive, happy to see her, and thriving. Thinks everyone lives with vampires and hangs out with mermaids and werewolves. Favorite sin: no idea. He’s only five.

			Dr. Elise Taylor: Betsy’s mother, Civil War historian, loves visiting battlefields, currently battling cancer. After her husband left her for The Ant, she put herself through college and earned a doctorate while raising Betsy. Favorite sin: Pride.

			Laura Goodman: The anti-Anti-Christ, Betsy and BabyJon’s half-sister. Never wanted to rule Hell but resents Betsy for taking the job. Spitefully outed Betsy to the world as a vampire, heedless of the danger to those around her. Plotted assassinations; ended up hoisted by her own petard. Favorite sin: none-ish, she would never. She’s the good one, dammit!

			Sandy O’Neill: One-time king of the vampires; called himself Nostro. Killed by Betsy but not before she explained exactly why he was awful in every way someone could be awful. Favorite sin: Envy.

			Lara Wyndham: Pre-teen werewolf who lives on Cape Cod with her Pack and human mother. Will one day be the Pack Leader after her father, Michael Wyndham, abdicates or is killed. Saved BabyJon’s life and has enjoyed Betsy’s admiration ever since. Favorite sin: Pride.

			Cathie-the-ghost (not her legal name): A victim of the Driveway Serial Killer, she helps Betsy run Hell. So sarcastic she makes Betsy sound like Al Gore. Thrives in Hell as she never did in life. Loves making chairs out of LEGOS, then making people sit on them. Favorite sin: Sloth.

			The Fiends: A pack of vampires who were deliberately starved so they could go feral. Betsy inherited them when she killed Nostro. Savage, ravenous, not keen on personal hygiene. Can be taught to crochet if not entirely cured. Favorite sin: who the hell knows?

			The O.G. Satan: Lucifer Morningstar and Laura’s mother. Bears a strong resemblance to Lena Olin. Favors designer suits and getting out of ruling Hell. Died fighting the vampire queen, though Betsy suspects she threw the fight. Favorite sin: all of ‘em.
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			Prologue

			Six-oh-seven Summit Avenue in St. Paul, Minnesota, went up like someone had doused the place in gas. Which made sense as I had doused the place in gas.

			I could see it in my mind’s eye. Well, my mind’s squint … I was too far away to actually, y’know, see real details. And maybe it was just as well. Because here’s the thing: 607 Summit Avenue wasn’t just the place we stashed our clothes and booze and beds and streamed all the Halloween episodes of Brooklyn Nine-Nine.

			And it wasn’t just a carpenter/plumber/electrician/census taker’s nightmare, either. With old houses, something goes wrong about every five hours.

			It was the home we’d enjoyed for a decade, one the vampire king and I shared with friends and family and a series of roommates who came and went depending on current events. Vampire HQ. Bloodsucker Corporate. To butcher Robert Frost, home was place where, when you go there, they have to let you in and make you a smoothie.

			But alas! It all had to go. And it did. The peach parlor, with its ancient overstuffed peach loveseat and ancient-er peach carpet, and the (white) ceramic fireplace stacked with dry wood, and the heavy peach furniture, and the two gallons of kerosene in the middle of the carpet, and the corpse, and the peach wallpaper … all super flammable. And also inflammable. Because some asshole thought it’d be cute to have flammable and inflammable mean the same thing. What could go wrong? Though maybe it was fitting that the room where I married Eric Sinclair go up in flames. Like all good weddings, it had been brief and disorienting.

			I digress. The entryway next, with the shiny flooring you could not only see your face in, but whether your highlights needed touching up. Another loveseat, except you were supposed to call it an early antique Italian walnut 17th century settee, and who has that kind of time?

			Also in the entryway, a small, beat-up brown stool just inside the doorway upon which I used to toss my keys. Then I found out it was an 18th century Queen Anne walnut stool with cabriole legs, gilt shell motifs, and a needlepoint cushion that went for about $2,500. After my nervous breakdown (“Why didn’t anyone say? I’ve put so many scuff marks on it! And spilled a smoothie on it!”) I went back to stashing my keys in the kitchen.

			There was also a discreet knee-high cannister for umbrellas, which was just silly because we left umbrellas everywhere in the house except the umbrella canister.

			And all of it shielded by our enormous front door, which looked like something a persecuted pilgrim carved for decades and then lugged to America on The Mayflower.

			The fire would devour all of it, roaring down the hall toward the kitchen, gobbling up the stupid swinging door that occasionally coshed me in the nose if I wasn’t paying attention and then bursting (or crackling … however fire moves) into the kitchen.

			Lots of wood in there, starting with the island known as Smoothie Central. Lots of flammably inflammable things to burn, baby, burn. The cupboards were dark and old, the fridge white and young, but they were both toast. So was the toaster. And our 268 wooden spoons. Maybe not the stove. That was probably fireproof.

			On to the mudroom, normally the domain of my husband’s hellhounds, the black labs who answer to Fur and Burr. The homemade dog food, the home-baked treats (don’t get me started on the king of the vampires or his baking or his dogs), the dryer sheets … especially the dryer sheets, those things go up like nitrate film! The carpet my husband still hasn’t replaced despite the presence of the aforementioned hellhounds … whoosh! Up in flames. Also the washer and dryer. At the least, they’d be water-damaged when the SPFD sprayed them with a few million gallons. Assuming they showed up. This, um, wasn’t our first house fire. Or our second.

			Up the back stairs to the second-floor bedrooms. First door on the left, Jessica’s room, though she moved out years ago, after her sweetie, Nick or Dick1, made a (semi) honest woman of her. She was the one who found the mansion for us, back in the days when the thought of living with vampires in general and the vampire king in particular was horrifying. Funny to recall how hard Jess worked to get me to move in, how even as I agreed I was certain I’d never settle in, that the whole thing—the mansion, the queen gig, getting used to a new garbage pick-up schedule—would be too much.

			But that’s not what happened. In next to no time, it was home. A year later, the thought of being anywhere else, or without the vampire king, was unthinkable.

			Jessica’s room was all tan walls and burnt (heh) caramel-colored carpet. The furniture was light in terms of weight, mass, color. No pics, no posters, no art on the walls. The most modern, minimalist room in the mansion, with the exception of the master bath, because Jacuzzis were not a thing when this house was built. To help her weird twins grasp the age of the place, Jess told them that when this house went up, Abraham Lincoln was still walking around being awesome.

			Speaking of her twins, Elizabeth and Eric, named after the king and queen of the vampires and I’m not crying, you’re crying … anyway, next up, the nursery. This room got used more than Jessica’s; depending on how old the twins were, they’d sometimes crash here. Which is why the room was tastefully decorated with crib mobiles and charging discs, a white changing table from Ikea and a grass-green vanity from Wayfair. Two identical dressers with tall, wide drawers (think the Farbman drawers from Seinfeld’s The Checks), stuffed with toddler-sized shirts and pre-teen bras, BabyGap cords and Olivia Rodrigo concert t-shirts.

			Twin beds—not bunk beds, but set up like a what-d’you-call-it—a loft system. Wooden frames painted navy blue, drawers on either side of the ladder, a desk set-up beneath the foot of the upper twin, also navy blue. Their neatly-made toddler beds were pushed over in the corner, red footboard to green footboard. The room summed up the twins pretty well: when they popped in to visit, sometimes they were toddlers, and sometimes they were old enough to drive. What, you thought “weird twins” meant their eating habits or taste in movies?

			Then down the hall to the bathroom, which was just a bathroom; hardly anyone was on this floor these days so it went unused just about all the time. I mention it only because the toilet paper will catch fire in a flash. Almost as fast as dryer lint.

			The back stairs to the third-floor bedrooms. First up, Tina’s, my husband’s oldest friend and fiercest protector (until I took that part of her job description). You’d think an antebellum-era Southern belle would have gone for all the fluff and fuss: pink walls, lace everywhere, a hutch for her parasol collection, skirted tables, a closet just for hoop skirts, a fainting couch, a tacky black-kid-as-jockey statue, too many mirrors, too many flowers, way too many throw pillows, all the bullshit.

			But all I got right were the walls, painted a dreamy soft pink so that hanging out in there was like kicking it in a big wad of cotton candy. She had one of those enormo square mahogany beds, the kind that had a ceiling and curtains, with crimson sheets (which were accented by the curtains over the one … shuttered … window). She had a perfectly acceptable number of overstuffed throw pillows (one), there wasn’t so much as a scrap of lace to be seen, the small-ish chairs and table arranged around the fireplace were the opposite of too much.

			While there was a small couch by the window, it wasn’t for fainting. It was for sipping iced vodka and gazing dreamily out the (shuttered) window, or whatever the hell she did in here with bacon/anise/mango vodka.2 And she earned every drop of that booze; she saved my husband from true darkness, then handed him to me. Also, she’s great with spreadsheets. Pretty sure she picked up an accounting degree sometime in the last hundred years or so, too.

			Here was the room where, over time, Sinclair went from would-be nemesis to sexual champion: the master suite, and it was a shame to see it go up since we’d just finished redecorating after the third-to-last housefire.3 Jessica’s weird twins were born in this room, which wasn’t anyone’s plan. Craaaaaazy weekend.

			The entire south wall was essentially one humungous window, since my husband regularly got drunk on sunshine. He loved being able to bask like a cat and not go up in flames. Who wouldn’t? So, big windows with curtains that matched the wallpaper that were almost always open.

			I didn’t know how much our fifth (sixth? eleventh?) cherry wood upholstered sleigh bed cost and didn’t want to know. I once suggested we start getting cheaper king beds from Mattress Factory and got a look from my husband like I’d suggested pouring turpentine on his favorite suit.

			I put my Edgardo Osorio-clad foot down over the bed curtains, though. They served no practical purpose and were just one more thing to dust and wash. Not that I did much of either, but still. Anyway, the bed, the non-existent curtains, they’d go up like a rocket.

			Between our dressers, mine from Ikea and his from someone named John Henry Belter, was a marble-top table (also by someone named John Henry Belter, ditto the scrollwork chairs by the fireplace, because apparently my husband had a hard-on for John Henry Belter) which I sometimes used for ice cream mix-ins, like they do at Coldstone Creamery.

			The lush carpet (Jessica swore it was ankle-deep, but she’s short and doesn’t weigh much and has teeny feet) was a black-with-red diamond pattern, which hid blood pretty well given that it was, y’know, blood. It was also Scotchgarded.

			The wallpaper was dark green with gold gilt, which I’d be willing to bet was flammable. No pictures on the walls, no paintings or prints or photos, which was typical of older vamps. What 200-year-old vampire wants to hang proof of their nature on their walls? “Wow, look at that old-fashioned sepia photo of you and a random girl, both of you posed stiffly and unsmiling like you’re waiting on one of those old-fashioned cameras that took an hour to flash. Did you get that at Disneyworld? No? Then where?”

			Poof. All of it.

			The attic, once Marc’s room, lately ground zero for all my failures. Even before everything went to shit, I never went up there if I could help it. Nothing against Marc, my best guy pal/physician/crochet instructor. He was awesome and had been since the night we met, when I talked him out of doing a jackknife onto Marquette Avenue from too many stories up.

			To be fair, he was probably awesome even before I met him. And I was lucky he didn’t hold a grudge. In the years we’d been roommates, he’d lost a lot, including his life. Which he got back. Kinda. From me. Kinda.

			No, it wasn’t Marc who made the attic uninhabitable. It was the unfinished walls, paint cans, old furniture, some new furniture, broken chairs (we’d been pretty tough on the barstools in the Spring Smoothie Wars), BabyJon’s portable crib, those big fat rolls of insulation that look but do not taste like cotton candy … all inflammably flammable. And good goddamned riddance to every paint can and shattered stool.

			I was skipping some rooms, because time wasn’t on my side, and hadn’t been for years. Besides, it was time to bring this fucked-up tour to an end.

			Sirens now, because I’m not a monster and neither are firefighters. I called ‘em and they’re coming. Can’t risk the fire spreading to the neighbors on either side of our lot, though I wouldn’t shed a tear if the garden shed went up.

			See ya, Summit Hill Mansion. Thanks for the memories and also the semi-annual mouse infestations.

			It’s fine. There’s a plan and everything.

			

			
				
					1It’s complicated.

				

				
					2All these flavored vodkas exist. Hand to God.

				

				
					3In Undead and Done.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Fairview Ridges Hospital

			Oncology Ward

			Burnsville, MN

			I was in my least favorite place in the world, beside my mother’s hospital bed. The place neither of us could get away from for long. Even when Mom went home, she was only treading water and then back she came. Back we came.

			And if dealing with my mom’s mortality wasn’t enough of a downer, I had to deal with my still-living father.

			“Out! Out, you revolting asshat! You are the embodiment of all that is evil and I say that as someone who has met Satan!” And was Satan, kinda.

			“Ah, Betsy … ” Dad whined.

			“Shush.” From my mother, who was looking amused and irritated at the same time, a not uncommon occurrence when the three of us were in the same room. “Use your inside voice. Your inside hospital voice.”

			“I don’t have one! And don’t shush me. This, this!” I jabbed a finger in my father’s dreadful direction. “Booting vermin takes precedence over visiting hour etiquette.”

			Mom sighed. “Even as I ask this, I know the answer. Aren’t you going to give your father a proper hello?”

			I crossed my arms over my chest. Glared. Not at her, though. “My father’s dead. As he made clear.”

			“I’m right here, though,” Daddy McLoserfarts piped up.

			He followed up with a pageant winner wave. Like he actually thought I couldn’t see him. Or thought I forgot what he looked like. That’s how dumb he was. Or how dumb he thinks I am. Or both. It could be both.

			It was only Tuesday.

			“You’re dead, Dad. Dead to me, and dead to the good people at Farmers Insurance who had to pay out big bucks when you faked your death. Can’t have it both ways, so … begone.”

			Nothing. He looked embarrassed, which was promising, but his butt didn’t leave the chair he’d pulled up beside my mother’s hospital bed.

			Maybe volume was the issue. “Begone!”

			Nope. He wasn’t begone-ing. Just sitting there like a toad in bifocals.

			Dad’s backbone had been MIA since he ditched my mom for my stepmother, the Ant, decades ago; how’d he get it back? And when? He’d been scared of me ever since I woke up dead in his tacky second wife’s knockoff Choos.

			Time passes? Is that what it was? He’s had a decade to get used to having a dead daughter and dead son-in-law? And as a result he’s possibly growing? Like a wart?

			“We both needed to say things,” my mother said, preempting another ‘begone’ at a volume that would’ve rivaled jet engines. To my horror, her hand was resting lightly on Dad’s lying, death-faking hand. And the hand was moving! Worse, it was patting!

			“I need to say things, too,” I decided. “Dad, you suck. And not just a little. You suck in every way it’s possible for a human being to suck.”

			“You never used to throw around ‘suck’ before you, uh—y’know. Before you … turned. Changed.”

			I groaned and restrained myself from going for his eyes. “It’s been a decade and you still can’t say it: vampire, vampire, vampire!”

			“Shhhhh!” From my mom. She didn’t mind the word. Just the volume.

			“I’m just saying. You didn’t throw that word around so much. Before.”

			In what fucked up universe did my wonderful mother get cancer and this stain was still running around in chinos and perfect health? “Oh, like you’d have a clue what words I threw around. Once you ditched Mom and me for the Ant—”

			“That was almost two decades ago,” Mom intercut sharply. “Please try to move on. That’s what I’ve done. It’s part of the reason your father is here right now. We had some things to discuss, and now we have.”

			“Great.” To Dad, “Bye!”

			Dad gently removed Mom’s hand and stood. “I’m going—”

			“Bye!”

			“—but not because—”

			“Bye!”

			“—you told me—”

			“Bye!”

			“—to leave.”

			“Okay, get the fuck out.”

			He got the fuck out. I saw my mom’s pursed lips but elected not to apologize for my poo-poo potty mouth. Instead, I slumped into the now-vacant chair. “Why is it always this hospital?” I fretted. My best friend, Jessica, had battled cancer here. My half-sister, Laura, had volunteered here for years. My half-brother/son (long story) was born here. My friend Jay volunteered here, too. “Do we get a group rate or something?”

			“I can’t speak to any of that. It’s covered by my health insurance. It’s a good hospital4, Betsy, calm down.”

			I gritted my fangs over “calm down” in the face of my mother’s looming demise and my father’s … looming. I still wasn’t used to seeing her in a hospital gown as opposed to Professor Casual (tweed skirt, sweaters even in August, practical shoes). Her mass of white curls drooped. The I.V. sticking out of her hand made her pale skin look like tissue paper. Given the bruising, her skin was about as tough as tissue paper, too.

			“Also, you should be going now,” she added gently.

			“But I just got here!” I snuck a peek at my fave b-day present: a rose gold watch from my old-fashioned husband. A watch. On my wrist! Which tells time all day long! But does not, alas, make phone calls. “Um, three hours ago.”

			“Exactly. And I spent an embarrassing amount of that time vomiting.”

			“Well, y’know. Hospital food.”

			“Betsy … ”

			“Fine.” I bent, got another whiff of Eau de Hospital: blood, Jell-O, antiseptic, Jell-O, flowers, blood. Kept a bland expression through all of it. “I’ll be back tomorrow morning.”

			“Or you could skip tomorrow.”

			“Never!”

			“And maybe the next day.”

			“Never?”

			“You could use the time to, er, boss around your vampires? Or your demons?”

			“Demon, singular. Why did I even tell you about him?”

			“Because he volunteers here? So you wanted me to ‘ware the possibly-homeless possible-demon?”

			“Oh. Right.” (My new friend Jay might be a demon. Or something else. Someone else. The jury was still out. Also, it was a jury of one.). “I hate that you’re back here, Mom.”

			“Yes, well.” Her blue eyes were weirdly merry. “I imagine it’s almost as hard on you as it is on me.”

			“Almost,” I agreed. “Fine, I’ll go. But I’ll be back tomorrow. And the hospital should at least set up a rewards program for their ramp. ‘Park ten times to visit your sick mom and you get a free Jell-O cup’.”

			“But you hate Jell-O.”

			“I’m not the one who picks the awards, Mom! Wait. Who would even be in charge of that?”

			“God only knows, sweetie.”

			Well. God and the devil. Who was me, if you could believe it.

			

			
				
					4It’s true! I had my son there. 

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“And how is your dear mother, my own?”

			“Ornery.”

			“Excellent.”

			“Also dying.”

			“Ah.”

			“And my asshat father was there.”

			“Oh.”

			“I walked in on them holding hands! I almost threw up all over his shiny suit.” Was I shouting? I might be shouting. “And my mom was all, ‘oh, Betsy, let bygones be bygones and also we’re forging a new connection or something’ and I almost threw up again’.”

			“Hmm.”

			“I don’t like almost throwing up twice in two minutes, Sinclair!”

			My husband nodded like a sage. All he needed was a long white beard to stroke. “I share that sentiment, darling.”

			“Like I’m supposed to forget about the bad shit he did,” I fretted. I was pacing back and forth in our kitchen, and booted away one of Fur’s (or Burr’s) purple KONG chew toys. Sinclair liked to stuff them with homemade peanut butter. Not store bought, mind you. None of that commercial stuff for his darlings. Meanwhile, he’s occasionally bought moldy berries in this house for my smoothies. “Like I’m supposed to blast away all knowledge of how he and the anti-Christ teamed up to get rid of me.”

			“That would be difficult to forget,” he admitted.

			“And the fraud! All the fraud! Why haven’t I sicced the insurance company on him? And the feds? And the Better Business Bureau? Whyyyyyy?”

			“Because you possess a compassionate heart.”

			“That’s a lie and you know it!” I rubbed my forehead and pictured the delightful chaos. “One phone call. That’s it, that’s all I’d need. I’ll chloroform the son of a bitch and bundle him into an Uber and then it’s straight to Farmers Insurance Group’s corporate offices where I’d dump his flabby ass in the lobby. ‘Here’s the guy you thought was dead. Ta-dah!’ Next stop, Stillwater Prison. Then I’d zoom away, cackling like the Ant when she raided my closet after I left for college the second time.”

			My husband cleared his throat, which was dumb, because vampires had no phlegm. Not in any quantity, at least. “Your mother wouldn’t like that.”

			“My mother … ” I bit my tongue (yow!) so I wouldn’t add ‘won’t be around much longer to like anything’, but he knew what I was thinking. He always knew. That’s not romantic sentiment, BTW. It was the absolute truth.

			“My mother stood here in this very kitchen—at this very smoothie counter—and asked me not to kill my dad.”

			“And you agreed,” he pointed out.

			I shrugged. “She caught me in a weak moment.”

			“Compassion isn’t weakness. Or so you have taught me.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” Oh, now he’s taking my life lessons to heart? “So I can’t get rid of him.” At the moment. “But I can cross my fingers that someone else will. Or hope karma will get around to kicking his ass.” C’mon, karma, you’ve got one job! Don’t make me do all the heavy lifting. Again.

			“‘Will no one rid me of this troublesome priest?’”

			“What?”

			“It’s something Henry II was supposed to have said. His best friend had become his worst enemy—”

			“Like in Heathers?”

			“ … if that helps you. As I was saying, his friend, Thomas Becket, had been elevated to the Archbishop of Canterbury. But before that, despite his duties as Lord Chancellor, he put the monarchy ahead of the church. Henry likely imagined that would continue once Becket became Archbishop. Instead, Becket put the church ahead of everyone. Worse, in Henry Plantagenet’s eyes, his friend sought to extend his own rights as Archbishop.”

			“Oh ho!”

			“Quite. Henry made his displeasure known to all.”

			“Bitched loud and proud, huh?”

			“Yes. And when he raged and wondered out loud if anyone would rid him of ‘this troublesome priest’, four knights who were in the room set off to do so. They butchered an unarmed man of God in his own cathedral, making Becket a martyr and the king excommunicado.”

			“So the lesson is, don’t have friends because they might become Archbishop and screw you over?”

			Sinclair chuckled. “That is not the lesson, and well you know it.”

			“Yeah, maybe. But if anyone’s going to kill my father, it’ll be me. I’d never fob it off on anyone else. That’s where Henry screwed up. Should’ve left out the middleman.”

			“Words to live by.”

			Eric Sinclair, king of the vampires and my undead sweetie, bustled back to the counter and finished his canine ritual while Fur and Burr stared him down like he was made of steak. Their puppyhood was long behind, though they still had the same puppy energy. Like all labs, they got thicker as they aged and now were big black furry barrels with legs. With tails a good four inches in diameter, which knocked things off tables and stung like crazy on shins.

			All that to say their devoted attention was total, possibly because when Sinclair turned back he was holding aloft dog bowls full of homemade chow. Who knew you could buy wheat germ in bulk? (Me. I knew. I mean, I know now.)

			“Stop that, you look like Christ on the cross.”

			Sinclair hastily lowered his arms as Fur and Burr cranked up the drool production. “Self-defense, my own! You’ve seen them jump. They could tear out a man’s throat if so inclined.”

			“They can barely tear their way through dog chow. Your throat’s safe. Will you please feed them before someone slips on the drool and brains themselves on a counter corner?”

			Me. It would be me, because that would be the perfect end to a shit week in a crap month in a garbage year. Though even while I fretted, I was once again reminded that there was a time Sinclair had been unable to pray or even use the word ‘God’ in a sentence. As for going to church? Only if he wanted to spend several minutes as a pillar of flame. I was happy for him, even if it meant I had to listen to more historical/religious lessons than I had any interest in.

			“As always, I obey at once, my own. Come along, darlings.” He headed toward the mudroom, and the spectacle of my yummy hubby feeding fat labs while wearing an immaculate designer suit never got old. But I was so bummed about Mom, and so pissed about Dad, I could hardly be bothered to check out his ass.

			I stared at the kitchen island and thought about a strawberry banana smoothie … no, cocoa banana … no, raspberry peach … okay, the truth was, I was getting a little smoothied-out. Maybe I’d just bite my husband and go back to bed.

			“You two must remain in here,” Sinclair was saying in the goo-goo-gah-gah voice that was never, ever hot. “The carpenters are coming back to put down new bedroom carpet and I’ll not have you exposed to hot glue and profanity.”

			That wasn’t the only thing they were up to. So scratch hitting the sheets. Which was fine. I wasn’t tired. I didn’t know what I was.

			“Your Grace.”

			Well, I knew I wasn’t ‘your Grace’, at least. My friend/personal physician/zombie Marc, and Tina, my friend/major domo/Sinclair’s right hand were re-binging The Tudors. Possibly because one of them lost a bet. “Stop it. It’s not the sixteenth century and we’re not in England and I’m not a fat, murderous hypochondriac.”

			Tina grinned, then held out her fist. At first I thought her hand had somehow blown up into Post-it notes, but nope, she was just holding what looked like 2,000 pink phone messages. Written down and everything. Possibly with a quill. And on paper! How quaint.

			“What? Nooooo,” I whined. “You have an assistant who has an assistant, and it’s her job to ignore the phone slips so I don’t have to ignore the phone slips.”

			Tina was already shaking her head. “Kate left last week, and Aaron last month.”

			“Good, I didn’t like them anyway,” I lied, because I’d barely interacted with them. What would have been the point? Also, there had been an Aaron?

			Though I didn’t wonder why she’d fired them. Or why they quit. Tina had been looking after Sinclair’s (and now my) interests for years. She knew exactly how to do it, and anyone not up to her exacting micro-management found the door sooner or later. It didn’t help that she looked like a buxom blonde high-schooler. She played it up, too: she favored tight sweaters and short skirts and headbands that kept her hair off her pretty face. She usually did this to lure in prey, but also to see how people would treat someone they thought was still a teenager. One of the best things about Tina was the dichotomy of how she looked vs. how she really was.

			“You’ve nothing to fear.” Tina shook the message slips at me like a cheerleader rattling a pompom. “They’re all congratulatory.”

			“Oh. Gimmee.”

			“Because of your tenth jubilee.”

			Holy hell, not this again. “Never mind. Take ‘em all back.”

			The jubilee. The God-damned tenth anniversary joke of a friggin’ jubilee. I couldn’t take any of it seriously, not least because “jubilee” is a dessert. Can I have a scoop of ice cream with my jubilee? And can I get my jubilee flambéed? Mmmm … jubilicious … 

			“I thought we weren’t using the J word around you-know-who.” This from Marc, who’d pushed open the swinging door and sauntered in like he owned the place. Which he did, along with Sinclair and Jessica. His way of earning his keep, I guess, not that he needed to. He’d cashed his 401K over Jessica’s protests that the money was for his retirement. “I have retired,” he pointed out. “You can’t get more retired than I am. See? Dead. See? No pulse. See? Unable to keep my medical license current. I won’t make you take my blood pressure but trust me, it’s low.”

			“But you should still look to the future—”

			“No pulse, Jessica!”

			So he explained that he was putting it into equity or something and also something about adjustable mortgages versus fixed and maybe escrow and that might have been when I stopped listening.

			“You-know-who doesn’t work if I’m in the room,” I pointed out.

			He grinned, not remotely put out. And as annoying as things were, I never got tired of seeing Happy Marc. Surly Marc was boring, Woe-is-me Marc was sad, Horny Marc was off-putting, Obsessive Marc even more so, and they all made up the manic bundle of humanity that was Zombie Marc. My favorite zombie in the world.

			Oh, right—background info. The nutshell version, Marc was dead. (Shhhh … it’s a secret.) Only a couple of us knew, so there had never been a death certificate or a funeral. Not even a platter of room-temperature cold cuts in the parlor. The night we met, he tried to die. I saved him. Then he actually died, and I brought him back. Like PayPal financing, I’m his blessing and his curse.

			“I told them to call it Jujubees,” Marc continued, because everyone was obsessed with the goddamned thing. “I thought you’d find it less threatening.”

			“I’m not threatened by it,” I replied, stung. “I just don’t get the point. And I hate Jujubees. They’re like if a gumdrop and a stick of gum had a baby.”

			My second-favorite zombie was, as always, right on Marc’s heels, Will Mason, he of The G-Spot blog. He was dead, too. And not because his blog had a silly name. “Hey, you’re here!” the only zombie who smelled like Suave said.

			“Yeah, Will. I live here. You could, too,” I added for the 23rd time.

			He shrugged it off (for the 23rd time). There was a short, awkward silence, broken by, “Congrats on all the Jujubees!”

			Marc groaned. “We talked about this.” He reached out in faux annoyance (faunoyance?) and mussed Will’s blond, baby-fine hair, knocking his glasses askew.

			“I’m aware,” Will replied, adjusting his glasses. “We were going to give it a non-threatening name and talk it up like it was a good thing.”

			“Again,” I was compelled to point out, “that doesn’t work when I’m in earshot. Besides, if you were going to give it a non-threatening nickname, you should’ve called it the Jimmy Choo-bilee.”

			Marc groaned as Will blinked and asked, “That would’ve worked?”

			“Well, no, but I would have enjoyed saying it.”

			“I only bring it up because it’s a good thing, this Jujubee,” Will added. “Even my sources have heard about it.”

			“From you,” I said.

			“Yeah, but they’re still super excited.” Will took off his glasses, frowned at them, polished them with his shirt. “They’d love to meet you,” he added for the 1,632th time.

			Have I mentioned Will’s sources are ghosts? (Will’s sources are ghosts.)

			“Pass. Ghosts know where to find me.” Unfortunately. Ghosts tended to treat me like a genie without a lamp. Do this for me. Grant me that. Go find my dad and tell him he sucks. Go find my wife and tell her not to remarry. Give me peace I may or may not deserve. Tell my grandma the afterlife fucking sucks. Meet Will’s ghosts? I had my hands full with souls I didn’t seek out.

			Tina started to say something, then cut herself off and started for the swinging door. “Another flower delivery.”

			It wasn’t a guess. The Bachman’s truck was in dire need of a brake job; the metal-on-metal of stripped brake pads sounded like a grumpy gravel truck every time it pulled in.

			“God, that’s creepy,” Will muttered, staring after Tina, then colored when I looked at him.

			“You get used to it,” Marc lied. Will had been hanging out with us for five years. He wasn’t getting used to it. It’s part of the reason he’s turned down my offer twenty-three times.

			Before it could get (more) awkward, Tina was back. Damn, she must have sprinted down the hallway. There was a ‘thunk’ as she kicked the bottom of the kitchen door, and then she swept in. At least, I assume it was Tina. The floral arrangement completely obscured her upper body.

			“Bloodflowers!” she announced from behind the mass of orange, yellow, and red foliage.

			“Gross.”

			“Asclepias curassavica,” Sinclair murmured.

			“Ha! Nerd.”

			“Also known as milkweed.” He was caressing the small petals like he was caressing … well, me. It was a little weird to watch.

			“Must be a vampire thing,” I decided. “Because God forbid—sorry, Tina—we go with the less disgusting nickname.”

			“Aren’t they marvelous?” Tina set the filing cabinet-sized arrangement on top of the smoothie island. I hadn’t seen her so delighted since she discovered peanut butter vodka.5 “I haven’t seen these in … ah … ”

			I sighed. “Let me guess, Nostril’s jujubee.”

			“Nostro. Yes. When he celebrated fifty years on the throne.”

			And sometime after that, I destroyed him. That’s not an exaggeration. By the time I was finished, there was nothing left of that whiney fucker. He was the first monster I killed (on purpose). Back in the days when I thought the whole “you’re the long-foretold queen of the vampires!” thing was a case of mistaken identity.

			The stupid part? Once Nostro was dead, I thought most of my troubles were over.

			“They’re exotic,” Tina was burbling. She was an (old, old) old school southern belles, born just before (or just after … I could never remember) the Civil War, and when she was excited or angry, her accent got heavier. “They don’t thrive in Minnesota, which is why y’all don’t normally see any.”

			“Well, that explains it,” I said in a so-bored-let’s-change-the-subject tone.

			“They bloom nearly all year! And see those?” She pointed to the mass. “Their seeds are hairy—”

			“Gross.”

			“—so they can float about and reproduce.”

			“They’re gross and hairy and hair helps them fuck. Got it.”

			“But see here?” She pointed to another part of the mass. “Y’must take care, because the sap is poisonous.”

			“Again, gross. Also, you sound like a Wiki page.”

			“Nonsense. Wiki pages are often riddled with errors.” Tina turned to Sinclair. “Perhaps we should build a greenhouse,” she added, so earnest she was almost vibrating.

			He nodded, still pawing at the flowers. “I’ve often thought so.”

			“Great. Hop to it, you two. Have fun. Keep me out of it.”

			“They’re so rare,” Tina said, fingering the flowers and hopefully bypassing the poison. And the hair. “It’s quite extraordinary to see them again.” She gave me a big smile. “The last time I saw them, my life was quite different. I wasn’t nearly so happy.”

			All right, dammit, that was actually sweet. I cast about for something nice. “Well, one person’s exotic plant is another person’s weed.”6 Best I could do. They were hairy poisonous flowers, for God’s sake. For my jujubee.

			“Oh my God with the attitude,” Marc said, and I almost jumped as I’d forgotten he was there. “Someone went to a lot of expense to send you bloodflowers, but God forbid you do something besides bitch.”

			“I wasn’t just bitching. I also tried to change the subject.”

			Marc poked at the mass. “Who—”

			I smacked his hand away. “Poisonous!”

			“Ow. Who sent these? Anyone we know?”

			Tina shook her head. “No card.”

			“That’s crazy. Who wouldn’t want the credit for sending exotic hairy poison flowers?” I held up a hand to forestall Marc’s rebuttal. “I know, I know. I should be grateful and if I can’t, go to Hell already. Right?”

			“Only if you want to,” Will added, giving Marc a look.

			As it happened, I did want to. That’s how shitty things had gotten.

			

			
				
					5Actual vodka flavor.

				

				
					6This is literally true. The Meteor Downs South Project considers bloodflowers as an exotic plant and a weed.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Hell is a transfer station.

			And a mall.

			And some of the worst people in the history of humanity live there. Case in point: “You again?”

			Antonia Taylor. My stepmother. My dead half-sister’s biological mother. My (dead on paper) father’s second wife. The first Satan’s former bestie.

			Spawner of the anti-Christ, thiever of shoes, hatcher of my brother/son, and at the end of it all she got pancaked by a garbage truck and went to hell: The Ant, the bane of my existence. One of the banes. So many banes!

			“Uh, yeah, me again.” I looked around the food court. I usually teleported there, or to my office in the back, where the security monitors and guard desk would be if this was a real mall. There were still monitors and a guard desk back there, which was one of the ways my staff and I could keep an eye on the damned. Gah. Staff. I have a staff! It’s been years, but I still expect to wake up and find out the last decade has been a fever dream/hangover.

			Okay, they weren’t actually monitors. Like this wasn’t actually a food court. It was just how my brain worked to interpret the vast reality of Hell. Same reason there were more souls in Hell than were currently in the food court—the ones I needed to worry about, or speak with, were close at hand, even if I didn’t always know why.

			The old Satan used an office set-up and an endless hallway peppered with doors. Want to see Henry VIII? Third door on the right. Want to check on your late witch of a mother-in-law? Seventh door on the left. Want to know who really killed Kennedy? Don’t bother with any of the doors; it was Oswald. Duh.

			Hell was subdued as usual, possibly because I had popped out of nowhere like a gremlin with terrific hair. I got the usual stares, followed by the damned going back to the business of eating food they didn’t want. “Problem?”

			“No problem.” The Ant had gotten up, leaving her limp Caesar salad and flat Coke behind. (There were no napkins in Hell.) So stupid; in life, she’d been on a perpetual diet to keep my scumbag father interested after she hatched my brother/son. In death, as one of my, um, lieutenants, she could have whatever she wanted. Or nothing at all; it’s not like she could starve to death.

			But old habits. Which was also why she was wearing a bright green, low-cut polyester blouse, a too-tight fuchsia miniskirt (whyyyyyy?) and black spike heels that canted her hips so far forward they were the first part of her to enter a room. Her hair, as ever, was the color, height, and consistency of a not-quite-ripe pineapple.

			Try to imagine the horror of realizing your father left your classy, clever, loving mother for … that. Followed by the realization, years later, that in death, she was in my face forever.

			I know, I’m not the victim here. But neither is she. I could’ve banished her (though I was still trying to figure out how that works—where do they go? Heaven? Oblivion? Trenton?). I could’ve had her tortured for eternity, or at least a few weeks. I didn’t. I kept her around because she wasn’t scared of me. Well, she was a little scared of me, but mostly she was annoyed with me. Too many Yes Men weren’t just boring, it was dangerous.

			“How’s your mother?” the Ant asked with uncharacteristic and terrifying kindness.

			I blinked. “She’s. Uh. Doing okay.”

			“Oh. That’s not what I—well.” Awkward pause. My least favorite pause. “That’s good. Give Dr. Taylor my best when you see her again.”

			What is happening?

			Over the years, beginning the year she stole my father, this woman has referred to my mother as a frump and a fraud, a savage and a snob, an overindulgent parent and an absent parent, a professor and a dumbass (the Ant wasn’t great at spotting dichotomies), and a fake doctor. (The Ant doesn’t understand doctorates, either.)

			She was still standing there with an expectant look on her face as the cafeteria of the damned looked on while pretending they weren’t looking on. Also, lipliner that didn’t match lipstick was so thoroughly 1990s, good God, woman. “If I give her your best, Antonia, she’s likely to expire on the spot.”

			The Ant laughed. “Fair.”

			“What’d you mean by ‘that’s not what I—’ and then you cut yourself off?”

			There was a short silence, followed by a tentative reply, because everything was weird and/or sad today. “Well. Marc was telling us about the diagnosis.”

			“Oh.”

			“He’s pretty knowledgeable.” Unspoken: for a zombie. “I could have gone to medical school,” she added, “except for all the math and science.”

			And lo, the world was cheated of the healer who might have healed the world. Alas. Not saying this out loud was almost as tough as visiting Mom in the hospital. How does the Hippocratic oath go? ‘First, do loads of harm … ’

			“I’ve always been interested in that stuff,” the Ant was blathering, “and we all—”

			We?

			All?

			“—got to talking, and Marc was nice enough to break it down for us.” Unspoken: not bad for a faggot! (Everyone liked Marc. Even homophobes. Everyone but his father, that sentient piece of gristle who was, amazingly, still alive.)

			And it made sense. (Marc breaking it down, not the homophobic bullshit.) When Mom got the diagnosis last year, he’d devoured every text and article he could find on breast cancer to supplement the knowledge he still had. Then he dumbed it down enough so that I understood my mother had a better chance of getting pregnant than beating stage 3 breast cancer. Then he gave me a peach banana smoothie in a glass the size of an ice bucket. It helped. A little.

			Luckily, Mom didn’t have to beat it. She had me.

			“Hell’s gossiping about my mom,” I said, equal parts amused and annoyed. “Goody.”

			“Get used to it,” the Ant advised kindly. “Hell’s always been gossipy. And anything involving you is going to be chit-chat worthy.”

			“Great.”

			“At least you have a gossip-worthy lifestyle. Nobody knew much of anything about the old—I mean, your predecessor.”

			“Uh-huh.” I snuck a peek at my watch. Five minutes of Ant chit-chat and I was ready to go. But where? Back to the mansion I also wished to avoid? The hospital? Again? Shoe shopping? I had loads, and the Rag & Bone sample sale was months away.

			Well, there was always the maybe-demon. Hadn’t checked on him for a few days.

			Ant handed me a HelltabletTM. “Here’s what’s on for now, if you wanted to get some work done instead of … Uh. Coming down here for other reasons.”

			Not that we were down. Or up. Hell was a plane of existence, not the core of the Earth. But old habits. Also, I didn’t care for her tone even a little. “Of course I want to get work done. Why else would I be dow—why else would I be here?”

			She just looked at me, which was as unnerving as her courtesy. I was used to her glares; the woman was an Olympic-level glarer. You could feel them even if you weren’t looking at her. Even from the next room! (Once from the next city.) It was her super-power, along with stealing other women’s weak-ass husbands and looking like a polyester-clad disaster.

			But this wasn’t The Glare. This was a long, thoughtful stare, which was horrifying. I broke her gaze and stared down at the tablet. Parole meetings. Some newbies were insisting they shouldn’t have gone to Hell and were politely begging for a face-to-face. Bill Gladstone and Benny Disraeli were fighting again and wanted an adjudicator, which was a fancy word for judge (thank you, John Wick: Chapter Three). Some of the food court employees wanted to pitch newer, ever more fiendish ideas for punishing the damned. I stopped reading at, “Once the razor blades have been hidden in the fries, you swap out the Splenda for arsenic and then it’s a simple matter of … ”

			I sighed and handed back the HelltabletTM. “So the whole ‘we’re not here to punish’ thing isn’t catching on, huh?”

			“It is, actually. Thus the brainstorming. I don’t want to name names,” she said, jerking her head toward a table full of souls giving me side-eye while pretending they weren’t giving me side-eye. “Some of the residents think it’s a matter of you not being able to think of appropriately ghoulish tortures.”

			What? Idiots. Anyone who’s been to a Macy’s close-out sale can think up all sorts of ghoulish garbage. “Aw. So nice of them to want to help.”

			Not that Hell was all rap songs and roses these days. Well, it was, depending on your view of rap songs and roses. But I was disinclined to keep punishing the teenager who’d killed herself 125 years ago after accidentally setting the fire that killed her family. Or the battered wife who felt that cheating on her asshat husband warranted eternal damnation. Or the conscientious objector who only took up arms because he was drafted. There was enough actual evil in the world (and beyond); torturing the guy who overfed his diabetic cat seemed ridiculous, no matter where you stood on fat cats.

			And speaking of actual evil, Ted Bundy was sodomized on the regular. Ted Kaczynski was forced to live in the middle of a teeming, chaotic city under fluorescent lights that never stopped flickering and buzzing. Y’know that buzzing the flo lights do that’s so low, you feel it more than hear it? Yeah. Tons of that for the Unabomber. Robert Hansen started every morning tearing through a wilderness to get away from women hunting him with a Ruger Mini-15 (spoiler: they always bagged him). Jane Toppan was trapped in a hospital bed and fed poison until she died in agony; the torture reset every morning.

			Because they wanted it. No one set those punishments up. No one in Hell sat down and thought up the best ways to torture serial killers. No one supervised the killers or the torture. They were just … damned. Because if, in life, you genuinely believed you deserved to go to Hell for eternal punishment, you went to Hell. It was that simple and that complicated.

			Marc turned me on to the Lucifer graphic novels7, and one thing the devil said has stuck with me for years. I’ve read it so often I know it by heart.

			“Can you imagine what it was like? Ten billion years providing a place for dead mortals to torture themselves? And like all masochists, they called the shots. ‘Burn me.’ ‘Freeze me.’ ‘Eat me.’ ‘Hurt me.’ And we did.

			“Why do they blame me for all their little failings? They use my name as if I spent my entire day sitting on their shoulders, forcing them to commit acts they would otherwise find repulsive. ‘The Devil made me do it.’ I have never made any one of them do anything. Never. They live their own tiny lives. I do not live their lives for them.”

			Okay, so, Carey’s Lucifer was a dick, but he made some great points. It’s not often I read a graphic novel that really resonates with me; the last time that happened was never. Also, ten billion years? Yeesh. No wonder he was such a grouch.

			All this to say that, yes, Hell was still Hell, because souls were punished. The place still had a terrible rep. No one in their right mind would build a vacation cabin here.

			But I wasn’t masterminding punishment. The damned were calling the shots. That’s the secret the other Satan kept for so long. One of the secrets. The damned could come to me at any time and ask to be released, but they didn’t. Because in their heart of hearts, Hell is what they thought they deserved, and they fully expect to be tortured. Forever.

			“We’ve also got some suicide requests,” the Ant finished, because ugh.

			“We really need to come up with another word. They’re already dead, they can’t die again. Okay, I just heard myself, don’t comment. I still don’t think it’s the right word.”

			“Should I reschedule?” the Ant asked sweetly. “Until you come up with the right word?”

			“Keep it up, Antonia. I could get rid of you in a second. Half a second.”

			“Ha! I should call that bluff.”

			Oh God, please no. I could banish any soul I liked. But I didn’t know where they went. No one did. Though most people assumed that because Hell was a thing, Heaven must also be a thing, I wasn’t sure that followed. No one knew for sure. (Don’t listen to the fundamentalists. They’re just guessing.) So suicides were possibly staring down the abyss. And they were fine with it.

			“Also, Betsy, is there—should we be thinking about a place for your mother?”

			I instantly stopped pondering the abyss. “What did you just say to me?”

			To her credit, though everyone sitting at the nearest table scrambled to find another place to be, the Ant didn’t back up. “I’m not saying Dr. Taylor’s done anything to warrant damnation.” This was literally the first time the Ant had referred to my mother by her title. “But I assume you’ll make … I mean, her daughter’s Satan, basically. So I assume you’ll make a place for her here? Where she can do whatever she wants? It’s not like anyone’s going to punish her, or even bother her.”

			“There’s a place for her,” I said, thinking about the construction workers. “But not here.”

			“Oh. Oh! All right. Cross that off my to-do list. And yours, too, I’m guessing.”

			Not hardly. My to-do list was the stuff nightmares were made of. Literally. But I’d had about all of the Ant’s weird thoughtfulness I could take. Time to get the hell out of Hell and go have coffee with a maybe-demon.

			

			
				
					7By Mike Carey. Get them. Now.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			I teleported back to the mansion. Well, the shed. Which is near the mansion. I’d trudged back and forth so many times, there was a rough path from the shed to the kitchen door.

			There wasn’t anyone on the main floor; most of the house was still snoring. Sinclair loved being able to feel the sun on his face, but he was in a seventy (eighty?) year habit of up all night and snoozing all day; he and Tina would be out of it until lunchtime, and Marc was off somewhere being Marc. So I just grabbed my keys and turned right back around. No way was I making a spectacle of myself by trying to ‘port to a Starbucks and ending up in the Space Needle. Or the St. Paul equivalent.

			I know I said it casually—I teleported into Hell, I popped back home, etc.—but it took years of practice. And even now, sometimes I tried to ‘port and couldn’t right away, or ended up somewhere else. It was also why when I tried to make it rain in Hell, I called up a blizzard of marshmallows. The Ant saved my bacon (should’ve tried to make it rain bacon) by insisting it was on purpose, and the damned were going to be the graham crackers in our hellish s’mores. Which was fiendishly hilarious, frankly. And led to fire hoses full of chocolate. “Where are you going? Don’t you want … s’more?” Cue maniacal laugh and another chocolate deluge.

			The original Satan had a billion years to figure out her powers. Me, not so much.

			Back in the day, I needed physical contact with a blood relative to complete the loop. (Well, first I spent a loooong time arguing that teleportation was impossible, the blood relative thing was dumb, and what did vampires have to do with teleporting or Hell?) In other words, to get my vampire queen sense tingling, the Anti-Christ (or my mother, or my father, or my little brother), had to slug me, which literally and figuratively summed up our relationship. Also, I thought a firm handshake would have sufficed, but Laura always preferred to go for the face.

			And speaking of the late and unlamented Anti-Christ, that was how I met Jay. But I’m getting off track … all that exposition to say I drove to my next sit-down, which was a misnomer because it was one of those coffee places with tiny yet tall tables, better for standing around than sitting, and inconvenient for tall weirdos like me who were all legs.8

			“Betsy! Hi! I already ordered for you!”

			I walked over to the guy waving me down like he was airport ground crew. “Thanks, Jay.”

			“You’re welcome!”

			I thought, and not for the first time, that everyone deserves someone like Jay in their life. I lived with black labs, the sweetest, drooling-est, most amiable dogs in the world, and even they weren’t this happy to see me.

			“You can stop waving me over, I’m standing right next to you.” I climbed up onto the stool, argh. So dumb to drink hot liquids when your feet were dangling two feet off the floor. “Anybody ever tell you, you talk in exclamation points pretty much all the time?”

			“You did! Last week!” He pushed a sizeable drink that was at least 1/3 whipped cream across the tiny table toward me, because while he was a weirdo, he was a thoughtful weirdo. Hot white chocolate, ahhhhh. So rich it was like liquid pudding. Perfect winter drink, though I enjoyed them all year long. Sluggish vampire blood=always cold.

			“Shiner’s looking a lot better.”

			Jay reached up and felt the puffy, greenish flesh around his left eye. He was a good-looking guy and super tall; the bruise made him look politely dangerous, like a good hotel concierge in a bad neighborhood. “Accidents happen.”

			“Three men jumped you. So, the opposite of an accident. And when someone’s fist collides with your eye? Repeatedly? Also not an accident.”

			Jay shrugged and took a sip of his black (ugh) coffee. “They weren’t hitting me, they were hitting what they see in their mirrors.”

			I almost laughed. “Yeah, well, their mirrors didn’t come away with a black eye and bloody nose. That was all you, pal.”

			Jay shrugged again, because he was too good to be true. There was something about his soft brown eyes, chai complexion, frizzy curls, and giddy optimism that spoke to a segment of the population. Kids and dogs would walk right up to him, but to some asshats, he was a walking, talking ‘punch me’ sign. Last week wasn’t even the first time I’d intervened while he was getting a beating.

			“How’s the new job, Jay?”

			“Great!”

			This would have been the answer to ‘how’s the broken leg?’, ‘how’s the divorce?’, and ‘how’s the house fire?’

			“Is it even a job, though, if you don’t get paid?”

			“Betsy,” he chided, then took another sip of his disgusting coffee. “Of course it is.”

			Agree to disagree. Hey, it made him happy. Though I suspected mites or an earthquake would also make him happy. As did facing down a pack of asshat bullies. Well, that hadn’t made him happy, exactly. More like cheerfully resigned, if I had to slap a label on it.

			Which is what caught my attention. I’d been in the neighborhood scouting the new Shake Shack and wondering if 9:30 a.m. was too early for a Purple Cow, when I heard the unmistakable ‘thud-thud-fwap!’ of flesh hitting flesh. And not in a fun way.

			I thought about it. Embarrassing to admit, but there it was: I didn’t immediately swing into action. I knew what that noise meant. But I also knew people would be making those noises until the end of time. Nothing would change. So what was the point? And don’t tell me the starfish-on-a-beach story. I know that story.

			I stomped around the corner, kicked off my Kate Spade Gogo Taxi Flats, was pleasantly surprised the alley wasn’t thoroughly disgusting, and caught Thug #1’s fist when he drew back for another smack. “Aw, c’mon, it’s not even noon. Not even ten! You can’t take the morning off before looking for someone to stomp?”

			His rebuttal was a head-butt. Should’ve seen it coming, too busy wondering about Purple Cows. And wondering what the hell I was even doing in that ally. I managed to move fast enough to avoid my nose imploding, but he still got me pretty good, and the shock made me involuntarily tighten my hold on his wrist. And by involuntarily I mean I squeezed until I heard bones break. The accompanying shriek was so, so satisfying. Which is wrong, I know. But.

			I let go and he hunched over, cradling his shattered wrist and backpedaling so fast he almost lost his balance. His buddies immediately flanked him, and I heard the ‘snick’ of a switchblade. Where do people even get them? Besides movie sets?

			“Aw, that’s sweet. Backing up your friend like that. I’m being serious, that almost never happens.” I wiped away the sluggish trickle of blood. It was hard to sound dangerous with a bloody nose; nasal wasn’t especially terrifying. “How about you take your friend to the E.R. and I won’t eat your faces?”

			Tough #2 decided his switchblade made an excellent pointer. “I know you,” he announced, waving the switch blade in front of my face. Shiny! “You’re that vampire bitch.” Like I’d forgotten.

			“Fake vampire bitch,” I corrected him, smiling. “It’s just a scam, remember? Or I’m trolling the world. Right?”

			“Yeah.”

			I took a step forward, licked blood off my upper lip. Nom-nom-nom. “So you’ve got nothing to worry about.” My grin widened. “Right?”

			“C’mon, let’s go, leave the crazy cunt alone,” the wisest and ickiest of the three muttered (sleeveless pleather vest, no shirt? in September? homemade skull tattoo on his breastbone? really? was that why it was upside down?). He wouldn’t look at me, which was interesting. And he didn’t like the fact that his friends couldn’t stop looking at me.

			I hate the C word, but in the interests of restoring peace to the alley between Caribou and Tires Plus, I let them shuffle past me. Then I turned to their victim, who’d sat up and watched the events with the bleary interest of the recently concussed.

			“Hey, hon.” I reached out while he blinked up at me and knuckled blood off his upper lip. “You okay?”

			“Are you?” He flapped a hand in the direction of my face. “Your poor nose!”

			“Pshaw,” I pshaw’d. “I’ll be fine in a jiff.” Mmm … Jif … dammit, now I wanted a peanut butter smoothie and a Purple Cow. “C’mon, let’s get you cleaned up.”

			“You’re not a fake,” he insisted, and bit back a groan as I levered him to his feet.

			“The internet begs to differ.”

			“You’re not.”

			“Agree to disagree. C’mon, befuddled stranger, time to horrify the Caribou Coffee shift manager by bleeding all over their bathroom.”

			“Laura sees you,” he managed, and passed out.

			

			
				
					8I’m looking at you, Caribou Coffee.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			“I can’t believe you braved all that broken glass,” Jay marveled.

			“Better my tootsies than my Gogo Taxi flats.”

			“To help a stranger!”

			“It was a slow morning. Never did get that Purple Cow, either.” And never would tell Jay I almost didn’t set foot in that ally.

			Jay tsk-tsk’d and wagged a finger. Wagged a finger. Was he a little old lady in disguise? “You’re making light of a courageous act.”

			“Naw, I’m making light of the fact that … uh … well, I don’t know.” I shrugged, embarrassed. It wasn’t courageous. There was next to no chance pleather vest and his pack of asshats could have hurt me. Or even inconvenienced me. Well, the nose was an inconvenience. I couldn’t hide the blood, so Marc fussed and Sinclair raged, but they calmed down after a bit. “Glad everything worked out.”

			“Oh, me too!”

			“And you still haven’t told me what you know about Laura. We’ve been doing this for weeks and I still know as much as I did before I walked into that ally.”

			“That’s not true. You know I like my coffee black.”

			“Jay.”

			“You see my dilemma.”

			“Jay.”

			“I want to—”

			“Jay Hernandez Krist!”

			“I want to keep—”`

			“Stringing me along?”

			“—having coffee with you.”

			I sighed and slumped back in my adult highchair. “You’re lucky I’m indulging you.”

			“Nothing to do with luck.” He’d stopped wagging his finger at me, but he still sounded like someone’s grandma. “You’re indulging me because you want to do literally everything in the world except deal with your jubilee.”

			“How do you know about that?” Jay didn’t have a Wi-Fi connection or a TV or an apartment or a car or a winter parka. He wasn’t a vampire or a vampire hanger-on or a vampire-hater. Didn’t do social media. Didn’t do much of anything besides volunteer and get beat up on the semi-regular. The one time I saw him with a newspaper, he was wearing it as a hat.

			“Everyone knows,” he replied, which was horrifying. “Don’t worry. It’ll be great!”

			“How old are you?” Little old lady in disguise? Giddy teenager? “If you don’t mind my asking.”

			“As young as the babe born yesterday, as old as Father Time.”

			“I bet the DMV didn’t want to put all that on your license.”

			“DMV?”

			“Wow. Okay. You’re one of a kind, pal. Now make with the details about my sister.”

			If he had any. If a rando recognized me, they could know about Laura without … y’know. Knowing about Laura. She’d been all over the news before she bled out in my basement. And she’d been a hot white blonde, so. People paid attention.

			But I didn’t think that was it. Jay didn’t appear to have a sneaky, scheming bone in his body. It was hard to believe he’d staged his own beat-down in hopes I’d come bopping along at that exact moment and put a stop to it.

			“She’s safe and happy.”

			“And sees me,” I reminded him. “That was how you got my attention. Not that she’s in a better place. Not that she’s gone to her reward. Not any of the standard clichés. You were specific. She sees me. So … what’s that mean? The Anti-Christ is in heaven? Or a ghost? Because if she was in Hell—”

			“You’d know it.” His smile widened. “You’re the new and improved Satan!” This in the tone of a game show host calling down the lucky contestant. Come on dowwwwwwn!

			I slapped my hand on the table, ignoring the crack. (In the table. My hand was fine.) “How do you know that? Recognizing me from TV is one thing. But hardly anybody knows I’m in charge of Hell.”

			“Your Father knows.”

			“Uh, yeah. But he’s not running around blabbing it to maybe-homeless randos. Trust me.”

			Jay was already shaking his head. “Oh, no, sorry. Not him. The other one. You know. Your Father.”

			I blinked. “You mean … God?”

			He leaned back, spread his hands. “Who else?”

			“Well, there’s my father-father, South Park’s Father Mackey, the father in charge of the Blade Warriors, the father of our country, Father Mulcahy, your father … ”

			“We have the same Father,” he assured me.

			“Capital F father or lowercase father?” Though it’d be par for the fucking course if Jay turned out to be another half-sibling.

			“Capital F, of course,” he replied, shocked.

			“Yes, capital, got it, okay. So the Anti-Christ sees me, and God knows I’m the new Satan.”

			“Exactly!”

			I squashed the urge to use my forehead to put another crack in the table. “Jaaaaaaay … ”

			“You sound tired,” he said, reaching across to give me a sympathetic pat on the head. “Or bored.”

			“I’m not bored. But I am tired.” Of everything.

			I thought about putting the vamp mojo on him. But in addition to the moral quandary (yawn), the bum was an apparent telepath. “It won’t work,” he pointed out kindly.

			“I wasn’t even thinking about putting the vamp whammy on you and Hoovering out everything I want to know!”

			“She’s fine and you’ll be fine. Isn’t that everything you want to know?”

			“Sure. But God forbid you cough up any specifics.”

			“Yes. Exactly. God forbid.”

			“Jesus Christ, Jay … ”

			“So! Same time next week?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			A few more dead days went by. Jessica stayed at her place raising her weird twins, which was fine. It was totally, totally fine. Her weird twins brought chaos everywhere they went, and I had plenty of that, thanks very much. I still remember walking into the kitchen expecting to see toddlers, only to be confronted by sixteen year-olds who wanted Tina to hack into the DMV website and change their scores. How any of that would have worked would be an eternal mystery.

			No, it was better this way. Jessica had always led her own life, even more so since she had a pair of babies in my bedroom, and they deserved the bulk of her focus. Obviously things weren’t going to be the way they were when we were roomies in college. We had grown up, we had entirely new responsibilities, and Jessica and her family were better off in their own world.

			I didn’t miss her at all.

			If I wanted a shoulder to cry on, I had a houseful. Well, maybe not Marc’s … he was off in his own world somewhere with Will, and I couldn’t begrudge him that. Not to mention, what do I need a random shoulder for? Any shoulder? Complaining about my great life would have made me the poster hottie for First World (Vampire) Problems.

			So Jess raised her family, Sinclair and I drank blood and boned, the construction guys constructed, and Tina did … Tina stuff. Weird that after all these years, I still had no idea what her day-to-day schedule was like. Well, not weird. I didn’t know because I didn’t care, that was the truth of it.

			And then it was time to visit Mom again.

			“They’re letting you go?” I tried not to panic. I wasn’t ready! Neither were the construction guys! Plus she promised me her chocolate milk!

			“Not exactly,” my dad said, appearing out of nowhere like a curse. A curse in a plaid shirt and tan slacks. I still wasn’t used to seeing him out of suits. This is the guy who wore dress slacks and a tie every time we went to a lake. And Minnesota, if you haven’t heard, is the land of 10,000 lakes, so we went a lot. It’s more like 14,380, BTW. But who wants to put that on a license plate?

			“Jeez, Dad, you scared the crap out of me.”

			He huffed. “I’ve been standing here for five minutes.”

			“Shut up.” I hadn’t wasted any time getting here. Whenever my phone yelled at me I was always worried it would be The Call, no matter who came up on caller I.D. Your mother is dead, you’re too late, here’s the number of a decent funeral home that we definitely don’t get kickbacks from.

			Like the phone calls and Dad’s re-emergence into society weren’t stressful enough, now I had to rush over and avert a prison break. I turned back to Mom. “As someone who has come up with her fair share of bad plans, this seems like a bad plan. Are you sure?”

			“Better ask her doctors if they’re sure.”

			“Dad, seriously, just shut—wait, what?” To Mom: “Are you signing yourself out MOA?”

			“AMA,” Mom replied, the corner of her mouth twitching. “Against Medical Advice. And yes.”

			“Uh, no.”

			Dad nodded vigorously, which was just awful. “Betsy’s right, it’s a terrible idea.”

			I could count on one hand how often I’d heard ‘Betsy’s right’ out of this scumbag. But there was too much going on to enjoy it for even half a moment. “Dad’s right about me being right. Terrible, terrible, terrible plan.”

			“Who would have thought you two would ever find common ground?” Mom teased.

			“Gross, don’t talk about it. Mom, c’mon. Stay put.” I decided to wheedle as hard as I could without putting the vamp mojo on her. Some lines, I couldn’t cross. At least, not yet. “I’ll bring you anything you want to eat. And drink. You can have two cartons of chocolate milk. I’ll give you back your laptop. And maybe your phone.”

			“Elise, listen to her,” Dad urged. “She’s talking real sense.” What a day!

			“The two of you haven’t ganged up on me since 1995,” Mom said, looking less amused with each second that ticked by.

			“Dammit, Mom, you’re supposed to rest and fight cancer and drink milk, not work!”

			“First, milk makes me gag these days. Second, everything makes me gag these days. Third, I had your husband retrieve my laptop a week ago. Fourth—”

			My hands snapped into fists as my dad sniggered. “Oh, that son of a bitch is couch-bound. For the next month. Possibly year. No, screw the couch. He’ll be sleeping in the shed. Without the dogs.”

			“—I have rested enough. I miss my house and my plants and my life.” To my dad: “Thank you for keeping an eye on the former two.”

			“Ewwww.” I jerked a thumb at the Thing In Dockers. “Him? Is that how this whole rekindling garbage thing got started? I would’ve been glad to water your plants.”

			“You’re so busy, sweetie. What with being a ruling monarch and also the devil.”

			“That’s not why and you know it! You still think I killed your hyacinth and replaced it!”

			“Oh, Christ,” Dad moaned. “This? Again?”

			“It was in an entirely new pot when I got back from Charleston, young lady.”

			“So? You’re welcome.”

			“And it was an entirely different color. And twice as big.”

			“Because I took such awesome care of it! Some fucking gratitude, Mom.” I normally tried not to drop F bombs within Mom’s hearing, but desperate times. “So because Dad didn’t let your succulents die, you decided it was time to let bygones be bygones?”

			“No, because I’m going to die I decided to let bygones be bygones. I don’t want to haul unnecessary baggage into … well … wherever I’m going.”

			I blinked while Dad looked at the floor. I needed a couple of seconds to squash the roaring panic that threatened to drown me whenever I contemplated the world without my mother in it.

			I mean, she was there. She always had been and always would be; that’s what we all think, right? Even when we’re old enough to know better? A line from The Shining always struck me: Danny thinks his mother is eternal because “she had been when he was not. She would continue to be when he was not again. He could accept the reality of his own death … but not hers.”

			Nutshell.

			Then I got back to practicalities. “Mom, you’re an agnostic. Or did you make the leap to atheism? Agnostic is the gateway belief. And according to you, you’re not going anywhere.” Figuratively and literally. Or was it the other way around? “You’ll just be gone.” Like a burnt out lightbulb. A dead battery. The shoes in the bargain bin at Filene’s. A useless thing no one wanted.

			“My daughter taking Satan’s mantle has caused me to reconsider my stance on … well, everything,” she admitted. “Religion’s the least of it.”

			“Oh, sure. Blame me.”

			“Sweetie, I love you, but it’s not all about you. It’s only about 95 percent about you.”

			She was off by at least 5 percent. “Well … at least let me hire a nurse to help you out at home.”

			“Say!” From Dad, who visibly perked up. “There’s an idea. Might be a good happy medium.”

			Mom scoffed. “I can take care of myself.”

			“Look around you!” I waved my arms like windshield washer blades, encompassing the room, the wing, the entirety of the hospital. “This is not a room they put people in if they can take care of themselves!”

			Mom’s nose wrinkled. “Vampire nurse? Or human nurse?”

			“What difference does it make? Except one will treat you like the Queen Mother with embarrassing amounts of deference, but that’s not necessarily a bad thing. An RN’s an RN. Unless they’re an LPN. Or a P.A. Really, any of those should be fine. Living or undead.”

			Mom went sharp: “I don’t need a nurse, living or otherwise. But thank you.”

			“Mom—”

			“I can take care of myself.”

			Hoo, boy. Mom hated reiteration, and I knew that tone. So did my dad, which is why we were both terrified right now. Her family didn’t think she could get into college, but she did. They didn’t think she’d get her Master’s and her PhD, but she did. Her friends thought Dad’s philandering would break her, but it didn’t. Colleagues and well-meaning idiots didn’t think she could handle single motherhood, but she did. And when Dad finally got around to leaving her, he was sure she’d wring every possible penny out of him for child support. And he was right! But that was more a “here’s what you are legally required to do” thing than an “I can do it alone, just watch me prove it” thing.

			I remember her explanation like it was this morning, not over a decade ago. He wants to play? Wants to revisit his youth, trade me in for a newer model? He can do all those things. But not for free.

			So the offer of a nurse was a blunder on my part. Still a good idea, though, and I wasn’t gonna let it go. Before I could compound the damage, the bathroom door opened and out came my brother/son, Jon Taylor. He looked up at all of us with his dark blue eyes and said, “Even with the flushing and the water running, I can hear you guys.”

			“Even with an earthquake you can hear Betsy,” my mother said, smiling, and held out her arm. BabyJon (poor kid—I had the feeling he’d be saddled with that nickname well into his nineties) trotted over and accepted Mom’s one-armed hug and a kiss to the top of his head. He stretched up on tiptoes and squeezed back, mindful of the tubes. His small face wrinkled and then his biggest smile shone.

			“Is it true, Grammy?” he asked, showing a gap-toothed smile. I swear, the kid had at least 800 baby teeth. That grifter of a Tooth Fairy was getting rich off us. “Are you really coming home?”

			“I really am.” She leaned in, nuzzled his nose. “I’ll need a day or two to get settled and then we’ll have a slumber party and eat garbage and have hot fudge sundaes for breakfast.”

			I had to smile. My childhood in a nutshell. Plus designer shoes. Also, garbage=kale smoothies. My mother was a devoted monster.

			Mom rested her hand on BabyJon’s cropped brown curls and leaned back with a sigh. The irony was, with his pale skin (Golem pale … so much so that vampires remarked on it) and dark hair, the kid looked more like Sinclair than any of his actual blood relatives. And speaking of his actual blood relatives … 

			His father cleared his throat. “Thanks for bringing him.”

			“Shut up.” It was all I could do not to smack the man. I hated hated fucking hated bringing BabyJon to the hospital. Any hospital. I hated everything about the situation in room 363. But BabyJon and my mother were devoted to each other, which was my fault.

			When he was an infant (and also on and off almost every month of his life since he left babyhood behind) I had frequently dumped him on my mom. At first it was a safety issue, then a practical issue, then a ‘Betsy, I haven’t seen him in 72 hours, could I come pick him up and also make sure he’s got his snow pants, we’re going snowmobiling’ issue. The irony—that she’d been resentful about being charged with babysitting duties and grew to love her ex-husband’s late-in-life son like he was her own—wasn’t lost on any of us.

			Well. Maybe it was lost on one person.

			“I really appreciate it,” The Thing In Slacks continued, because he wanted me to shoot him in the face. There was no other explanation. “I know you don’t have to.”

			I had nothing to say to that. It reminded me of a line from the Parenthood movie: My whole life is ‘have to’.

			BabyJon straightened up from where he’d been leaning on my mother. “Hi again, Uncle John.”

			“Hello, uh, son.” His/my dad coughed and kept his hands in his pockets, like he’d never been a kid, had a kid, been around kids, or had a vestige of decency. It was a testament to BabyJon’s sunny nature that he thought nothing of calling his dad ‘uncle’ and a non-blood relative ‘Grammy’. Then there was Uncle Marc, AuntTee, and Daddy Sink, a nickname that would cause me to love the kid for eternity even if he turned out to be a serial killer. Which could be in the cards.

			(He called me Betsy. It worked for us.)

			“We should go,” I said, because everything was unbearable and it wouldn’t do for BabyJon to witness me beat his father to death in front of his dying pseudo-grandmother. “Mom, I’m not done haranguing you about this.”

			“I’m aware, dear.” The corner of her mouth twitched. “Why d’you think I’m in such a rush to leave?”

			“Because you’re a stubborn harridan who makes a granite cliff seem flexible?”

			“Shut up, honey.” She kissed the tips of her fingers and brushed them through BabyJon’s hair. “See you soon, sweetie!”

			“Okay, Grammy.” He crossed the room and took my hand. “‘Bye, Uncle John.”

			My dad found a smile from somewhere, one that made him look like the Before picture in a laxative ad. “Goodbye, uh, Jon.”

			How? How could he just … just abandon his son, just dump him? Could he never learn from his mistakes? If I could, friggin’ anybody could, right? How could he turn his back on every single responsibility he ever had and fake his own death and assume it was all going to work out?

			BabyJon didn’t seem to mind, because he was a brilliant wondrous darling who liked everyone. He was, so far as I could tell, perfectly content with his odd little life. And I was aware I had my own Dad Issues that I tried not to project.

			Still. My father had gotten away with everything, all his life. Too many people—including his ex-wife—shrugged it off with ‘eh, karma will get him’. Because of this, Dad seemed to think that he could do-wop-bop his way through the rest of his life with no worries. Or at least, no worries he couldn’t run away from.

			But karma, thy name would be Betsy. I made a vow on the spot: the minute my mother went into the ground, “Uncle John” would be right behind her.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			After I promise myself I’m going to commit patricide, I like to inhale a chocolate malt. Culver’s9 accommodated my urge as well as BabyJon’s, though watching him chow through half a pound of cheese curds was fascinating and smidge nauseating.10 We were normally a bit stricter about his diet, but his fake grandma was sick, so.

			“She’s really not going to die, right, Betsy?”

			“She’s not going anywhere,” I vowed, and was glad he was too young to realize I hadn’t answered—

			“Uh-huh, but she won’t die, right?”

			Dammit! “I promise, Grammy will be fine.”

			“Okay. ‘Cause I like it when I go over there and then she takes me places but sometimes we just stay in her house and make fludge11. Plus I want her to see my new classroom next month.”

			“Big Boy School. Yes, I remember.” This fall, BabyJon was starting at a snotty private day school in St. Paul along with Jessica’s weird twins. Sinclair and I (and Marc, and Tina, though no one asked their opinion) spent months discussing our options.

			Homeschooling was out; it produced fragile weirdos. (Yeah. I said it.) The public school a few blocks away was also out. Though I was a B-list celebrity at best, too many people knew I was a vampire thanks to my late sister’s incendiary bullshit. While I pitied any suicidal schmuck who tried to snatch BabyJon, that didn’t mean I wanted to make it easy for them.

			We’d even talked about selling the mansion and moving somewhere else … a vampire compound, maybe? Which sounded horrible for all sorts of reasons: upending BabyJon, making it harder for Mom to visit (and for us to visit her), shades of the Ruby Ridge and Branch Davidians sieges … if you have to use the word ‘siege’ to describe your situation, you and yours are in a lot of trouble.

			Half-days of kindergarten had worked for us; we all took turns keeping an eye on the place as well as picking him up and dropping him off. Mom regularly played chauffer and was a volunteer aide for his class, because the woman doesn’t actually understand what “retirement” means. There were days when she dropped him off and they were both glitter from forehead to knees.

			But we needed another option for the next few years.

			So, private secluded school named for a famous dead white guy on thirty acres, which is a good trick for a school in the middle of St. Paul. Devoted educators who are actually paid living wages. Decent security. Gates. And a couple of the classroom aides packed heat under their smocks. BabyJon couldn’t be hurt by paranormal means, but that didn’t mean he could walk away from a gunshot. And ohhhhh, just the thought of it made me want to kick everything and bite the shit out of someone. This was America, after all. Land of the free and home of the lax gun laws. School shootings are expected and inevitable.

			I shook off dark thoughts and nearly screamed when I looked down at the kid’s face. “Yeesh, from the nose down you’re all shiny cheese grease.” We’d been walking through Day Park in Burnsville so BabyJon could feed the morbidly obese ducks. I would think the ASPCA would be all over this, but nope.

			I’ll take a moment to mention Minnesota is a great state to live in, especially for vampires. That whole Minnesota Nice thing isn’t a myth, though to be fair it could also be called Minnesota Passive Aggressive. I was lucky enough to grow up in a neighborhood where parents almost never locked their doors or windows unless they wanted to teach a curfew-ignoring teenager a lesson. Clean air, sparkling lakes, the accent that made Fargo famous and the Mississippi River all figured into my childhood and adolescence. The Mississippi was the opposite of sparkling, but it was where Mom taught me how to water ski.

			Call me naïve, but I had no idea how difficult it was just to stay upright behind a zooming speedboat. You ache for days afterward but it’s worth it.

			

			
				
					9Nom-nom-nom! Also their onion rings are divine.

				

				
					10Cheese curds are disgusting. Come @ me.

				

				
					11Fludge: when you don’t cook your fudge long enough or at a high enough temperature, so it doesn’t set. Can be used on top of ice cream or gobbled right out of the pot.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Three years ago … 

			“ … and when you fall—which you will, son, so be resigned—just tread water and wait. I’ll circle back and we’ll scoop you up and you can do it again. If you want to. It’s fine if you don’t care for it and want to quit after a couple of tries.”

			“I understand, Dr. Taylor.”

			“It’s Elise, you forgetful wretch.”

			From behind my mom, I stuck my tongue out at Sinclair and was rewarded with a quirked eyebrow.

			“Elise, yes,” he replied.

			“Remember the signals?”

			“Thumb up to go faster, thumb down to decelerate, okay signal signifies I’m happy with the status quo, pat my own head if I wish to go back to the dock, raise the flat of my hand if I wish you to stop the boat, make a slashing motion across my throat if I am in distress, and if I fall … ”

			“When you fall.”

			“ … clasp my hands over my head in victory and also to show I am uninjured.”

			Mom beamed. “Very good. Ready?”

			“Yes!” I saw Sinclair was so excited to get started his hands were shaking. Either that, or he was deathly afraid of smallmouth bass and northern pike and had never said anything before now.

			Beloved, I fear neither fish nor man.

			Good to know, sweetie! Then you won’t mind a trout smoothie later.

			“Legs together,” Mom said even as Sinclair shuddered at my thought. “And let the boat do the work. The hardest part is getting started, so stay crouched until you’re planing, then let the boat pick you up. Betsy will keep an eye on you and let me know if you’re in trouble. Remember your signals.”

			I see your mother does not recall—or does not know—we are telepathically connected.

			Hey, that’s personal shit. It’s just between us.

			I so adore your territorial nature.

			“Stop making goo-goo eyes at each other and keep your arms straight,” my mom ordered, then turned and took her seat behind the wheel.

			“We can do both,” I muttered.

			I have never, EVER made goo-goo eyes in the entirety of my long life.

			Mom kept her fourteen-foot Lund WC14 in storage most of the time, but in the summer it bobbed in a berth at the King’s Cove Marina, a couple of miles down the road from her house. The boat represented a sizeable chunk of my childhood; there were plenty of times Mom would get home from work, announce she was hungry for fresh fish, switch her calf-length tweed skirt for knee-length cargo shorts (always in tan or brown, which was insane because with her coloring she’d look great in red), and we’d bop down to the marina and head out. I could count on one hand how often we returned without fish.

			Dad had agreed to alimony (like he had a choice), but when he moved out, the guy who lived in suits and hated fishing tried for the boat. Pure spite, of course. Like The Ant wanted to risk mussing her hair and polyester blouse? Like she’d ever go fishing, or even buy a carton of bait, even with a gun to her head? Like Dad ever fished once in his life without bitching about every aspect of said fishing trip?

			Anyway, it went badly, Dad took off like a dog with a singed tail, and I didn’t see him for five months after that.

			Which was great, TBH.

			“Arms straight!” Mom commanded, and eased into Drive.

			It all started when—wait. I’m doing this wrong. We don’t need a flashback within a flashback, for God’s sake. The gist of it was, Mom had dropped BabyJon off on a sunny Saturday, which happened to be the fishing opener, and we started reminiscing about how we hadn’t been in a while, which got me talking about the waterskiing parties we used to have on the river.

			Mom took me right up on it, suggested we go in a few weeks when it was warmer, Sinclair asked to come along, Tina and Marc laughed their asses off at the thought of the king of the vampires on water-skis, here we were.

			“Arms straight!” Mom hollered again, because she was used to dealing with students and a daughter who needed to be told the same thing half a dozen times, and got a thumbs up (I think that was a thumb) in reply.

			She started slowly, keeping an eye on the depth finder and the banks, and I watched as Sinclair came up from his crouch and rose from the river like a relentlessly sexy water god, arms straight, long pale legs braced, hair a mess. He’d resisted the life jacket until Mom lied and claimed it was state law, hinting that we could get trouble if a game warden saw us brazenly boating without one. I wasn’t sure what harm she thought someone who didn’t need to breathe would come to—I had literally walked around on the bottom of this very river more than once—but there was zero point in arguing. Though he put his water-ski-shod foot down when Mom tried to get him to apply sunscreen.

			Meanwhile, I had no idea he even owned swim trunks, never mind looked for ways to use them. Which was just monumentally dumb on my part. I should have realized. He’d been able to bear the sunshine of God’s love (and actual sunshine) for a few years now, but he had a century of drinking in the dark to make up for.

			And was he! I could see the grin splitting his face even though he was on the other end of a forty-foot line, and he waved like a prom queen from a float: look at me! Isn’t this GREAT?

			“Oh, man,” I said as the king of the vampires nearly face-planted, recovered, then let out a whoop of joy and gave me a thumbs up. “What a great idea, Mom.”

			“Of course,” she replied comfortably, then started a half-turn. “Let’s kick up some wakes, see if I can dump him.”

			She did, but it took a few tries. I’d never gotten horny watching someone water-ski before. A day of firsts!

			“I can’t wait to bring BabyJon,” Mom said, which was a delightful thought. He’d be big enough in five or six more years. And it’s not like the Mississippi or the boat were going anywhere. So. Something to look forward to.

			Mom glanced behind her. “Ah! Down he goes.” As Sinclair popped back up, then floated like an undead bobber, she added, “So many gestures!”

			I looked. Sinclair had clasped his hands over his head, then given us two thumbs up. And again. Annnnnnnd again, like he was the world’s most vigorous hitchhiker. I had to laugh.

			“He wants more. He wants faster. He wants to never stop.”

			Mom raised her eyebrows and smirked, but let the opportunity for a sex joke go right on by. And thank goodness.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Whew! Okay, long digression over. I stopped, helped BabyJon perch on a nearby picnic table, and dug for wipes. Never ever ever hang out with a child without two or three or ten packs of wipes. Children: God’s perpetual motion mess machines. “I should have Marc check your cholesterol, but I’m terrified he’ll discover your veins are cheese highways.”

			BabyJon giggled and tried to bat my wiping hand away, but I was cruel and relentless. “He wouldn’t anyway. He’s fading.”

			“Mmmm. There. Now! You remember the park rule?”

			“Don’t tell Daddy Sink?”

			“Don’t lie, but don’t volunteer, either.” This was a rule I implemented about ten minutes after BabyJon learned to talk. “He loves taking you to the park.” Reveled in it, more like. And not just park-romping. Walking the dogs, alfresco sex, washing one of his eight cars in the driveway, then getting grumpy when I doused him with the hose. (Served him right for washing a car in March.) Not that I could blame him. Asking the (old) devil to let Sinclair bear sunlight was one of the awesomest things I ever did. “He’ll pout if he finds out we went without him.”

			“I like when he pouts. Should we go home now? I think we better.”

			“What’s the rush, hon?”

			He put his (sticky) hand in mine as we headed back to the car. “Doncha have to get ready for your party?” At my puzzled look, he elaborated. “The vampire party!”

			Was there anyone on the planet who didn’t know about the Bloodsucker Jujubee? “No.”

			“‘Cuz there’s so much to do, I bet,” he added.

			“Nope.”

			“Yeah, cuz you’re making everyone else do it.”

			“Yep.” What can I say? The kid knew me. He chattered all the way home and sang along with the Chicago soundtrack (“ … he ran into my knife ten times!”), which is how I knew Marc had borrowed my car again, and we were home in next to no time.

			I was less than pleased to see a rental car in the driveway, since the chances it was someone I wanted to see were about .000666 percent. A werewolf? A mermaid? Census taker? Mormon? Social services? Again?

			Worse. Infinitely worse. And if I’d known what was waiting for me, I would’ve gone back to the park. Possibly forever.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			“Hello, my own boy.” With that warm greeting, Sinclair scooped up BabyJon, then tucked him under one arm like a football and smiled at the ensuing giggles. To me: “We have company.”

			“Yeah, I saw.” The company wasn’t in the kitchen, because you can’t just stroll into Casa de Bloodsuckers and belly up to the bar for a smoothie. That was for friends and allies and Social Services. “Parlor, I guess?”

			“Daddy Sink, guess what?”

			Before Sinclair could answer, Marc shambled in, fake-yawning and rubbing the back of his neck. He nearly walked into the corner of Smoothie Island before righting himself. “There’s some random German gal in the parlor.”

			“Not random. Very much … ” Sinclair’s brow furrowed. “Intentional.”

			“Guess what?” BabyJon asked again, as Sinclair hoisted him onto one of the barstools. “Grammy’s going home today because she’s getting better and we’ll do a sleepover pretty soon!”

			Cue awkward silence. Like, so sudden and so awkward, it was as if someone dropped a ten pound bag of awkward right in the middle of the floor: Ka-THUMP.

			I could feel both Marc and Sinclair’s regard, which was … stressful.

			“That’s … that is splendid. Jon, there’s someone I should like you to meet. Run along to the parlor and AuntTee will introduce you.”

			“Okay. Can I have a snack first?”

			“You can have a snack, but you may n—”

			“You already had eight pounds of cheese curds,” I reminded him, ignoring Marc’s appalled groan. “Scoot.”

			I turned to Sinclair as the kiddo scooted. “So who’s in the parlor?”

			“Betsy.”

			“Ha-ha-ha, no, that’s my name. And I’m not in the parlor, you silly man.” I started edging toward the swinging door. “Why don’t we head over and you can introduce me?”

			Marc tried again. “Betsy.”

			“We don’t want to be rude. Right? Rude’s bad, probably? Even for queens? And their consorts? And their zombies? Maybe not their zombies.” Three feet away. One foot away. I casually stretched out tented fingers to push—

			“Elizabeth Anne Taylor!”

			Whoa. Marc brought out the big guns. And the door was so close!

			Marc straightened from his slouch. “We went over this. I made you a slide show and everything.”

			“I remember.” Gaaaah, so informative and awful.

			“Lying to BabyJon is a fucking terrible plan.”

			“I’m not lying!” Much. “And not to be all zombie exclusionary, but what I do or don’t tell him isn’t your call. He’s my brother/son. Get your own!”

			Marc rubbed his forehead, which left faint marks. Damn, he must have really dug in. “I get it. You can’t find your dead sister, you’re watching your mom deteriorate, and your dad’s back in your life. That’d be rough on anyone, never mind someone with your job.”

			“Jobs, plural … how’d you know I saw Dad?”

			“Your face always does that thing when you’ve seen him.”

			“My face does a thing?” Appalling! I covertly felt my mouth.

			“And I get that your default is to downplay,” Marc went on. (And on.) “Or even ignore the problem.”

			“Until said problem is untenable,” Sinclair added.

			“Untenable,” I sniffed. That meant it couldn’t last, right? “Sez you.”

			Marc was still singing the same song. “Betsy, you understand she will die, right? Very soon? Barring a medical breakthrough? Or a miracle?”

			Yes, well. Miracles weren’t unheard of. Especially in this house.

			I stared down my inquisitors. “Look, I’m … I’m doing the best I can. For everyone. And I know you’re chock full of medical knowledge, Marc, but this isn’t exactly an ordinary woman with an ordinary daughter.”

			“But she has an ordinary disease,” he stressed. “Well, not ordinary, but she has a disease with a documented unfavorable outcome. It doesn’t matter that she’s not ordinary. We can’t factor ‘not ordinary’ into a treatment plan.”

			“I just don’t think everything with my mom is cut and dried.”

			Marc sighed. “I knew the slideshow was too detailed. I could see you starting to zone after the first dozen.”

			“If the time comes—”

			“When, Betsy,” he corrected, because he hated me, and also my mom, maybe? “When the time comes.”

			“—I’ll handle it. Okay? But right now we’ve got a guest. An invited guest BabyJon needs to meet for some reason.” I was starting to suspect who the guest was. Or at least their function. If I was right, a certain vampire king was in big trouble. Bigger trouble; I still had to chew his ass because he brought Mom her laptop. “So can we please shelve this for now?”

			“Annnnnd you’re doing it again. With you, ‘for now’ always means ‘forever’.”

			Sinclair was studying me like I was a particularly interesting germ. “Why do you speak as though you’re alone in this?”

			“Oooh, good question,” Marc said with an approving nod. “And why do you speak as though your mom’s got a head cold instead of locally advanced breast cancer?”

			“Enough.” I’d raised my voice and the word cut like a whip. Well, a paper cut. It worked; they both closed their mouths. “C’mon, vampire king, introduce me to our mystery guest.”

			Sinclair followed me out. Marc stayed put, shaking his head. I hoped he was planning on seeing Will today. It always put him in a better mood. And now that I thought about it, when was the last time those two got together? Maybe that’s why Marc was so mopey. Not enough zombie date nights.

			Elizabeth … 

			Remember how I said my husband could read my mind? Literal truth? And I could read his. I was also picking up on a shitload of fretful concern on his end.

			I kept my eyes on the carpet while we trudged to the parlor. “Just … not now. Okay, Sinclair? I just—we’ll talk. Later.”

			The fretting ramped up a few notches. As you wish.

			Yes. As I wish. That was exactly right. Maybe I hadn’t been asserting myself enough. Maybe the better way to get along was to be a hardass instead of a dumbass.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			I heard them before I saw them, so I wasn’t entirely surprised to see BabyJon sitting cross-legged on the floor, showing a plump, smiling brunette his sketch book. As an artist, he wasn’t great (yet). All the faces resembled irked apricots. All the bodies were Pillsbury Dough Boy prototypes.

			They looked up when I came in, and the woman surged to her feet. She held herself still for a few seconds, then slowly extended a hand, like she wasn’t sure if I was the biting type. (Spoiler: I was totally the biting type.). “My queen. Such an honor.” When I reached for her outstretched hand, she added in a heavy German accent, “I’m told you don’t care for the more traditional ways to greet a sovereign.”

			I shook her clammy hand. “No bows, no curtseys, no general kowtowing, that’s exactly right.” She looked to be in her mid-twenties, but I could be off by decades. Or a century. She was one of those carroty-orange redheads with freckles from forehead to chin, with pale skin so translucent it looked like it would tear if she so much as squinted. She was wearing soft black pants and a deep red turtleneck, and her hair was scraped back into a neat bun. No rings, no watch. No jewelry of any kind. And were those Rothy’s captoes on her teeny feet? “I love your flats.” Finally! Someone who’d done her homework before a meeting.

			She inclined her head and smiled. “They are comfortable. That is almost always a priority in my line of work.” Aw, and her accent was cute, too. Zey are comfortable. Line of verk.

			“My queen, this is a longtime family friend, Ilsa Direktor.” Sinclair extended an arm toward her like Vanna White pointing to a vowel. “She comes to us from Essen.”

			Ah, Essen. That was in the Swiss Alps, right? Before I could ask, Ilsa stood even straighter, which I hadn’t thought possible. “Sire.” Sinclair got a bow, but then, he didn’t mind that nonsense.

			“Direktor?” I asked. “Is that supposed to be subtle?”

			“Nein. Just my name.”

			Sinclair smiled. “Es ist wunderbar, dich wiederzusehen, Ilsa.” Wait, my husband knows German? Wonders: they never cease.

			“And you, Eric.” She inclined her head. “You have jumped up in the world since I last saw you.”

			“I had help,” he replied, and I hoped he was talking about me. But you know what they say about ASSuming.

			“And she can draw stuff!” BabyJon added, jumping to his feet and waving his sketch book at me. He was used to strangers popping up and bowing. “Like fingers! I have kind of a hard time with those. And toes. And—” He looked up at Ilsa and gestured to his sturdy little body.

			“Torso,” she said. “Or trunk.”

			“Yeah! Those!”

			Okay, it was one thing to be able to stumble along in another language, like I did with España … no, wait, España meant Spain, not Spanish … anyway, Ilsa knowing the English word for torso? And trunk? Impressive.

			Sinclair smiled down at the kiddo. “I am pleased you enjoyed her company. Will you excuse us, Jon? We have tiresome grown-up affairs to discuss.”

			BabyJon didn’t hesitate, because he knew Sinclair was never kidding when he threatened tiresome grown-up discussions. Hell, that threat worked on me sometimes. “Okay. I’ll go watch the rest of We Baby Bears.”

			From a couple of rooms away, an authoritarian shriek: “No, you won’t!” (Marc was a stickler about screen time.) “You’ll work on your flashcards or play Monopoly Junior with AunTee!”

			Ha! Tina hates all things Monopoly. Even The Nightmare Before Christmas Monopoly.12

			“And of course, Fräulein Direktor, you have met our beloved heir,” Sinclair finished.

			Our?

			Heir?

			“Ah, yes, the prinz. Delightful child.”

			Prince?

			I stepped up and shook her hand again. “Thanks for coming such a long way. It was great to meet you and you’re fired.”

			

			
				
					12This exists!

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			“…so, I dunno. She left to go back to Geneva or wherever, and to her credit she was pretty decent about it, and then Sinclair and I got into it, and of course Marc and Tina had to give me their hot takes, which were more like lukewarm takes, no, worse, unsolicited lukewarm takes, and I don’t want to go back to that house just now, like I already said, which is just so stupid, Jess. Worse than stupid. Childish.

			“I mean, I know that despite being dead I have a pretty good life. Prob’ly some people would argue I have a pretty good life because I’m dead. Hell, you’re one of them! Except it doesn’t feel like my life, y’know? I mean, Jesus, ten years ago BabyJon didn’t exist and my stepmother was alive and awful. Eleven years ago, I was an out-of-work admin assistant. It doesn’t feel like eleven years, though. It’s probably why I still can’t wrap my head around some of the changes.

			“So I thought I’d pour my heart out to a millionaire mom in yet another craven bid for sympathy and also to ask if you wanted to do something next weekend. Or if your weird twins want to come over for a playdate with the kiddo. Thanks for listening. Anyway, sorry for the long voicemail, call me back when you can.”

			Since I had my phone out, and was in no hurry to go back to the mansion for round two of the Friday night fights (see above: craven!), I tapped Jennifer Palmer’s number.

			“Palmer residence.”

			“Hi, Mrs. Palmer, it’s Betsy. Is Jenn around?”

			“Yes, of course.” Faintly: “Jennifer! The devil’s on the phone!”

			I had to snicker while Jennifer wasted no time: “Hi?” she breathed. “Betsy? Hello?”

			“Hi, Jen. Listen, something’s come up, and I’m gonna need your help—”

			“I’ll do it.”

			“That’s nice, but it’s kind of a tricky project. I wanted to talk to you about it before—”

			“Whatever it is, I’m your girl.” She giggled. “Your fifty-something girl.” Faintly: “It’s fine, she wants me for a project … yes, of course I said I’d do it, Mom, jeez, I’m on the phone!” Back to me again: “I can be at the mansion in twenty-five minutes.”

			“No-no-no. Actually, I was hoping I could have a sit-down with you somet—”

			“Come over,” she said at once. “I’ll reschedule with Lars.”

			“No, don’t do that. I can just—”

			“It’s not a problem.”

			“You sure? I’m not trying to put you on the spot here … ”

			“More than sure, d’you even need to ask? Play your cards right, Mom’ll make you a pork chop smoothie.”

			Ye gods, the horrors were piling up. “That sounds, um, wonderful. See you in about forty minutes then.” I shut off my phone, put the car in Drive, and departed the Apple Valley Culvers parking lot. Pretty sure I was gonna get frostbite of the throat if I guzzled any more milkshakes today. But if Mrs. Palmer wished to ply me with a (non-meat) smoothie, who was I to say nay?

			The Palmers lived on Mill Street in Cannon Falls, a small town of fewer than 5,000 people, with two stoplights, one winery, and one of the greatest bakeries in the history of flour. It was old by the way Americans reckoned things. By European standards, Cannon Falls, established about 150 years ago, was a newborn. Maybe even a preemie. And it was right out of Central Casting for Small Town America: neatly kept houses, nice big yards, stately trees lining the street. Casa de Palmer’s house was just off the exit ramp, tucked back at the end of the block: two stories, white with green shutters and trim, huuuuge front porch that ran the length of the place. Big yard thanks to the corner lot.

			And hilariously easy to find; it was the only house that still had their Christmas lights up. Jennifer told me her mom kept them up for decades in hopes her daughter would return. When her daughter did return, they tripled the light show. Now every night looked like Christmas Eve. What the neighbors thought I couldn’t imagine.

			I pulled into their driveway behind Lars’ car and the porch door twanged open before I had my seatbelt off. Jennifer rushed over to help me out (ridiculous) while her mom hovered in the doorway, clutching a blender of grayish brown sludge I devoutly hoped wasn’t a pork chop smoothie. Then she darted back inside, likely to tend to her invited guest.

			“Hi!”

			“Hi, Jenn. Sorry for the late notice.”

			“Oh, who cares? Come in, I want you to meet Lars.”

			Lars had one of those Scandinavian surnames I could never remember, probably something ending with “son” or “sson”. Which was “Smith” around here. What I did remember was Jenn telling me through giggles that he was a walking, talking cliché: a big blond with blue eyes named Lars who lived in Minnesota and loved lutefisk. How ridiculous was that?

			“Are you sure?” I asked, doomed to politeness thanks to my Midwestern upbringing.

			“Aw, c’mon, we’ve been over this.” Jennifer took me by the elbow and all but yanked me up the walk and into the house. This was an improvement over how she used to quietly cringe when I got close, but not much of one, because who likes to be yanked around by the elbow? “I’m so glad you called.”

			“You are?”

			“Sure. I’ve got a whole bunch of stuff to show you.”

			She looked a bit older than when I put her on parole five years ago—probably the stress of playing decades of catch-up—but still nowhere near her true age. She’d been a teenager when she killed herself in the 80s. Nobody knew what she was now. Except me: my test case for Project Parole.

			Don’t ask me how it worked. Don’t ask me how a soul in Hell seamlessly pops back into the “real” world. Don’t ask me how she had a physical body again, though if we dug up the grave she’d lain in for decades, we’d see her skeleton. Don’t ask me, I. Don’t. Know. I’ve never known.

			And don’t ask her mom about any of it, either. She doesn’t care. She’s got her daughter back. Like how my mom didn’t care I came back because I was a vampire; she was just thrilled I was back. Then less thrilled when I threw up pork loin and orzo all over her half-bath.

			All this to say Jennifer Palmer looked like she was barely drinking age, when she was decades past it. Which had caused a few problems.

			A heavy-set man in his early fifties was in the living room. He heaved to his feet with a lot less difficulty than he would have, say, five years ago, given his medical history.

			Jenn was beaming like she was setting up a date for us. “Betsy, this is my friend, Lars Gundersson.” Ha! Called it. “Lars, this is my boss, Betsy Taylor.”

			Ouch. I never thought about it before, but I suppose we weren’t friends, exactly. Just friendly. I had multiple reasons to be grateful for her quick thinking and loyalty. Among other things, she’d braved her worst fear—fire. She’d rushed into our burning house to give me time to whisk Will away to Hell and save (zombify) him. (It’s a long story with a reasonably happy ending.)13

			By contrast, she had multiple reasons to see me as a benignly sinister paranormal creature.

			Lars had the expected firm handshake, and looked exactly like what he was: a blond, blue-eyed former high school jock who put on weight the second he graduated. Which wasn’t his fault, as he’d been convicted of murder and bundled off to prison when he was still a teenager. That was on Jennifer. And he finished his cardiac rehab a couple of years ago. That was on Jennifer, too.

			“Nice to finally meet you,” I said. “Jenn babbles about your constantly.”

			Lars chuckled. “That tracks. She does the same thing about you. Thanks for letting her out.” He was coming across as kind and friendly, but I could almost read his mind: Satan? This gal? Are you pulling my leg or what? “Or, uh, however that whole thing works.”

			“I didn’t deserve to get out, but I’m grateful to Betsy all the same.”

			It was with great difficulty that I restrained from rolling my eyes. “Jenn, we’ve been over this. You’ve owned your shit. Repeatedly. Enough with the mea culpas.” Or would that be meas culpas?

			“What I keep saying!” Lars said, giving Jenn a friendly thwack on the shoulder.

			“My friend died, and my other friend went to prison, because of me.”

			“And because the speech team didn’t make it to state,” I added helpfully. See? I pay attention when people tell me their life story sometimes.

			Lars burst out laughing, then tried to choke it off.

			“It’s fine,” Jenn told him. “We joke about death a lot in Hell. It’s everyone’s favorite thing besides hunting up old enemies and starting shit.”

			“You still do that,” Mrs. Palmer observed. Not in a judgie way. More of a ‘I’ve noticed changes in you’ way. “Joke about death, I mean. Not the … other thing.”

			“Hi, Mrs. Palmer. Sorry about the pop-in.”

			“The devil is always welcome in this house,” she replied firmly, and I managed not to snicker.

			Long story not quite as long: thirty-some years ago, Jennifer and her friend Tammy arranged for Lars to come over one afternoon when Tammy’s parents weren’t home, which would give Jenn some alone time with her crush. Accidentally burning the house down and killing Tammy, which ended with Lars’ wrongful conviction and Jennifer’s suicide, was not the plan.

			But it was all fine now. Well. Not fine. Marginally better, maybe?

			

			
				
					13Undead and Done.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Previously on the Betsy show … 

			Lars had grown fat.

			Jennifer realized her first thought on seeing her high school crush was as accurate as it was unkind. Did you expect him to go into stasis for 31 years? Not everyone was lucky enough to be damned and return to the real world still looking like a teenager.

			Did I just classify my situation as lucky?

			Finding the house had been easy; she’d known Burnsville well before she killed herself. She never referred to her situation as died. She always said exactly what happened: “killed myself”.

			Before the Mall of America, there was the Burnsville mall. She and Tammy went every weekend they could, and when they didn’t have dough to shop for clothes, they hit Baskin-Robbins or just cruised the area. She expected no difficulties tracking down his address, and there weren’t.

			Lars lived in a three garage house on Nicollet Avenue South, and other than the paint jobs and the cars, it all looked as it had the last time she’s been in the small city.

			Jennifer piloted the small Ford space shuttle her mom said was a car up the small hill into the driveway; 3923 was prominently displayed on the front porch as well as the mailbox.

			Hurray, they still had mail! Jennifer decided to find joy in the small things, especially since she might be back in hell by the end of the night.

			She hopped out of her mom’s space shuttle on wheels and rushed up the sidewalk, but she wasn’t eager. All her life and death she had rushed through things she couldn’t bear so she wouldn’t run. If she took the coward’s way out today, if she chickened out about not chickening out, the pain wouldn’t just be hers. Her mother would pay the price, too; she’d spend the rest of her life in the Christmas light-festooned house on Mill Street listening for Jennifer’s footsteps. And Lars would pay—had paid, but he deserved an apology. If Jenn got gutless, he’d be denied what he was owed.

			No.

			She knocked on the door and heard a faint, “Yeah, c’mon in, Pete!” She opened the screen door, then the front door, and walked in. Lars, like her mother, sounded essentially the same, just a bit rougher as he kept yelling from the back of the house. “Hey, you’re early, buddy! Be right out!”

			Okay. Lars didn’t sound mad or sad; whoever Pete was, the dude was a welcome guest. Or at least not overtly unwelcome. His parole officer, maybe? Lars had been set free early; would he still be on parole? Jenn didn’t know. She only knew how such things worked in Hell: there was no parole.

			Well. Before Betsy came along.

			His house looked nice—nicer than her mother’s, in fact. Two stories, three car garage, sunken living room. Dark wood, tan carpet, dark walls. A little cluttered inside and the blankets on the couch were rumpled, but there weren’t any dirty dishes in the living room. The bookshelves had been dusted, the newspapers neatly folded and placed back on the coffee table. There were vacuum tracks on the tan wall-to-wall carpet and she could smell carpet freshener.

			Lars had made a life for himself from the ashes of tammy’s demise. Not that Jenn expected to find him in a slum. But this was nice.

			She cleared her throat, sounding to her ears like a dying goose. “It’s not Pete,” she called.

			“Eh? Oh hell, Renee, is that you? Did I forget to leave your check yesterday?”

			Check. Vacuum tracks. Cluttered but clean: cleaning lady.

			“It’s not Renee, either.”

			“Um … Terra?”

			Are we going to go through every woman he knows? The thought was hysterical, but not in a good way. It’s not Terra or Jane or Susie or Carol or Mindy or Barbara or Debbie or Fiona or Lisa or Kelly or Penelope or Roberta or Anna. It’s no one living.

			She heard heavy footsteps approach. It appeared the kitchen connected to the dining room, which connected to the living room. She could hear him, but not see him, until he turned the corner and … 

			Saw her.

			Lars had gotten fat. The blond teenager she crushed on the moment she saw him was buried, swallowed in the older man before her. His complexion was florid, dark pink and getting darker as he looked at her. His hair was brutally short, a buzz cut that made him look like a retired soldier. Like a lot of blondes, his hair didn’t go gray or silver so much as fade. Like his normal hair color, but with a light layer of dust. His blue eyes were small, like old dimes pressed into dough. He was wearing olive green work pants and a green and white plaid flannel shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbow. Athletic socks, no shoes. He was holding work boots in one hand, unlaced and ready to be pulled on.

			Fishing opener, maybe, she thought. What’s the date? Stupid; she’d been standing right there in her mother’s kitchen and never thought to ask. It was pleasant and sunny outside, but not hot, and everything was green. Late-spring, probably? When the weather was fair and most of the winter trash and dog shit had been scooped away? Whatever he and Pete were going to do, it was probably outside.

			Hope he doesn’t have to climb a lot of hills. Or even one hill. Why was she so obsessed with his weight gain? She’d never been one to fat-shame. She couldn’t believe that’s what she was focused on, that of all the oddness happening right now, she couldn’t move on from his weight gain.

			Then she figured out the problem. This is what it’s like to go to your 30th high school reunion, she thought. You don’t recognize anyone because you haven’t seen them since they were teens. And in your head, and in theirs, you’re still teens.

			Except in her case, she really hadn’t changed a bit. Not really. Now where it showed.

			“Lars, it’s me.” She cleared her throat. “I’m back,” she added, possibly the most inadequate sentence in the history of language.

			He just looked at her. Okay. That was okay. It had been decades. She shouldn’t expect him to remember her; she’d had the crush, not him. He’d barely known her before the fire. She would have to explain who she was and hope he didn’t think it was some cruel prank, that someone had figured out why he’d gone to prison and cooked up this to mess with an old fat man living by himself in Burnsville, with a friend named Pete and housekeeper he occasionally forgot to pay.

			“Jennifer Palmer back from the dead, oh Jesus please us,” he breathed, and then fell down, and she realized he knew exactly who she was, and had the moment he walked into his living room.

			[image: ]

			Jennifer had managed to get him up off the floor and staggered into the living room, Lars hanging heavily on her shoulder. Aargh, sunken living room, the step nearly had her buckling under the weight. She carefully shoved him off her, onto the couch, and they both let out relieved sighs when his butt hit the cushions.

			“Jesus Christ, Jennifer Palmer,” he kept saying. “I can’t fucking believe it. Jennifer Palmer.”

			She brought him a cold can of Coke, which he cracked open and drank half of in three monster swallows. His hands were shaking. She knelt before him and she saw his eyes widen, then he hurriedly took another drink of pop.

			“Lars, I’m back—”

			“From where? You look exactly the same. Jennifer Palmer. I can’t believe it. Where’d you come from?”

			“Hell.”

			“Jesus Christ, Jennifer Palmer. I can’t believe it. Jennifer fucking Palmer.”

			“Yes, yes, it’s me.” She rushed ahead, not sure she could handle another five minutes of the Jesus Christ/Jennifer Palmer chant. “I’ve been sent back to atone for my sins. I set the fire, not you. I killed Tammy, not you.”

			“Yeah, I know.”

			“Oh.” Doy. Of course he knew.

			He cocked an eyebrow at her and she saw a glimpse of the boy she loved in an age when people thought puffy white shoulder pads made women look feminine. “Well, I knew I didn’t do it,” he said dryly, “so that narrowed the field a little, y’know? And then you killed yourself. So. Wasn’t hard to figure out what happened.”

			“Right. Okay. So, yes, I set the fire. Not on purpose.”

			“No, I didn’t think you did it on purpose.”

			“Oh, I didn’t!” She rushed ahead, leaning forward in her urgency to tell her tale and be done with it. “It was an accident. I wasn’t paying attention because I was so excited. And the reason I was excited was because I—” She couldn’t believe it. It was harder telling him why she had done it than it had been telling him who had done it. “I had a crush on you and Tammy knew so when her folks went out of town she suggested we invite you over and I was hoping you and I would, um, spend the night together.”

			“Oh. You liked me?” Lars swallowed hard. “I didn’t know that.”

			“Right. Well. Why would you?” Her face felt funny. Was she sick? Getting a fever? Oh. No, much worse than any fever.

			Stop blushing like a teenager, you idiot.

			“That’s why I was there. And that’s why you were there, though you didn’t know it at the time. And I’m sorry I didn’t have the courage to leave a note exonerating you.”

			“Well, you couldn’t. What if you hadn’t taken enough pills? What if someone found you and they pumped your stomach? Then they know you failed at killing yourself and you killed Tammy.”

			Hearing his precise summary of the extent of her cowardice made her throat tighten. “Yes, that’s—that’s exactly right.”

			“Was Tammy there? In hell?”

			Fresh horror surged up her throat; for a long, dizzying moment she was afraid she would vomit. Finally she managed to blurt, “No! Oh God no, of course not! No, Hell’s not for people like Tammy. No. She wasn’t there. She wasn’t.”

			Jennifer had made sure of it. She asked around, and when told the most efficient way of getting the correct answer, didn’t hesitate. It was the occasion of her first and last meeting with the original Satan.

			The devil, she been surprised to discover, had taken the form of a beautiful older woman with thick dark hair shot with gray. She was slender, with long legs her beautifully cut black suit showed off to great advantage. Not a pitchfork or pair of horns or forked tail in sight. Her voice was low and pleasant, and if she wasn’t matronly, exactly, she was sexy and approachable, and Jennifer found her courage and asked about her dead best friend.

			The devil had given her a long, considering look and had waited just long enough for Jennifer to freak out about the delay before replying in a warm, confiding tone. “No, she’s not here. Heaven, I suppose, or reincarnated, or nowhere. Whatever she was taught.” And when Jennifer had let out a relieved breath, Satan had sweetly added, “Of course, seeing how relieved you are, I’m sorry she’s not here.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Wouldn’t it be something to watch her burn over and over and over? See it and smell it? Smell her? It’s true what they say about Long Pig; people smell like the most succulent pork roast you’ve ever had.” Satan leaned in and took a big whiff. “You’re delicious. Your little dead friend could call for you just as she would have in life. And you could do nothing. Just as you did in life.”

			And Satan laughed, a cheery sound that was as jarring as it was frightening.

			Jennifer shook off the memory, the worst, the very worst day she’d endured in Hell. “Lars, you’ve got no reason to believe a word I say about anything, but I promise you, Tammy is not in hell.

			“Okay, that’s good. She was a nice kid. She didn’t deserve—well, that’s good.”

			“Yes.” Jennifer waited, but it seemed he said his piece. What now? Do I ask him to forgive me? Officially? Or do I talk more? Or let him talk? “I have to say, Lars, I can’t believe how calm you are.”

			“Uh-huh.” He belched, the sound so sharp and loud it was like a gunshot. He made a fist, thumped his chest, belched again. Looked at his fist. Started rubbing his arm.

			“Lars?”

			“I think. I need.” He paused. “An ambulance.” Then his eyes rolled up, and he slowly, grandly toppled over on his side like a blond mountain that smelled like flannel and Coke.

			Jennifer ran for the kitchen. I hope he has an old-fashioned phone, she thought, shoes skidding on the tile as she looked around wildly for a telephone. And I hope the number for an ambulance is still 9-1-1.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			All that to say Jenn and Lars had history.

			“So.” I (unnecessarily) cleared my throat. “How’s everything going?”

			“Great!”

			“Just fine, Miss—er, Betsy.”

			“It was really nice of you to pay for Jenn to get her degree,” I said. We’d all—me, Sinclair, Tina, Marc, Jessica—been surprised that his response to the return of the woman who sent him to prison had been so generous. I’d kept an eye on her for a few months, just to make sure Lars wasn’t putting some sort of Kill Bill revenge plot in motion. It seemed he didn’t. Just a nice guy with a generous heart, who saw his chance to officially close a chapter and start an entirely new one.

			Lars shrugged. “Least I could do.”

			Well, no. The least he could do was a big fat nothing, but whatever.

			“That’s why I’m glad you came over,” Jenn piped up. “I’ve got stuff to show you.”

			“I’ll be hittin’ the road, then,” Lars said. “Jenn and her mom invited me over for breakfast and to see their vacation pics.”

			“But you only just finished eating,” Mrs. Palmer protested.

			“Yeah. And now I get to leave before I have to sit through vacation photos.”

			I laughed as he moved past me toward the front door. “Sneaky, sneaky.”

			“You said you wanted to see the pictures!” Jenn hollered after him as Mrs. Palmer went back into the kitchen.

			“Yeah, that was a lie,” I said. “Nobody gives a shit about vacation pictures. And that includes most of the people in said pictures.”

			“Oh, fine,” Jenn replied, waving and pouting as Lars pulled out of the driveway in record time.

			“He’s adjusting to you being alive pretty well. Almost as good as you and your mom are.”

			“It’s taken a couple of years. I gave the poor guy a heart attack, for God’s sake. Even though he’s recovered, I like to keep an eye on him. And his diet. I swear he’s sneaking full-fat milk when I’m not around.”

			“Man cannot live on rice cakes and skim milk alone. But it’s nice to see your seamless integration up close like this.”

			“Seamless?” Jenn laughed at me. “Not hardly. I’m still getting used to the 21st century, for all it’s been five years.”

			“Give yourself a break, you were in Hell longer than you were on earth.” I followed her into the kitchen where Mrs. Palmer was up to something. Hopefully a nice something. “It’s no surprise you’re still wondering if this is the dream and Hell was the reality.”

			Fax machines, ATMs, writing down everything, then printing out everything, then getting an app for literally fucking everything and never needing paper again, the web, the Wi-Fi, the cloud, Walkmans to iPods, cell phones to smart phones, VHS to DVDs, DVDs getting lame, streaming, fat is bad, no, sugar is bad, no, they’re both bad, never traveling with your own clear fluids because that’s what drinking fountains were for, then always traveling with your own clear fluids, etc., etc.

			“Everything still looks like an electric shaver to me,” she confessed. “Cars. Remotes. Cell phones. Mom’s electric shaver.”

			“How about a Klondike milkshake?” Mrs. Palmer asked with a bright smile, because she was a good hostess and also she never liked to hear about her daughter’s time in Hell. And Klondike milkshakes? Genius.

			“You have my attention,” I admitted. Jennifer told me that when she returned from Hell, she was relieved to find that not only was her mom’s freezer stuffed with Klondike bars, they were stuffed with over a dozen kinds of Klondike bars. S’mores Klondike Bars! Cookie Dough Swirl Klondike Bars! Oreo Klondike Bars! Rocky Road! Double Chocolate! Reese’s!

			“Surprise me,” I said before she could ask, which was her cue to dump one of each into a monster blender that looked like it could hold a gallon of milk with room left over for another gallon. “So how was the King of Prussia?”

			Jenn giggled. “Spectacular!” She couldn’t seem to sit still, kept pacing the kitchen and occasionally hovering over me, which was a good trick since I was six feet tall. I sat at the table in hopes that she’d settle. “So many stores!”

			“It’s why you went, right?”

			“Yep. Stores, shoes, and Valley Forge.”

			“And indoor skydiving,” Mrs. Palmer added, hitting Liquify. An impressively low noise filled the kitchen—we’re talking an industrial grade blender that simply hummed—and fifteen seconds later, she killed it.

			“Valley Forge? I didn’t know that was in Pennsylvania. Wait, maybe I’m thinking of Mount Vernon … did you ever meet George Washington’s mother?”

			“Yes! She’s hilarious.” To her mother: “His mom still thinks of George as a punk who fell in with the wrong crowd. She’s always, ‘he and those other juvenile delinquents made such a mess’. She’s just so embarrassed by him! And she didn’t want to be ostracized from the sewing circle. That was a huge deal for her. She still considers herself a British subject, isn’t that a riot? Please tell her I said hi.”14

			“Mercy,” Mrs. Palmer said faintly, and I wasn’t sure if it was an expression or an actual plea.

			“And then there’s this,” Jennifer said, then produced a shoe box and thumped it on the table in front of me.

			I recognized the box at once, popped the top, and stared down at the VANELi Liliet Suede Block Heel Pumps in Burgundy. “How did you even know my shoe size?”

			Jennifer shrugged. “Everyone knows your shoe size.”

			I let that pass and looked down at the pumps, then back up at a smiling Jennifer and a visibly nervous Mrs. Palmer. “These are too expensive.” Mrs. Palmer was retired; Jennifer was a college student. If the house hadn’t been paid off and Lars hadn’t taken care of Jenn’s tuition, it’d be a stretch for them to even be living paycheck to paycheck. Now that Jenn had her degree, that would change, but it had been a lean couple of years.

			And before you ask, yeah. Of course I offered them money. And three seconds after the offer, I found myself smashed against a wall of Palmer Pride. Mrs. Palmer had been so angry at the suggestion she couldn’t support her back-from-beyond daughter, she’d almost raised her voice. Jenn had gotten as stern as I’d ever seen her. Lesson learned. And it was interesting that Jenn would accept money from Lars, but not from the devil. I should have remembered. Who wants to be in debt to the devil? Even the new devil?

			So their idea of an exotic vacation was the King of Prussia Outlet Mall in Pennsylvania. To which they took a bus. And they’d returned with beautiful shoes.

			I forced myself to stop fondling the suede. “I know people always say ‘you shouldn’t have’, but you shouldn’t have.”

			Jenn beamed. “So you like them.”

			“So I fucking love them.” To Mrs. Palmer: “Sorry.”

			She exhaled and reached for my chilly hand. “It’s nothing. It’s next to nothing.”

			“Uh, Mrs. Palmer, you saw the receipt, right?”

			“You brought my Jennifer Bear back. Nothing else matters.”

			“Oh, Gawd, Mom … ”

			“There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you. That we wouldn’t do.” Mrs. Palmer’s fingers tightened on mine as she leaned down and stared into my eyes. Gah. “Not. One. Thing.”

			I extricated myself from Mama Bear’s grip with not a little difficulty. “Jennifer made it an easy call. Now thanks to her, all sorts of souls have been paroled. Hers are the shoes the others must fill! Or something. But enough about Hell. And shoes.”

			“I don’t mind,” Jenn protested. “I’d love to hear about what some of the others are up to.”

			“Are you homesick?” I teased. “Hellsick?”

			“No.” Her denial was followed by a visible shudder. Which was fair. “But I left friends there. I like to hear how they do. Is Moira still trying to swim through lava?”

			“No, she’s onto swimming through hydrochloric acid.” Moira Ray lost a bet two hundred years ago. Long story. The nutshell version: leprechauns used to be real, and you shouldn’t make bets with them. “And you might not mind playing catch up with the damned, but it makes your mom nervous.”

			“Yeah,” Jenn conceded, “but so does changing lightbulbs.”

			I smothered a laugh at Mrs. Palmer’s rebuttal. “People have died changing lightbulbs, young lady.”

			“Yeah, but isn’t that usually because they fell off the stool or the step ladder or whatever?”

			“Be nice to your mom,” I said, and managed to turn a giggle into a cough. Back to business. “I’ll pass on your good wishes to Mary Ball Washington. I’m glad you guys had a good vacay. And apropos of nothing special, did you run into any paperwork problems?”

			“The, um, the ‘s’ is silent.”

			“Mom!” Jennifer turned to me. “No, the I.D.s your assistant set me up with are solid. They’ve even spawned more I.D.s. I just got a new set, since my fake driver’s license fake expired two (real) months ago.”

			Excellent. Among her many talents, Tina was a decent forger. And what she couldn’t handle, she farmed out to better forgers. She knew several. In every state. And more than a few countries. The woman was an undead marvel. If all Southern Belles were like her, I’m not surprised the Civil War dragged out for five years, when by rights the North should’ve stomped them six months after the Confederacy fired on Fort Sumter.

			“And your other paperwork?”

			“Oh! Right. BRB.” Jennifer scampered off just as her mother topped off what looked like a vase full of liquid Klondikes, topped with two inches of whipped cream and a mat of sprinkles.

			“She’s all in on the slang,” I observed.

			“I don’t understand half of it. Is this okay?” Mrs. Palmer asked, handing me the vase/glass. “The sprinkles? I know solid food makes you sick, but I thought maybe just a few … ”

			“Sprinkles I can hack.” Especially sprinkles that were so fine, they were like needles. Delicious chocolate needles. Fun fact: Mrs. Palmer made her own sprinkles! I had no idea that was even possible. Where the hell would you even find a recipe for that? Don’t say the internet. The internet doesn’t know everything.

			“Check it!” Jennifer cried, running in waving a folder, then shoving paperwork at me. I had a blurred impression of a driver’s license, a social security card, a Subway rewards card, and a G.E.D. certificate. But not what I was most interested in.

			“Wow,” I marveled. “Tina even artificially aged your SS card.”

			“No, that was me.” Jennifer picked up the small, battered thing. “I forgot to take it out of my pocket.” She rolled her eyes at her mother’s faint, exasperated groan. “A few times.”

			“But they’re not all fake,” I said. “You got legit certificates by using fake paperwork, right?”

			“Sure.” Jennifer took a gulp of her Klondike milkshake, then grimaced and closed her eyes. She cracked one open. “Agh. Ice cream headache.”

			“Press your thumb up against the roof of your mouth,” her mother ordered, topping off my still mostly full vase glass. “That’ll get rid of it.”

			“I don’t want to get rid of it. Look here, Betsy.” She held up the Subway rewards card. “I used my fake driver’s license to drive to a real Subway and got a real rewards card. Like that?”

			“Exactly like that.”

			“I also used my fake birth certificate to enroll at the real Dakota County Tech, where I showed them this.” She fanned the birth certificate at me like we were on a porch in Georgia perishing of the heat. “Ta-dah! I’m my own daughter.”

			“Fantastic. You’ll love being a Millennial.” Or was it Gen Z? Like anyone cared about the naming except the gens in question. Maybe not even then.

			“Now look.” Jennifer took a stiff cream-colored paper out of the folder with the reverence of a priest elevating the Host, or me slipping into a new pair of Ferragamos. “This is real, even if I used fakes to enroll. The 2.8 G.P.A. is all me, too. Check it.”

			Dakota County Technical College

			has conferred upon

			Jennifer Palmer

			The degree of Licensed Practical Nurse

			With all the rights and privileges thereto pertaining

			“I just got it,” she continued. “I mean, I earned it a few months ago, but the diploma only came a couple of days ago. Passed my license exam, too. I was a little nervous because of the criminal background check, but Tina’s fakes were solid.”

			“Excellent. Congratulations.”

			“I’m gonna go back and get my R.N. starting next year. On my own. Lars won’t have to help this time. D’you know, with this … ” She waved the diploma. “I could make $24.00 an hour?” While I tried not to laugh, she hugged herself. “I’ll be rich!”

			“That’s great.” Also, someone needed to talk to her about inflation, since she hasn’t figured it out in five years, but it sure as shit wasn’t going to be me. Lars or her mom could be the buzzkill.

			“It is great,” Mrs. Palmer observed. “It’s very great. But it’s not why you’re here. What can we do for you, Betsy?”

			I nodded at her excellent cleaving through small talk. “Here’s the thing. And my ulterior motive for visiting. My mother has LABC15. She’s checking herself out of the hospital AMA and going home to her house in Hastings to sulk and water her precious goddamned hyacinths. I was hoping you wouldn’t mind staying with her for a week or two, just in case.”

			In fact, Mom going home to Hastings might make my argument. If she’s surrounded by tangible proof of everything she’s worked for, all that she would lose when she succumbed, she might be more amenable to my plan. She’d already faced (and survived) the prospect of losing me. Couldn’t play that card again.

			Either way, I wanted a health care pro keeping an eye on her.

			“Betsy, of course. I can start today.”

			“I can help, too,” Mrs. Palmer said at once.

			“Mom, she asked for my help. I’ve got this.”

			“No, you don’t.” To me: “My daughter is a fine nurse but a crap cook. And I’ve got a freezer full of soups and stews and homemade ice cream stacked up like you wouldn’t believe.”

			“That sounds wonderful.” Which was nothing but the truth. I’d expected compliance, but not for her mother to jump in and go over and above. “But in the interest of full disclosure … ” Okay, partial disclosure. “She’s going to resent the shit out of both of you,” I warned. “And she’s capable of Olympian levels of stubbornness.”

			“Never would have guessed. Good thing that kind of thing skips generations,” Jennifer said with a straight face. Then, “Ow!” as her mother pinched her.

			“Thanks,” I said, and it was inadequate. “I’ll pay you, of course. Way more than $24.00 an hour. No,” I added sharply as Jenn opened her mouth. “It’s not a gift and it’s not a loan and it’s not charity. Your time is valuable. I’m glad to pay for it. It’s worth it to me to have someone I trust looking after my mom.”

			“It’s an honor,” Jenn replied simply, and blushed a little. She probably thought it sounded hokey. “Give me half an hour to pack a bag and I’ll head over to … Hastings, you said?”

			“Yeah, I’ll text you the address.”

			“No, you won’t.”

			“Right. A fellow luddite.” Finally, someone in my life who also thought texting was the beginning of the end, civilization-wise. Jenn didn’t even use cell phones, she was still attached to her 80s-era pager. “I’ll write it down for you.”

			Meanwhile, Jennifer had produced a small spiral-bound notebook from somewhere and was scribbling notes. Adorable! She used her mom’s old flip phone when she needed a cell, and still printed directions from MapQuest. Claimed she didn’t trust smart phones, but I think she just had to work her way up to one. Which was understandable. It had taken years for me to finally crack and buy one. “Is there any way I could see her chart?”

			“Yeah, of course. I’m sending my friend Marc over to brief you. He’s got copies of everything.” My mom wouldn’t toss Jenn or Marc out. She wouldn’t even raise her voice to them like she would if I was the one standing in her living room talking about her AC-T drug regimen and why she should eat more kale. Yeah, I knew about the Adriamycin, cyclophosphamide, and Paclitaxel. I paid attention to the slideshows, even if it pleased Marc and Sinclair to presume otherwise.

			I was, of course, taking the coward’s way out. Which meant I had to steer clear of Mom’s place for a couple of days, had to let her incandescent rage at being handled die down before showing my face, since these were the kinds of hoops I had to jump through because my mom was aaarrrghhh.

			“The zombie? That Marc?” Mrs. Palmer asked, then went red like a ruby when I looked at her. “Ah, sorry. Just … honey, will you be safe with a zom—with Betsy’s friend?”

			Another angsty eyeroll. Small wonder Jenn got carded even at movie theaters. “Don’t believe everything you read about zombies, Mom.”

			“I’ve never read even one thing about zombies.”

			“No, but you watched World War Z five times because you’ve been crushing on Brad Pitt since Thelma and Louise.”

			“What’s this?” I asked, delighted, and Mrs. Palmer blushed harder and flapped a hand at me. Go on, you.

			“Marc’s no threat to me. We got along great in Hell. He’s really nice, and was never even one of the damned, he was always just Betsy’s friend.”

			“Because … people who aren’t, ah, dead … or aren’t undead … or whatever Marc is … and normal people, too, the ones still living … they can go to Hell?” This in the tone of voice of someone who’s dying for an answer, but only if the answer is good. “Like a visit? A field trip?”

			“Sure, if Betsy’s driving. So to speak,” Jenn replied with get-with-times-Mom exasperation. “He even pushed for my parole. And he’s a doctor, so. All the better for Betsy’s mom.”

			Was a doctor, I thought but didn’t say. And at least this errand would get him out of the house for a bit. Come to think of it, I couldn’t remember the last time Marc left the mansion. I should probably poke my nose back into his personal life. He loved when I did that.

			“Right. So. Thanks again. Sorry to slurp an eighth of a smoothie and run, but.” I stood and Mrs. Palmer took my vase glass away before I could rinse it out. “Gotta go.”

			That was Jennifer’s cue to rush off and start packing and her mother’s to be a courteous hostess to the end.

			“We’re so happy to help,” she said as she walked me back out into the summer sunshine, equal parts regretful and relieved. Not that I blamed her. When Satan 2.0 pops over to ask for a favor, the mind reels at the wretched possibilities. I could almost read her mind: babysit her sick mother? Is that all? Oh, thank God. “I’m very sorry about your mother.”

			“Don’t write her off yet.”

			That got me a funny look. “No, of course not. But it’s a hard road, whatever the outcome.”

			“Yep.” Man oh man, it had only been thirty seconds and I was sick of talking about this. TBH, I’d been sick of talking about it for months.

			“And it doesn’t matter how old you are. Good mothers are irreplaceable.” She paused, then came up with the metaphor. “Like Fabergé eggs.” Or was it a simile? “When my own died, I was lost, for all that I was forty-eight.”

			The polite unease Mrs. Palmer gave off whenever I came calling lifted for a few seconds as she held open the porch door, followed me out, then hurried ahead so she could face me. “My point, and maybe it sounds trite, is that it’s never easy. That’s a certainty. But you’ll come through it, and that’s a certainty, too.”

			She patted me like she thought I should be burped, then rubbed my back, which was fine. I let my head rest on her shoulder for a long moment, then stepped away before I started to cry and really made an ass of myself.

			

			
				
					14It’s true! She thought he was a punk all her life. George Washington: Father of our country and notorious black sheep.
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			Chapter Fifteen

			Iknow you can hear me, my own.

			Aaaaggghh! How many times, Sinclair? Don’t sneak up on my brain like that!

			?????????

			And don’t pretend to be confused!

			 … 

			Goddammit. I’m on my way home, okay? Kinda. I’d gone from Jenn’s house to the Minneapolis warehouse district, doing that thing where you’re kiiiind of looking for someone but not really. Jay and I didn’t have a coffee date this week, but he was catnip for violent asshats, and it’s not like I could just call the guy up. Looking out for him was my good deed of the day and had nothing to do with the fact that I had no interest in going home and also I could use a walk since it was a beautiful day so just back off, all right?

			Don’t be like this, my love.

			You knew what you were signing on for. Boy, did he. I’ve always been a huge pain in his ass. Even if I hadn’t been the queen of the vampires, it was never gonna be smooth sailing.

			Don’t be alone, he clarified.

			Oh. Well. It’s fine. I’m fine.

			Elizabeth … 

			I’ll see you soon. Promise.

			I shut out his rebuttal. I could do that. (Sometimes) it was good to be queen. I mean, what was the point? We’d been over this and over this and over this. In and out of our heads. In the mansion and on the road. With and without witnesses. Standing and sitting and lying. Ooooh, lying. Nobody could give head and a lecture at the same time like Eric Sinclair.

			I pulled into the parking lot on Prince Street under the bridge, so I could prowl the St. Paul Farmer Markets. Sure, we had ample berries at the house, but we could always use more. If we had too many, that’s why we had a freezer. Two, actually. This wasn’t a hollow excuse to avoid going home. I’d just spent the last half hour making sure my lunatic mom had private nursing care despite the fact that she pulled a Shawshank at Fairview Ridges. And it wasn’t easy to avoid all the Jujubee meetings and the brainstorming about the Jujubee meetings and the follow-up memos after the Jujubee meetings, but I was managing. And I was entitled to my alone time. I was entitled to privacy!

			And … and … and it was crazy that in the middle of a state capital of three hundred thousand people, I couldn’t get any!

			I whirled. “What do you two clods want?”

			The clods in question stopped short, looked at each other, then resumed their approach. I could see their goosebumps from here; it was a nice summer day, but not under the bridge.

			The one on the left, who was built like a semi-retired linebacker, spoke up. “Did you just call us clots?”

			“No, but I will from now on. Clot is way better. Also, you’re gonna pull this in broad daylight? Really?” Again they faltered, looked at each other, and they resumed their approach. Though the one on the right, who hadn’t said anything yet, was giving off definite ‘this isn’t going the way we planned’ vibes. “What? Oh, you thought you were being slick? Yeah, I could smell you as soon as I stepped out of my car. And a couple seconds before I got out of my car. Here’s a helpful hygienic tip: toothpaste is a reasonably priced necessity. And dentists give it away for free.”

			“We have toothpaste,” retired linebacker guy said indignantly.

			“Do you, though?”

			The one on the right finally spoke up: “Hey, do you have a boyfriend?”

			This is disappointing. “How’s that any of your business? What, you’re trying to get close to ask me out? You’re so enchanted with my hair and boobs you can’t resist my allure?”

			“Uh … ”

			“That’s what you want me to think this is? A tag team tandem date with strangers I met under a bridge? Not that we’ve actually met. Let me guess.” I held up my Burberry messenger bag. “It’s this you want. You don’t even care about how perfect my lowlights are.” Ha! The joke was on them. This thing was full of lip balm and napkins and I had all of six bucks on me. Enough to buy berries, but not much else.

			“We’ll take both,” the guy way too invested in my relationship status said.

			“Both? My purse and my lowlights? How would that even work?”

			“Just c’mere,” retired linebacker guy coaxed. “Come over here and we’ll get it over with.”

			“Again, broad daylight?”

			Lefty laughed. He was clean-shaven, with a blond buzzcut and faded jeans, a Vikings t-shirt (We Almost Always Win, which was the biggest lie I’d ever seen on a shirt), and what looked like new yellow work boots. His buddy was wearing the same, except his t-shirt read COOL STORY BABE Now go make me a sandwich.16

			“Yeah, daylight. So? Nobody gives a shit. And we’re under a bridge. You see anybody watching? You see anybody even giving a shit?”

			“Great point,” I allowed.

			“Hey,” retired linebacker guy added. “How ‘bout this?”

			“How about what?”

			“This.”

			“What? I’m looking, I don’t see anything.” I leaned forward, squinting. “Wait. Is that a tiny tumor? Have you actually mistaken a tumor for your cock? Get thee to an oncologist. I know a good one, if you’re interested.”

			Retired linebacker guy, who would now be known as ‘guy who whipped out his tiny penis in a hilariously sad attempt to shock/arouse me’, went the color of a muddy brick. “Fuck you.”

			“No, no. Your line is, ‘it’s not a too-muh, it’s not a too-muh.”

			“Fuck you, you want it.”

			“At last,” I said, grabbing his buddy by the collar and yanking him behind me. I didn’t have to look; the thud, followed by a smaller thud, told me he’d fetched up against my car, hard, and hit the pavement. The lack of thrashing, or even a groan, told me he was out for the duration. “At last, you got something right.”

			I seized him, steadied him against a pillar, and treated myself to an afternoon snack. And it was hard, it was so so hard not to drain him and leave him there, or toss his desiccated corpse into the river where no one would miss him or even notice he was missing. Because he was right.

			Nobody gives a shit.

			

			
				
					16This shirt exists.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			I was grumpy yet full when I left my lunch and moseyed over to the farmer markets. Yeah, I heard it, I know referring to a human being as lunch was bad for all sorts of reasons. But who knew? Maybe he and his buddy would regain consciousness in two or three or fifteen hours and begin entirely new, felony-free lives. This could be the day they turn it all around!

			Or they’ll come to and just double down on all their scumminess. Note to self: when you hear sirens, it’s time to mosey. But first, berries.

			I crossed the road and entered the—pavilion, I guess it’s called? The kind of building that is only a roof. In this case, a great big green roof, and on top of that roof, a little green roof. Not that I cared what it was called; I cared about what was under the roof. Roofs? Rooves? Anyway, the important thing was oh now what the hell?

			There he was, stepping out in front of me and blocking my view of The Honey Man in his big bee hat17.

			“My own, why are you here?”

			I scowled at the king of the vampires. Right script, but he was reading my line. “Why wouldn’t I be here? I love the farmer markets.”

			“Farmers’ market,” he corrected, because he was an asshat. You could hear the possessive apostrophe and everything. “Darling, you are as indifferent to such things as you are to the intricacies of our fuse box.”

			“Shows what you know.” I knew all about the fuse box. It was in the basement, right? Or one of the bathrooms? Definitely not the shed … I was pretty sure … “I love farmer markets. I always come here for my … ” I looked up at the nearest sign. “Pasture raised duck eggs.”

			He smirked and I couldn’t help cracking up at my absurd lie. It was all so dumb. And sad. And sometimes it was a little, a very little hilarious.

			He closed the distance, wrapped me in his arms, and gave me such a squeeze my feet left the ground. What breath I had whooshed out of my lungs. Alarmed/bemused farmers kept their distance.

			“You smell like sex and blood and irritation,” he murmured into my hair. “It’s quite intoxicating.”

			“Perv.” Sinclair was dressed as down as he ever went: tan slacks, crisp white linen shirt, Gucci loafers. He smelled like cotton and sunshine and just a bit of blood, because he hadn’t almost been jumped under the bridge. He smelled like the love of my life, who never adored me from a distance.

			“All right, put me down, we’re making a spectacle of ourselves.”

			“We?” He smirked and let me go. “I trust you dealt with the vagabonds who dared presume to touch you?”

			“You know I did. This is borderline creepy,” I warned him. “I made it pretty clear that I wanted to be alone.”

			“And I have made it clear that I shall always be by your side.”

			Well, yeah, but I’d assumed that was more figurative than literal. Not today, apparently.

			As he took me by the hand and led me through the rows of food and humanity, I started to get the idea that coming here had been dumb, or I’d secretly wanted to be found. Or both. It could be both.

			“Hey, Mr. Sinclair.”

			“We’ve got those big fat strawberries you like, Mr. Sinclair!”

			A piercing whistle split the air. I’ve got nothing but envy for people who can sound like a human air raid siren by blowing air through their fingers. Now that’s power. “Over here, Mr. Sinclair!” Phweeeeet! “Got some more of those blueberry flea prevention dog treats you like!”

			“I had no idea you ate those,” I teased.

			“Sinclair! Saved some of those gooseberries for ya!”

			What. Is. Happening? “How long have you been the farmer market prom queen?”

			“No need for envy, darling, I shall get you all the blueberries you wish.”

			“Pass.” We then had to politely fight our way through a throng of farmers who were all but pelting us with currants and cucumbers. The situation was so surreal, it took me too long to notice Sinclair’s accessory. “Is that a crocheted market bag?”

			“One of many. Marc made them for me,” he replied happily, with no idea how jarring it was to see him walking around with a pink mesh tote slung over one broad shoulder.

			It never occurred to me that Sinclair was a regular at the market. If it had, it never would have occurred to me that he had special pastel mesh bags with which he would stuff gooseberries and blueberry dog treats.

			Which proved my oblivious stupidity. He grew up on a farm, and he loved sunshine, and swimming, and boating, and he’d been denied the pleasures of both for decades. Why wouldn’t he be a regular once he had the chance again? He was never one to farm (heh) out every task to a subordinate. Hell, he was probably the first one here, every Tuesday and Saturday.

			“Gotta say, it’s nice to find out new things about—”

			“Honey sticks!”

			And off he went.

			

			
				
					17This also exists! Seriously, the St. Paul Farmers’ Market is terrific. Check it out if you’re in town.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Jay was late for our coffee date, probably because he’d been killed.

			“Sorry, what?”

			The barista, who looked about 11 or 12 (I’m bad at guessing ages; I thought Timothée Chalamet was 12 for a really long time) nodded. “Yeah. It sucks rocks. He’s so nice, right? Was nice, I mean.” He swiped an elbow across his face and sniffed. “I’m here by myself sometimes and he’d help me lug in the syrups, so, y’know, sometimes I’d give him free coffee but he never expected it.”

			“Sounds just like him.” The big, helpful, naïve dumbass.

			“Yeah, so I know you guys hang out so I been keeping an eye out.” The barista seized a pile of scratchy coffee shop napkins and blew his nose. “And it was stupid, too.”

			“His ongoing helpfulness or the accident?”

			“The accident. I mean, the driver, she didn’t even look. And she didn’t linger, either. A bunch of us ran out but nobody saw her plate. Fuck those SUVs.”

			“Do you know where the ambulance took him? Oh, and I’d like an iced Thai latte to go, please.”

			[image: ]

			Morgues aren’t like TV, and neither are the drawer-dwelling dead people. All those Quincy M.E. reruns lied to me.

			You don’t stand right next to the corpse with an iron-jawed detective at your shoulder while the M.E. whips the sheet away like a demented magician. They put you in another room. A nice one. They show you pictures. You acknowledge you knew the dead guy. Sign stuff. Go back to your life, now missing a puzzle piece the exact size of the deceased.

			I’d like to say that no matter how many dead people I saw, I’d never become numb, but this was my eleventy-zillionth corpse, and guess what?

			I tapped the discreet (relatively speaking) photo of Jay’s dead face. “I’d like a closer look, please.”

			The crisis counselor who had shown me to the small room stuffed with plush chairs and Kleenex boxes shook her head. “Sorry, Ms. Taylor, but it’s not like TV.”

			“Nothing is, I’ve since realized.”

			“Trust me, this is as close as you need to—”

			“Take me to the dead man.”

			Vampire mojo 1, crisis counselor 0. I followed the tall (almost as tall as me, which was rare) woman through two sets of doors and into the morgue proper. She was dressed like a high-end executive assistant, all the way down to the sheer black nylons and knock-off black pumps. A bank president’s assistant, maybe. Or a Senator’s.

			“Dr. Waring is upstairs at a Department Head meeting, but I could fetch him if you wish.”

			“I don’t need him.”

			“Her.”

			“Well, shame on me then.” It had to be said, Dr. Waring kept an immaculate morgue. There was an autopsy kit laid out, all clean and shiny. Everything was gleaming chrome and steel. Marc would have loved it. Jay’s was the only body I could see.

			“Well, that’s definitely him,” I said, looking into his poor battered face. He was still sporting the bruises I’d seen on our last coffee date. He’d been clipped pretty hard, too. One of his feet was facing the wrong way. Both shoulders were broken and he was down to one eye. I tried to find the least mangled part of him and finally settled for a poke just below his left shoulder.

			“Please don’t poke the corpse.”

			“He’s definitely dead. Anyone claim the body?”

			“No. Dr. Waring thinks he might be indigent.”

			“Which makes him Ramsey county’s responsibility. They’ll have to eat the cost of burying him. Okay, I’ve seen enough.”

			I waved my hand like I was shooing a bee away. “This isn’t the corpse you’re showing me.”

			I know, I know: overdone. And it didn’t make much sense; there was probably a better way to do that overdone joke. And while I couldn’t agree more, I couldn’t resist, either. This despite the fact that I wasn’t a Star Wars fan. Team Picard all the way, baby.

			“I wasn’t here.”

			“No, ma’am, you certainly weren’t.”

			“And no one asked to see the body.”

			“Absolutely no one, poor poor man.”

			“Thanks for your time.”

			“Yes, you’re thankful for my time.”

			I left.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			I can’t stand fictional women who clip-clop through life with no clue they’re hot. ‘She stared at her luminous reflection and tossed her head, which sent loads of lush sable strands rippling down her back. She narrowed her sapphire blue eyes and wrinkled her perfectly pert nose, and adjusted the angle of her beauteous boobs, and wondered why a billionaire wanted to go out with someone as hideous as she was.’

			Just … c’mon. Really?

			That said, since I’ve always been cute, I looked pretty nifty in my Bronx and Banco Saba Leaf-Applique lace midi dress, which was meaningless because anyone would, it was Bronx and Banco, for God’s sake. It was a just-below-the-knee confection of deep blue lace against tan polyester with tons of tulle. I know, sounds weird, right?18 Like it wouldn’t really be my thing? But it was. I occasionally disguised myself like a grown-up on her way to a cocktail party attended by other grown-ups.

			The dress had a high neck and loads of leaf appliqués (or was it appliqué? is the plural the same as the singular, like moose?), and I’d asked them to add long sleeves, which made it itchy. But that was the price I was bound to pay for a cocktail dress that kept me (somewhat) warm. I threw a pearl buttoned cashmere sweater the same blue as the appliqués over my shoulders, and between that and the flared skirt I looked like I’d recently been released from cryostasis after my untimely death in 1954.

			The Mirror of Paradise diamond was pinned at my collarbone, an astonishing 52 carat shiny rock Sinclair had made into a brooch, a rock I was pretty sure used to be the property of The British Museum. But Sinclair wasn’t any more a thief than they were, so. I made a note to nag him to make another six-figure donation to People Serving People, to assuage my second-hand guilt.19

			I studied my reflection and … well … reflected. I’d never get fat. I’d be a hot twenty-something forever. (Yes, okay, I died on my 30th birthday, fine, but I looked twenty-something, and that was something). Cancer would never be a problem, or high blood pressure, or reverse mortgages, or indifferent nursing home attendants. All I had to fear from the world was hypothermia and boredom. Oh, and all my mortal loved ones dying. And taxes.

			But never mind! Party time!

			At least the trickiest part of the party was over: which shoes? After a(nother) catalogue of my footgear, there emerged four contenders.

			First up, Steve Madden’s Veronicka20 Clear pumps. I liked how most of the shoe was clear, except for the soles, which exactly matched the tan in my dress. And they were a steal at $129.95. I especially liked how they bristled with silver spikes. But that might be too on the nose. Plus, vampires who didn’t know me might worry I’d kick them. Which was a legitimate fear, but vampires meeting me for the first time had enough things to worry about. So back in the closet they went.

			Next, Sophia Webster, she of the winged butterfly shoes, the Phoenix Sandal. The sales pitch had it right with ‘show-stopping silhouette’, and the hotfix crystals were dazzling, but ultimately they were too busy and the heel was higher than I liked.

			Which brought me to the Akiyo sock booties in black lycra. Beautiful in their simplicity: matte black, three inch heel, necessary side zip (yanking on boots in a Minnesota winter is best done quickly), pointy toe. I loathed rounded and square toes; they reminded me of Dahl’s toeless, handless, glove-wearing, child-snatching witches. Anjelica Huston’s Grand High Witch scared the shit out of me. I couldn’t watch her after that. Not in The Addams Family movies or John Wick or Ever After. Not even in Daddy Day Care.

			All this to say the boots were divine but ultimately too heavy to wear with tulle and lace. Scratch the sock bootie.

			So! Stuart Weitzman’s The Promise 100 slingback pump in black. This beauty was simplicity itself, a matte black ‘back with a two inch heel coupled with leather uppers and lining. A spray of crystals lined the side and crossed the toe, glittering with every step. Or in my case, stomp. I am not light on my feet. Also: size 9.0.

			Now, your average idiot would look at Weitzman’s pump and Manolo Blahnik’s Satin Nadira Heels, a black pump with a spray of crystals, and insist they were basically the same, which was wrong and dumb. Blahnik’s heel was four inches and the crystals ran at an angle between the left side of the toe and the right side, mid-foot. I mean, Jesus. Talk about night and day.

			Anyway: perfect. So, on they went. And then down I went.

			[image: ]

			So we had a ballroom, and I’m embarrassed to say how long it took me to notice. Previous owners had used it for storage and Pampered Chef parties. In the last couple of years, Sinclair and Tina went to work on it, because they think ballrooms are necessary and good and also they wanted a place for their skatey-eight bazillion books.

			The result was a spectacular, high-ceilinged room lined with thousands of books on the perimeter. Like the library in Beauty in the Beast, with a dance floor. My petition to hang a gigantic mirrored disco ball from the ceiling had been cruelly dismissed.

			But if you could get past the glaring omission of a disco ball, it was a great room. The floor to ceiling windows between the floor to ceiling bookshelves let in all sorts of natural light, which would appeal to everyone except our guests, so thank God we were having this party after the sun went down.

			And pillars! The only time pillars should be in play is for a remake of Gone with the Wind or Police Academy. The floor was marble, so we all sounded like we were click-clacking around in a museum, and the ceiling was made up of tin tiles with carvings of leaves and vines into the metal, except it wasn’t tin, it was brass. How they kept it from going green was another mansion mystery.

			Whoever won/lost the coin toss (or however those two decided things) got to/had to decorate, thus the room was strewn with all sorts of white bunting, which made it look like a wedding. Unless you were from China, in which case it looked like a funeral. A few chairs were scattered about, but no one was using them. Two full bars, one at each end, offered just about anything anyone would want to drink (except what most of us really wanted to drink), and there were even trays of snacks for the humans.

			And speaking of humans … 

			“Playing bartender, Will?”

			“You bet!” Will was also disguised as a grown-up. I’d never seen him in a shirt with buttons, never mind a matching jacket. Though I suspected he was sockless as usual—those poor battered loafers! There was something odd about people who always wore shoes but never wore socks. “Something to drink, Betsy?”

			Will was behind the bar closest to the door I’d just come through, which was smart for all kinds of reasons. “Rum and Coke, nix the rum.” It was next to impossible for me to get drunk on booze, and since that was the only reason I’d imbibed as a human, I didn’t bother as a vampire. I never understood the “have a glass of wine to relax” thing. Get drunk or stick with tea.

			“Grenadine, too?”

			“Yes!” Oh glorious ruby syrup, transformer of plain ginger ale into delectable Shirley Temples, mmmmm. “Didn’t expect to see you down here for the vampire sock hop.”

			“You’ll keep me safe,” he predicted with adorable yet misplaced confidence, sliding my drink to me.

			“Huh. This will sound crazy, but I guess I had the impression you’re still scared of me, ha-ha-ha! Despite the fact that I brought you back to life.” Or because. I took a gulp, coughed. “It’s why you won’t move in. Is what I thought.”

			“Oh, I am,” he said. “It’s just, I’m more scared of the vampires who aren’t you. And it’s not the only reason I won’t move in.”

			There was a long pause, which lasted until I realized he was finished. “Thanks for clarifying,” I said dryly.

			“Plus my sources want all the deets yesterday.”

			“Stop that. You sound like a record that was broken in 2009.”

			Meanwhile, Tina had booked across the room and skidded to a halt in front of me. She gestured to the small clumps of vamps standing around not socializing with each other, like every middle school dance in history. “Majesty, it would be my great honor to introduce—” Then she made a noise I’d never heard come out of her (sort of a cross between a happy yelp and a burp … a yurp?) and nearly elbowed me aside to rush to the person who’d just come in.

			“Damn,” I observed, watching their exuberant hug. “It’s like she’s at a class reunion, only it’s fun instead of terrible.”

			“Well, yeah. Exactly like that, because of her job.”

			I turned to look at Will, but his gaze dropped to the (clean) bar, which he began to clean for some reason. “What’s her job have to do with anything?”

			“Well,” Will paused his pretend-cleaning, and I had the sense he was choosing his words verrrrry carefully. “She’s devoted to you and Sinclair.”

			“Yeah.”

			“She’s made you the center of her life, for years.”

			“Okay.”

			“And not just because you’re the queen. Because of your husband.”

			“I think I see where you’re—”

			“So everything else—other vampires, old friends, counterfeiting federal documents, small batch vodka distilling—comes in second. Or fifth. Or twentieth.”

			By choice, I almost said. But that wasn’t the point, was it? “I guess I didn’t think of it like that.”

			“Well, no. But … ” Then he stopped before he could spit out the rest. … that’s what you do. Or don’t do. Think of things like that.

			“Okay, so I need to order a long-overdue flower arrangement for Tina. And also booze. Noted.”

			“Her favorite flowers are magnolias.”

			“I know that!” I lied. Though given her upbringing, I probably should’ve guessed. I turned back to look at the small clumps of vampires. “I’m not complaining, or changing the subject, but I thought there’d be a bigger turnout.”

			“Why?”

			“Because everyone’s spent the last six months telling me what a great big deal my Jimmy Choo-bilee is?”

			“Well. You got rid of most of the baddies. And most of the really old vampires. Maybe all of ‘em. Like that library lady.”

			“Library … oh.” Marjorie the vampire librarian. Eight hundred years old, approached me to do a vamp newsletter, never saw me as much of a threat until I killed her.21 “C’mon, Will, she kidnapped my husband. And tortured him. And made me think I’d been abandoned at the altar!” Reminiscing made me have to consciously loosen my grip on my glass. I’d lost count of the glasses I’d shattered in distracted anger. Sinclair wouldn’t let me use the good crystal anymore. Only the crummy crystal. Like a savage!

			“It’s weird that you sound madder about the last thing than the other two. And you killed her for it. I think,” he added, scanning the mostly empty ballroom, “most of your subjects just want to stay off your radar. They know you don’t like a fuss, they know you hate all the royalty trappings.”

			“Trappings is the perfect word for it.”

			“But they didn’t all stay away, because they also know Sinclair loves royalty trappings. So they have to find a balance. Which you’re looking at, I guess.” We both eyed the clumps as the clumps eyed us back. “Otherwise, I’ve gotta assume this room would be wall-to-wall undead.”

			“True.” So there were benefits to being an anti-social asshat. Noted!

			“Plus, you’re over here talking to a human you see all the time, instead of meeting vampires you don’t know.”

			“Also true,” I admitted. If anything, this party was suffering from a dearth of humans. That was the word, right? My ruling philosophy (if I had such a thing) has always been that snacking on free range humans who were minding their own business is not acceptable. (Sinclair and I snacked on bad guys actively committing crimes. Don’t. Judge.) My predecessor was famous for his loathing of humanity and his awful hair and his active encouragement of slaughter and being a big fat cliché. I was pretty sure he’d never paid taxes, either.

			My predecessor had been a destructive asshat who confirmed every lame-ass cliché about the undead and made things harder for everyone, because he never understood or cared that humans weren’t the enemy. Vampires were.

			That said, I’d left a voicemail inviting Jessica to the undead sock hop, but I knew why she wasn’t in the ballroom. Jessica’s never been afraid for herself, only for the ones she loved. She’d been at my side before I died, after I died, tagged along for alllllll the danger, went to Massachusetts to help me stare down werewolves, helped me plan my wedding, prevented me from indiscriminately slaughtering rogue vamps … 

			And then she had kids. So.

			I also invited her partner Dick, whose name used to be Nick, but he’d had enough of vampires when he was the MPD’s liaison to the undead. He quickly grew bored and aggrieved when literally the only people to reach out were humans who wanted to become vampires. I have to assume they thought he was some sort of … I dunno, a pimp for the undead? Or a recruiter for same? Anyway, after years of nonsense, Dick suddenly remembered he and his fiancée were rich, and quit.

			I know, I know. If you knew they’d decline, why waste time inviting them? Because if I didn’t, I’d hear about it. A lot. Jess and Dick love to be invited almost as much as they love declining invites. It’s a whole thing with them. I think it’s because of their twins. Who can plan their calendar with twins signing up for too many extracurricular activities and popping in and out of various timelines?

			And speaking of kids … 

			“What’s he doing down here?” I hissed. There was a crack as my glass disappeared into a shower of fragments that I could barely be bothered to freak out about. “It’s past his bedtime! And that’s the least of the problems with him being in this particular room at this particular time oh my God!”

			“Well,” Will cleared his throat again; I swear, the boy was a regular phlegm factory. “You got rid of the nanny.”

			“Jesus Christ!” I watched Sinclair cross the room and scoop BabyJon into his arms, putting distance between him and the vampires who were politely answering the boy’s questions, all without looking at me since he knew exactly how I was feeling right now argh all the rage! “So our options were ambush me with a surprise nanny or BabyJon goes to the vampire jubilee? There’s no middle ground there?”

			I started to march over but Will gently grabbed my elbow. “Did you really think he’d stay away?” Will asked quietly. “He loves vampires and he loves you and Sinclair and it’s all wrapped together in his mind. He loves all that stuff.”

			That stuff. Yeah, he did. Despite (or because of) my efforts to shield him. My brother/son was growing up under the impression that everybody has vampires in their family, and those vampires hung with werewolves and got yelled at by mermaids. (Fred the mermaid was super fond of BabyJon, and she was super fond of nothing.)22

			I brushed off Will’s adorably ineffective restraint. “If one single person bows to that kid, I will lose my shit.” I knew it. I knew I should’ve gone with the spiked Veronicka Clear pumps. If I had, I could be kicking everyone’s shins bloody right this minute.

			“And he’s your heir,” Will added in a whisper which I ignored because BabyJon was not my heir.

			I marched over to the group, a group getting bigger as everyone drifted toward the kid, my heart trying to melt a bit as BabyJon yawned, rested his head on Sinclair’s shoulder, and struggled to keep his eyes open.

			Awwww, that’s so … no, dammit, stay focused!

			I was at Sinclair’s side in another half second, and it was a little amusing watching vampires try to figure out how to bow to Sinclair without bowing to me. So some of them ended up looking like they were leaning slightly forward to see something on the carpet, then hurriedly straightening up.

			BabyJon jerked upright and gave me a big, big smile. The ‘I’m so happy to see you and I can’t possibly be in trouble’ smile. “Couldn’t sleep!” he said brightly.

			Yeah, that only worked when there wasn’t a vampire cocktail party in full swing. “Bed,” I said shortly. “Now.”

			The smile faded and I swear I could almost read his mind. Cute=didn’t work. Sulky=might work? “I don’t like it up there,” he whined. “There’s all those guys and Marc can’t crochet.”

			Pure bullshit, and Marc’s room was nowhere near his. And Marc crocheted like a motherfucker; the cloths Will had at the bar were all his handiwork. “Say good night. Now.”

			Sinclair patted his back and set him on his feet. He needed new footie pajamas; I could see all his little toes pressed against the seams. (BabyJon. Not Sinclair.) Christ, he was growing fast. Not as fast as Jessica’s twins, thank God. “Good night, son.”

			“Night,” BabyJon sulked. He scowled up at me, then tried a look of concern. “The noise from your jewelry kept me up.” And now another winning smile. “It was so loud!”

			Sociopaths and children: the most manipulative creatures on the planet. Any planet. “It’s jubilee and nice try; we’re about as noisy as mice in here.” I glanced behind me, caught Will’s gaze. “Would you take him back up, please? I’ll tend bar.”

			“Okay, but not everybody loves smoothies,” he cautioned, which had to be a lie. He hurried over and took BabyJon’s hand. “C’mon, kiddo.”

			“Bye, everybody!” BabyJon waved a chubby hand, good mood instantly restored. Then checked my expression and scowled. He wasn’t the only one reading the room; not a single vampire said good night back or returned his wave as he padded off with Will.

			I watched him go, then turned back to the group. “Sorry about the interruption.”

			“Not at all; he’s impressively fearless.”

			The man who made the comment was the one Tina had been so delighted to see, and was standing next to Ilsa, the nanny I’d fired on the spot. She caught my glance and raised her hands like I’d pulled a gun on her. “I did nothing, I said nothing,” she said, and I tried really, really hard not to draw comparisons to Sergeant Schulz. “Though I vill add again he iss charming.”

			“He’s a brat is what he is. And yeah, charming.” Super-duper charming, the charismatic little shit. “I can’t get over how fast he’s growing. Seems like it was only last month I was refusing to change his diapers.”

			“Family are a matchless blessing,” another vampire, a redhead who came up to my collarbone, with pretty, tip-tilted eyes, added.

			“Oh, I agree.”

			She cocked her head. “You do? Forgive me, but didn’t you kill your sister?”

			“Yeah.” I didn’t elaborate because it was nobody’s business and when you say it out of context, it sounds bad. “So, um, you have kids?” Unusual; I tried to think if I’ve ever run across a vamp who was an active parent with little kids and was coming up empty.

			“No longer. I have outlived all my children.”

			“Oh.” I could feel my polite smile slipping away. “Sorry.”

			“And my grandchildren.”

			“That’s awful.”

			“Yes. Yes, it is. Also I’ve outlived all of my great-nieces and nephews.”

			Was no one going to rescue me from this conversation?

			“But there have been compensations,” she added, because no one was going to rescue me from this conversation.

			“I’m glad to hear it.” I began backing away from the conversation. I mean, backing away to the bar. “Would anyone like a drink?”

			“Do you haff Schneider Weisse?”

			“Sorry, Ilsa, I don’t—nope, wait, spoke too soon.” Tina’s efficiency was evidenced by a ludicrous number of bottles. Who even knew there were so many brands of vermouth? And what the hell was kvas?

			I popped the cap and slid it to her, determined to keep away from further discussion of dead blood relatives. “So. You’re still in town?”

			“Yes, for your party and also zee Mall of America.”

			I wiped the bar clean of non-existent dirt with another of Marc’s crocheted dishtowels. Even the everyday household items he made were lovely, almost too nice to use at all. It was why I didn’t keep any of his washcloths in my bathroom. How could I scrub my butt with something so pretty and hand-made? Impractical and disrespectful. “That’s an excellent set of priorities.”

			She smiled and gestured to the man who’d commented on my brother/son’s fearlessness. “Zis is my friend Gunnar Warren. He saw the mall, too.”

			Gunnar Warren clicked his heels—clicked his heels!—and bowed slightly, then bobbed right back up with a smile. I figured that was a European thing and not a suck-up vampire thing and decided not to be annoyed. He was an intense-looking fellow: thinning blond hair combed back, burning blue eyes, immaculate black suit, crisp white dress shirt, glossy black shoes, and an old-fashioned gold watch that I just bet was worth five figures. (I found out later it was a Rolex Oyster Perpetual Submariner, circa 1950, the first waterproof watch, and felt bad about smashing it.)

			“A pleasure, Mrs. Sinclair.” And a voice right out of central casting for Posh Brit.

			It was better than ‘your grace’ or ‘most exalted majesty’ or ‘dread queen’, though if I was being 100 percent honest, I didn’t entirely hate ‘dread queen’. “Oh, yeah? What’d you think of the MOA?”

			“It was very … commercial.”

			“You mean American,” I teased.

			“I mean American,” he agreed. His voice was low and mellow, like verbal butter. And with a name like Gunnar Warren, I figured he was either a superhero or a super villain. “But it was necessary research.”

			“So much food,” Ilsa marveled. “Two food courts!”

			“Actually, I think there’s three now.” No. Wait. Maybe that was just in Hell? So hard to keep them straight sometimes … 

			Ilsa was still agog. “A great many restaurants! And the variety. And the portion sizes.” Damn, that woman had formidable bilingual skills. I could barely say ‘portion sizes’ in English. “An embarrassment of riches.”

			“Or just an embarrassment,” Sinclair muttered, which made me smirk. His loathing of all things mall was long established.

			“I had something called a Twisty Misty Slush which was served to me in what was essentially a bucket. Delicious!” Ilsa wrinkled her nose. “Though it turned my tongue green for a bit.”

			“Yeah, but that just highlights another advantage to being undead,” I said. “No ice cream headaches.”

			“I haven’t had to worry about that for a while,” she said. “A century at least.”

			“Two centuries for me,” Gunnar added, because what was rude for humans didn’t apply to vampires; they loooved telling other vamps how old they were. It was almost insulting not to ask. Made me wonder if that had been the redhead’s point about outliving her grandchildren. Sure, they’re all dead, so very sad, but look how old I am! “And permit me to add it is a pleasure to meet you at last,” he assured me, and it might even be true. “I’ve watched your rise with much interest.” To Sinclair: “And yours, Sir.”

			Sinclair inclined his head. “Thank you, Gunnar.”

			“You’ve come quite a way since the days when you had to hide and bide your time.”

			Sinclair smiled. Well. Showed his teeth. Gotta love the English; nobody did the ‘it sounds like a compliment but it’s not’ thing better. “Indeed, yes, all praise to my queen. And I was not alone in neither hiding nor biding, as I recall. Though you re-emerged quick enough once Nostro was dead.”

			“Mmmm. Forgive the personal inquiry, Sir, but … are you … ” Gunnar leaned in and stared. “ … tan?”

			“All over,” my husband deadpanned, not at all put out by Gunnar’s proximity to his face. This wasn’t an exaggeration, BTW. The king of the vampires occasionally stripped to the raw and laid out on the roof, because getting drunk on sunshine was one of his favorite things.

			Gunnar laughed. “As I live and don’t breathe! I never thought to see such a thing. But that’s what the Jubilee is about, yes?” he asked, gesturing to everyone in the room. “To see the impossible? And give thanks for such mighty and gracious sovereigns?”

			This was followed by light applause and smiles all around. Great big toothy smiles.

			Oh, barf. I’ve had about enough of the Kiss Ass Brigade.

			Would you prefer a hail of stones, my own? Torches? Outright rebellion?

			Well, no. But wasn’t there middle ground between relentless ass-kissing and torches?

			Yeah, yeah, fair point. But this thing can’t end soon enough. Is it polite to start kicking them out at the stroke of midnight? Or the stroke of 10:30?

			This is but one event of your jubilee week.

			FUCK.

			I knew I should have gone to the meetings.

			

			
				
					18Check it out! So cute! https://bit.ly/3gBlXmI

				

				
					19A wonderful cause! https://www.peopleservingpeople.org

				

				
					20That’s not a type-o. He really spelled “Veronica” like that. Madness.

				

				
					21The (literal) gory details can be found in Undead and Unreturnable.

				

				
					22You can read about Fred, a mermaid who can’t swim and is allergic to shellfish, in Sleeping with the Fishes.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			“Where the hell is Will?” Marc hissed.

			I was so startled I almost dropped the bottle of kvas.

			Marc had shown up out of nowhere wearing his Sunday joggers (on a Saturday!) and looking disheveled. His Cookie Monster pants must’ve been in the wash. He had a fat file tucked under one arm and a wad of yarn in his fist.

			“Are you okay?”

			“Clearly no, but thanks for finally sort of noticing.” Marc glared around the ballroom. “Where is he?”

			“Well, we had a jailbreak, so he’s putting the kiddo back to bed and then I guess he’ll return to the undead prom.”

			“Exactly! That’s my point.”

			“Wait, what? If you knew where Will was, why’d you dramatically rush in here to ask—”

			“He’s not your servant!”

			I blinked and wished Marc was using his Inside Voice. “I, uh, never thought he was.”

			“Really?”

			“Marc, he volunteered to tend bar! He got to the party before I did, for Christ’s sake.” As the vampires behind me collectively flinched, I added, “Sorry!” over my shoulder.

			Someone at the back of the pack let out a gasp and said, “I had to hear it to believe it.” No idea if she meant a vampire breaking the Second Commandment or apologizing. Or chatting up a zombie.

			“Volunteered?” Marc snorted, and there was nothing quite like a zombie scoffing. “Like Sinclair’s ex-nanny ‘volunteered’ to leave her life in Germany to move in here? Like Jennifer Palmer ‘volunteered’ to tend to your mom until she succumbs to ductal carcinoma?”

			I blinked. This was a lot of news from a conversation that was only fifteen seconds old. God damn, I’ve got to start going to these meetings. Or at least reading the minutes.

			“And this isn’t working!” Marc brandished a fat, foot-long, pale blue crochet hook at me. It looked like one of those batons you see people passing each other in sprint relays.

			“What the hell would you even crochet with that thing?”

			“Lapghans!”

			“What?”

			“A lapghan is too big to be a lap blanket but too small to be an afghan so it’s a lapghan what is so hard to understand?”

			“Every single thing happening right now,” I admitted.

			“And just what the hell are you idiots looking at?” Marc spun and shook his hook at them. “Don’t act like you’ve never seen a zombie trying to re-learn the shell stitch with a 35mm hook!”

			I squashed the urge to slap my forehead as Gunnar stepped forward. “Speaking only for myself, I’ve never seen such a thing.” He extended a hand. Marc glared at it and tightened his grip on the files and the crochet hook. “Hello, Dr. Spangler, my name is Gunnar Warren.”

			“Of course it is! Everything about you is right out of Central Casting for Supercool Posh Brit!”

			“ … thank you?”

			“And I know why you’re all gaping but not drooling. You’re not just here for Betsy, you’re here for me, too.”

			Finally, a point to refute! “No, they aren’t. This isn’t your jubilee. Otherwise it’d be a zombilee.” Heh.

			“Ve were of course interested in meeting your friend,” Ilsa put in, because she hated me. “As a bonus.”

			“See?” Marc waved the crochet hook in triumph. “Bonus! Because unlike them and maaaaybe you—”

			“Hey!”

			“—I’m one of a kind. The only zombie in the world which is why I’ll die (again) alone.” Untrue, but Will’s death and reanimation was an even better kept secret than Marc’s. “And that’s the point.”

			“You’ve lost me,” I admitted.

			“Focus, you bubblehead! Your undead horde—”

			“Okay, I’m not a fan of bubblehead or horde.”

			“—they’re all hoping you’ll either show them how it’s done—unlikely—or that you’ll take requests.”

			I digested that, then turned to Gunnar McCoolName. “Is that true?” The second part, not the first. I barely understood how I’d made one zombie; teaching others was never going to work. “You want me to make more zombies?”

			He spread his hands and gave me an apologetic half-smile.

			“But … why?” I blinked, trying to process. “Why would you want zombies?”

			“Why wouldn’t we?”

			Seriously? Ew.

			Gunnar shrugged respectfully, which I hadn’t known was possible. “It’s another card in our deck now that you’ve chosen to announce our presence to the world.”

			“Except the world lost their shit, then got bored and moved on,” I reminded him. “Most people think the whole thing was a hoax.”

			“Most is not all.”

			True, but most was close enough. Because what happened is what always happened: in a month, it was old news. In a year, it was an urban legend. In two, a myth. By year five, it was ‘eat your vegetables or the vampire with fabulous taste in shoes will come bite you.’

			Starting about thirty seconds after Laura’s reveal, plenty of people were skeptical about “Operation ZOMG Vampires Are Totally Real You Guys!!!” and told the internet all about it. Repeatedly. Pretty soon the population was divided into three types: ones who believed I was the real deal, ones who weren’t buying it, and ones who couldn’t be bothered to give a shit about any of it. The former were only a fraction of the latter two.

			So on top of everything else, my sister died for nothing. Which made me feel even worse about letting her die.

			But we were getting off track, and this wasn’t a conversation I wanted to finish in the ballroom. Or start, but that choice had been yanked out of my hands once the yelling began. Sinclair was giving some of the vamps a tour of the mansion and Tina had vanished somewhere, so I politely seized Marc’s elbow and propelled him out of the ballroom, through the stone archway and onto the terrace. (Yeah, we had a terrace now. Because of the ballroom.)

			But before I could launch into scold mode, I had to deal with the vampire ménage making out on said terrace, going at it so hard they apparently had no idea Marc and I were standing four feet away.

			“Ugh, get a room.”

			One of them looked around, dazed, with the unmistakable dark sludge of vampire blood trying to trickle down his chin. He blinked at me from too-long bangs. “Uh?”

			“And maybe a sponge. Away!” I waved them back inside, flapping the bar dishcloth at them like a mom shooing away houseflies, then turned to Marc. “What is going on?”

			“I’m broken and you can’t fix me.”

			“Okay … ”

			“And I’m leaving.”

			“Maybe that’s the way to go.” I leaped for his olive branch. Wait, was I using that term right? “A cooling off period. Then we can—”

			“Leaving. Departing. Moving the fuck out.”

			I couldn’t bear to contemplate the why, so I went another way. “But … where?”

			“Who fucking cares?”

			He left. And I let him. And that was day one of the Jujubee.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Five years ago … 

			I nearly fell on the Anti-Christ, who had landed badly, impaling herself on twisted metal and chunks of wood. In an exquisite, awful irony, she was dying from what would’ve killed a vampire. There was a 2 x 4 sticking out of her stomach, one of many.

			I felt the skin on my knees tear. Didn’t care. I grabbed up her hand, thought, easy, don’t break the bones, don’t squeeze too hard. “Laura, you gorgeous idiot, look at this mess.” Fuck, fuck! Not now, I raged at my treacherous disobedient things. I wiped my face, furious. Not now with this, just stop it! The last thing my sister sees and hears will not be listening to a bloodthirsty idiot! And (oh thank God finally a little luck) just like that, they slid back out of sight. Even my fangs didn’t want to mess with me tonight, it seemed.

			“Mess!” I nearly shouted down at her. “Look at this mess.”

			She managed to grin up at me. “I might.” Stopped. Breathed. “Not’ve. Thought this through.”

			Ya think? I managed to keep that behind my teeth. She was going. Piling it on at this point would be gross and pointless.

			But … she didn’t have to be going. She could be fine. I could see to it. Her wounds were horrific and terrified me but I could whisk her down to Hell and cure her, probably. I could—there were lots of things I could do. Grab Marc and Laura and teleport them straight to the ER of Marc’s choice, using Hell as the transfer station. Promise Marc anything in the world if you would just help my sister. I could—

			“Don’t,” she said. “Don’t help me. Don’t save me. I want … to go.”

			“I—”

			“Promise.”

			“Okay,” I whispered.

			“Don’t turn me,” she whispered, enormous blue eyes filling with tears. Pain? Regret? Or just the smoke making her eyes water? It was awful that I didn’t know. She was my sister, and I truly didn’t know what she was thinking, even now. “Not into a vampire or a zombie. Please don’t.”

			“I don’t know how to make zombies,” I said tearfully. “I never have. Ancient Me turned Marc.”

			“You do know. You just never tried because you don’t want to know. That’s you, Betsy, you all over: you hide from things.”

			“That’s not—”

			She coughed, a harsh bark that cut me off. After a few seconds, she finished. “And don’t let your other friends make me a werewolf.”

			“That’s not how it—” Was I really going to argue with her? She was dying. She’d lost. She could have the last word. “I won’t, I promise. I’ll let you bleed out like a good sister would.”

			I got the barest curl of a smirk for that.

			“You’re not lisping. You’ve got blood all over—mostly other people’s.”

			“It’s almost never my blood,” I said, miserable. “These days, anyway. Other people—” Have to pay the price.

			“Still. You’re not lisping.”

			“I am too listening!”

			“Lisping.”

			“Oh. Right. I think I got a handle on that, finally.” It was like a switch had flipped in my head. Every time my fangs wanted to peek out, I just willed them back. And all it took was being outed to the world, bitched at by werewolves, sneered at by a mermaid, attacked by my sister, intimidated by a child, and then watching my sister die. Piece of cake.

			“I handled this. Badly.”

			Understatement! I groped for something else to say. Something nice. Something not stupid. “No harm done,” is what came out of my eternally moronic mouth.

			“How can you lie … to someone on their deathbed?” She blinked, glanced around at the mess. “Deathpile. Ugh, you’re right. The basement is awful.”

			“I lied because I can’t think about what to say to make you feel better about—” Dying in blood and pain. Knowing you failed. Getting innocents killed. Letting your petty emotions rule over your kindness—because she was kind; Laura had the capacity for great goodness. She just let herself get distracted by her darker emotions. We all do it. But when ordinary people indulged, there wasn’t usually millions in property damage and a death count.

			I imagined I looked like the center of a rapidly narrowing tunnel to her, with my dirty hair and face and the ruin of my outfit, and somewhere I’d lost a shoe. The last thing she would see in life would be me looking my worst, wearing only one Rupert Sanderson Isolde Point-Toe flat. That shouldn’t bother me almost as much as her treachery and impending death, but it did, because I’m awful.

			“You tried to warn me. I. Wouldn’t listen.”

			“I won’t make a habit of it,” I babbled. “Being right. I swear! You know what they say about stopped clocks.”

			She sighed sarcastically, which I hadn’t known was possible. “You always know. What to say. To make me feel better.”

			I started to shake my head. Then it hit me. “That’s—yeah. You’re right. I do know what to say.” This once, I knew exactly what to say. I squeezed her hand but she didn’t squeeze back. Sulking, or dying. Or both. Yeah. Both.

			I paused for a second, made myself concentrate. Think! Remember! Do this one thing for her, since you didn’t do much else. You made her feel like this—this!—was a viable option. She is responsible, but you fed the flames.

			A shadow above me—I don’t even know how I saw it, we were in so much darkness—then the shadow moved and Sinclair landed like a cat in the rubble beside me.

			“Beloved, I can help you move—” he began, bending toward Laura with obvious intent.

			“No! Don’t touch her!” I grabbed his reaching hands and shoved. He stumbled, but didn’t overbalance. “She doesn’t—don’t. Look. See? She’s afraid of you. Don’t touch her.”

			“I will not,” he said quietly as he crouched beside me. He wouldn’t mourn her, I knew, but he’d regret the waste and loss of life. “You’ve nothing to fear from me, Laura.”

			She was trying to move, was thrashing weakly on the things sticking through her body to keep away from him and it was awful, it was pathetic and horrifying and sad and gross all at once. “Don’t move, Laura, don’t! And listen. Look at my face. Look. Listen to me. I banish you from—from this earthly plane. Your body will remain, but you—you shall not. You are forever banished.” I gulped. “From here.”

			She closed her eyes. Breathed. Listened.

			“And—and I forbid you the solace and succor of my lands, those mine by—by right of conquest. You’ll find no—no—” Fuck! What was the rest of it? I could picture the Book of Shadows on my nightstand, but I couldn’t remember the next line of the spell. Prayer. Whatever.

			Sinclair’s prompt popped into my mind. You shall find no shelter there … 

			“You shall find no shelter there, neither now nor eons from now,” I gabbled, desperate to get it all out while she could hear me. While she was still with me. “I deny you forever.”

			“Thank you,” she managed, a bare breath of sound. “But.”

			“You really shouldn’t talk,” I fretted. “Just—take it easy, okay?” Take it easy. Good God. Useless. I am useless.

			“I’m afraid.” I could actually hear her lungs laboring to work, heard a faint crackling that Marc had once told me meant bad news. “Isn’t that pathetic? After what I’ve done?”

			“No,” I choked. “I was afraid, too. The times I died.”

			“As was I,” Sinclair added.

			“It’s silly.”

			“Yes! Completely, totally silly! Listen, there’s nothing to sweat. You won’t be trapped here; I banished you. And you can’t go to Hell—I pitched the welcome mat. There’s only one place for you; you don’t have the spiritual equivalent of a transfer pass.”

			She rolled her eyes but still looked worried.

			“It’s silly to worry because you know where you’re going and you know He’ll forgive you so don’t even worry about it,” I babbled. “Straight to heaven, no waiting.”

			“He never forgave my mother.” Laura’s pale hand fluttered, came up, wiped the foam of flood off her mouth, and then her arm flopped back down, boneless. The other was stuck, impaled above the elbow below her shoulder. The smell of blood was maddening, maddening.

			“Satan never asked for it!” I insisted. “Apples and oranges! You know that’s all God asks, and you’re sorry, now, aren’t you?”

			A thread of sound. “Yes … ”

			“Satan wouldn’t have asked God for shit, but you’re not her. Don’t you understand? You’ve never been her.” I’ve been her, but now wasn’t the time. “This is a totally different scenario. And if He won’t let you in—you come find me somehow. Any way you can. Haunt me or whatever. Figure out a way. You find me and—and if I have to, I’ll go up to heaven and kick God’s ass and take that over and you can be there forever.

			“Although how I’ll shoehorn running heaven and hell and Jessica’s weird babies and house training for the puppies and giving mermaids and werewolves the boot but doing it nicely is a goddamned mystery. But that’s not your problem! See? Either way, you’re covered.”

			“Utter blasphemy,” she said, and Sinclair and I couldn’t fight our urges any longer. We fell on her, our weight grinding her into the rubble that was her cairn, impaling her further, and she let out a garbled scream, all she could manage before I opened her throat.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Well, no. That’s how the dream ended. Sinclair and I drain my sister and it’s incredible and I don’t care that I don’t care, which is the worst of it, and she only gets one scream before I’m sitting up in my bed, like I am right now.

			In real life, the Anti-Christ died laughing at me.

			My phone rattled again, the noise that had woken me, and couldn’t whoever-it-was have called a minute earlier? I groped for the thing and pressed it to my face, heard a few excited squeaks, and flipped the phone right side around.

			“Whoever this is, you’d better be on fire.”

			“Happy jubilee!”

			“G’bye.”

			“It’s me!”

			“Not helpful.” I pulled the phone away from my face and squinted at the pic. A girl in the throes of the all arms and legs phase of kid-hood. (I’d been in that phase until I was twenty-six.) Shoulder-length brown hair with natural highlights from loads of sunshine. Gleaming sharp teeth showing in a smirk. Giving the camera side-eye with her father’s golden eyes. “Lara Wyndham,” I mumbled. “Are you on fire? No? G’bye.”

			“Happy jubilee!”

			I groaned. “How d’you even know about that?”

			“Tina told us on her last visit.”

			“My best counterfeiter and the town gossip.” And I thought Marc was bad! Oh. Marc. Argh, not now, I’ll think about that situation later. I groped, found space instead of Sinclair, and flopped over on my back to stare at the ceiling. “How come you’re up so early?”

			“It’s the crack of 10:30, babe. Well, 11:30 where you are.”

			“Don’t call me babe and don’t make me think about time zones,” I ordered.

			“Oh, don’t worry. No one can make the queen of the vampires think.”

			I decided to take her words at face value, the rotten brat. “Damn right. How are you? How’s your mom and your brother and Captain Toldja So?”

			“Dad’s busy. We all are,” she replied with a dark chuckle. “There’s all kinds of weird coolness going on right now. And probably some people are gonna die pretty soon.”23

			“So, a Wednesday.”

			“Yep. Except it’s Sunday.”

			Ugh. That meant six more days of jujubee nonsense. Wait! Perhaps Lara had given me an out. “You need me to come out and help with the weird coolness? Say the word and I’ll be—”

			“Sorry, you’re stuck there for the duration. And how come you sound like you were sleeping? I thought you didn’t have to sleep. Are you just being lazy? I think you’re just being lazy.”

			Lazy, hiding from my family, enduring nightmares of blood and murder, listening for the construction workers, trying to finagle an invite to Cape Cod, tomato toe-mah-toe. Not that it was any of Lara Wyndham’s business. Well, maybe the last one was. “Just because I don’t have to sleep doesn’t mean I never ever sleep, you little barf bag.”

			“That’s exactly what it means, shoe hag.”

			If you couldn’t tell by the sarcastic fearlessness and ‘tude, Lara was going to be the next Pack Leader, though for now she was still a kid. Or a pup. A cub? However werewolves reckoned that stuff. They settled their hierarchy just like the British Royal Family: by birth order, unless someone wanted to fight to the death.

			Anyway, she was nine or eleven or seventeen, I didn’t keep track. What I did keep track of was how she saved BabyJon’s life when she was so little her head only came up to my hip. It had been the same night my half-sister died and the mansion had gone up in flames (again). Crazy weekend. And one of the reasons Lara and I got along so well was because we each thought the other one was awesome, and we were both right.

			“Is this an official call from Werewolf Central or a fun call from a precocious jerkweed?”

			“It’s both!”

			“Though calling makes sense. Gotta say I would’ve been surprised to see any werewolves show up for the week-long vampire party.”

			“Yeah, no shit.”

			“Tsk, tsk,” I tsk’ed. “D’you howl at the moon with that mouth?”

			She lowered her voice, rightly fearing the eagle ears of her mother. Eyes. “Well, you did kill the anti-anti-Christ and then sent a bunch of werewolves to Hell.”

			“I didn’t send them, I took them. Because they asked me to.” I was pretty sure. Or had I just dragged them along in my wake? I dunno, it was a busy night.

			“Gotta cut this short. So happy ten-years-being-queen-of-the-vampires and all that,” Lara said. “I didn’t send a card.”

			“Yet another occasion Hallmark wasn’t prepared for.”

			“Right? So the only option was to make one.”

			“And fuck that.”

			“Right?” she giggled. “I gotta go. Don’t forget about the Cub Swap.”

			I propped myself up on an elbow. “It’s not a swap. You’re coming to visit for a week before school starts. I haven’t agreed to let BabyJon go out solo to see you guys.”

			“Yeah, but you gotta,” she replied. “Otherwise it’s an insult. Like you don’t trust us with your heir.”

			“He’s not—”

			“Shit, gotta go, here comes my mom … Bye, Betsy!”

			“Bye, Lara.”

			I dropped my phone on my chest and stared at the ceiling. BabyJon wasn’t my heir because I didn’t need one. I was gonna live forever, or another five hundred years at least. Jon wouldn’t. For all his pedigree, he was still a human being with the attendant lifespan. And attention span. And I was getting pretty tired of explaining this to people who should know better, or should be minding their own business.

			I reached out again and remembered, again, that Sinclair had never come to bed. At dawn, he’d probably stripped to the raw and went back up to sunbathe on the roof.

			But as long as I was (sort of) up, I figured I should knock two errands off my to-do list and go talk to a couple of lunatics.

			

			
				
					23The gory details can be found in the upcoming paranormal anthology The Gory Details.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			I stood on the sidewalk in front of 964 Lincoln Avenue in St. Paul and looked up at Will’s place. It was a three-story brick house and, given the neighborhood, at least a century old. The porch ran the length of the front of the house, and sported four square brick pillars. The yard was neatly trimmed and someone really liked hostas, because they were everywhere. Will’s long-dead parents, I assumed, and he kept them up in their memory. I didn’t see a car in the driveway; presumably Will was off doing whatever he did when he wasn’t playing bartender.

			So now what? Probably should’ve called before coming over.

			“There’s a spare.”

			I nearly bit my tongue; no scent, no sense of movement, just an empty yard. Except it wasn’t. I turned and saw a little girl with long blonde hair in a nightgown that was probably billowy when it wasn’t soaked. She was squinting at me and I could make out the little indentations on her nose that indicated she wore glasses. Used to wear them.

			“Uh, hi.”

			“Hello. Will keeps a spare key in the second-to-the-bottom brick in the last pillar.”

			“So helpful!” I fumbled around the pillar—

			“The last pillar. On the left. Left. Your other left.”

			“Okay, jeez.” The brick pulled right out, revealing an old-fashioned gold key that was cut a century before Walmart offered the service. “Got it. Thanks again. Do you help everyone break in, or just me?”

			“Stay away from the pool,” she replied, and walked past me and through the brick wall, every step a squish. Her little wet footprints gleamed, then disappeared.

			Argh, fucking ghosts. At least she didn’t demand I drop everything and hunt down a random relative. I stepped up to the porch, the floor of which was painted deep green and loaded with white wicker furniture, the least comfortable, worst-looking furniture in the history of human dwellings. I stuck the key in the front door lock, then hesitated. I’d never been here. Not once. Not even in the yard. Will had never invited me over, though he had the run of the mansion. And yeah, I get it—that sort of thing, it’s not a trade. He wasn’t obligated. He was afraid, and I had to give him props for hanging out with us anyway.

			Well, hanging out with Marc. The other reason why I was here.

			Decision made, I fumbled with the key, which didn’t want to make those stiff tumblers turn at all. Probably would’ve been easier to break in.

			“You have to turn it to the left.”

			“I’m aware!” I snapped at the ghost glaring at me from the other side of the glass-top front door. I wasn’t, but who mansplains using a key, for God’s sake? (Probably the guy dressed like an escapee from a period movie. Like Sense and Sensibility. Or Abraham Lincoln: Vampire Hunter.)

			Also, how weird was it that Will was surrounded by ghosts who wanted strangers to break in?

			“Hi, Betsy!”

			I turned and saw Jay loping up the walk, arms full of grocery bags. “Oh, hey. You missed our coffee date.”

			“Unavoidable!”

			Yeah, that was one word for it. “You look a lot better,” I said, and it was nothing but the truth. There wasn’t a mark on him, and he was wearing clean, new(ish) clothes: a red t-shirt with the Star Trek logo and the caption “I might not make it”24, jeans, sandals.

			“Thanks!” Jay bounded up on the porch, shifted the groceries to one arm, and shook my hand with the vigor of a stumping politician. “I hope you weren’t too inconvenienced.”

			“No biggie.” Also nothing but the truth. On a scale of 1 to 10, “visiting the morgue” was about a 3.5. “How d’you know Will?”

			“I don’t. He ordered groceries from the Big Build.” Jay pointed at the ancient sedan parked up the block. It used to be white, and Big Build was splashed on the door in bright green paint. “Guys like me deliver—”

			“Guys like you? Homeless-adjacent?”

			“—and profits go to the Big Build homeless shelter and all their programs. We also have an acre to play with, so our customers can order fresh local vegetables, too. Hello, sweetheart, why are you still here?”

			“Don’t call me sweetheart,” I ordered.

			Jay ignored me, shoved the bags at me, then stepped closer to the damp girl and crouched to her level. “You don’t have to stay here, sweetie. I can help you go home.”

			“Stay out of the pool.”

			“That’s her thing,” I pointed out, juggling bags so I didn’t drop Will’s dairy. Gah, why did people put gallons of milk, which have handles, in a bag? “That, and helping people break in.” I heard the front door swing open and turned to see a bewildered Will. I held out the bags. “Hi, you ordered milk, a rotisserie chicken, and a vampire?”

			To Will’s credit, he went from shocked to smiling in half a second. “Two chickens.” He stretched up to peek over my shoulder. “Um, hi?”

			“Good afternoon, good sir!” Then to the wet kid: “Remember what I said, dear.”

			“Yeah, that’s Molly. She’s pretty invested in keeping people out of the pool that isn’t there anymore.” He blinked. “Wait. You can see her?” Then, to me, “This is who you’ve been sneaking off to hang out with?”

			“Sneaking?”

			“Oh, sorry … creeping? Slipping?”

			“You let me in this house right now,” I ordered, and he did.

			[image: ]

			The door opened into a foyer, half of which was taken up by abrupt, huge steps going up two stories. I mean, you take three steps and bam! You were on the staircase. The guy who’d been mansplaining keys wasn’t there anymore, thank goodness. Ghosts were so judgy.

			Will hung left and took us past the stairs, through a small, dark dining room and into a dark kitchen made darker by black walnut paneling; the only natural light came from a small window over the sink. I loved old houses, but they can be gloomy. He popped the insufficient lights on and set the groceries on the butcher’s block island.

			“What a beautiful house,” Jay began. “It’s about … when was it, 1910 or so?”

			“Who says I’ve been sneaking?” I demanded.

			“Um.” Will gave it some thought. “All of us?”

			“So Sinclair knows about Jay?” Not that I had anything to hide. Except Jay. And the construction. And Mom.

			Jay snapped his fingers. “He’s that tall, dark-haired fellow who loves dogs, right?”

			I stared at Jay. “You’ve met my husband?”

			An aside: there are many phrases that can be used to describe the king of the vampires, and how cute was it that Jay’s go-to was “loves dogs”?

			“Sure.” Jay blinked at my astonishment. “He finances Big Build.”

			Of course he does. Phrases I would use to describe Eric Sinclair include “sneaky son of a bitch” and “duplicitous motherfucker” and “really, really good in bed”, which wasn’t relevant to the discussion but should be noted.

			So did he start Big Build and then meet Jay, or did he meet Jay and steer him toward Big Build?

			You know what? I didn’t give a shit. He donated to all kinds of charities: The Critter Connection, Be A Dear and Donate a Brassiere, Heifer International, Gunnar’s Wheels, The Donkey Shelter … this wasn’t the best time to get bogged in the details.25

			“So you met my husband, and said husband then told you guys all about Jay.”

			“Not really,” Will said, unpacking the grocery bags. “I think Tina met him, too. All I know is—”

			“What, I can’t make a weird nice friend unless there’s a committee vote?”

			“There is no committee,” Will pointed out. “That’s part of the problem.”

			“You said ‘weird’ twice,” Jay added. “Flattering!”

			“So you guys all knew I was running off to hang with a total stranger—”

			“Oh, Betsy,” Jay said, sounding aggrieved. “Total?”

			“—and just … didn’t say anything?” How dare they leave me to my own devices after weeks of me commanding them to leave me to my own devices? Wait, was that why I was mad? “I can’t believe you guys knew about my secret friend and kept it a secret!” There we go.

			Will and Jay just looked at me, possibly because I was crazy and had no clue what I wanted. Time for a subtle subject change. “Why do your ghosts want people to break in?”

			“They don’t. They want you to break in. They’ve wanted me to invite you over for … um, for a while.” Will was now incredibly busy with groceries, far too busy to make eye contact, apparently, except there were only three bags, and one of them was chickens, and he wasn’t fooling anyone. Not least because zombies didn’t have to eat or drink anything. So what was with stuffed fridge?

			I shoved the thought away and tried to stay focused. “It’s fine, Will. I know why you haven’t. Your space is your space.” Well, his and the dead people who lived here. Were they tied to the house, or Will, or both? If he moved away, would they follow? There was no way they were helping with the mortgage; did they help with anything?

			None of my business. Even if it was, questions like that made him nervous, reason #76 why he didn’t want to move in with us. He’d pack an overnight bag and come for a few days here and there, and he stayed for a week last Christmas, and two weeks the Christmas before, and Easter was usually a long weekend for him, as was Arbor Day. But he always left us, no matter how many pairs of penny loafers he packed.

			And speaking of ‘us’ … 

			“The reason I was breaking into your home uninvited is because I was hoping to talk to Marc.”

			He’d been about to shred a chicken, for what nefarious purpose I refused to speculate, but paused. “He’s not here.”

			“Okay, well, whenever he comes over, I’d like—”

			“He hasn’t moved in with me.”

			“I’m sure it’s just a matter of—”

			“We broke up.”

			I really needed to let people finish their side of the chat before butting in. So this time I waited until it got awkward, and then waited longer. That’s right. I wasn’t making the same mistake twice. Or five more times.

			The protracted silence got to us all, but Jay broke first. “Look at all these built-ins!” he marveled, poking at a corner bookshelf that wasn’t a built-in. “What a beautiful home.”

			Fuck it. “You broke up?” Disaster! Before Will fell into our lives (literally; he’d been eavesdropping in the mudroom and managed to fall through the doorway and bellyflop on our kitchen tile at the worst possible moment), Marc had been alone. For five years, the two of them had found happiness, despite the odds and their differences and their similarities. Will was a Capricorn, Marc was whatever sign that didn’t get along with Capricorns, Will didn’t like dogs, Marc wanted dozens, Will used to be a vegan, in life Marc lived for cheeseburgers. “Seriously?”

			“Well. He broke up with me.”

			“Maybe it’s just a break?”

			Will shook his head. “He’s been fading from me for a long time.”

			“Oh. I’m really sorry.” I didn’t promise to fix it, because even my unholy powers had limits, but I promised myself I’d try. “If Marc’s not here, then where?”

			“He went to check on your mom again.”

			“Oh, shit. I mean, woo-hoo! Because I definitely wanted to see Mom today. I haven’t seen her since Friday when she locked me out and ignored me when I used my key.” Yeah, that had been a fun brunch.

			“Yeesh.” From Jay.

			“Right?” From Will.

			“You can both go straight to Hell. Except don’t, because then I’d have to deal with you there. Sorry I can’t stay for the tour.”

			Will coughed. “There was never going to be a tour.”

			“Rude.” I turned to leave and almost walked through a ghost.

			“Don’t go in the pool.”

			“I am aware, Molly!”

			

			
				
					24This exists in real life!

				

				
					25These are all real charities and they could use your help. 

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			And so it came to pass that for the second time in an hour, I was using a key I had no business using to see someone who had no use for me.

			“Betsy! Hi!”

			Well, Jenn was glad to see me. So that was something.

			“Out!” Marc roared, snatching up my mom’s walker and brandishing it at me like a lion tamer. Thank God Mom refused to use the thing. Wait, that wasn’t something to be thankful for. “Out, out, foul asshat!”

			There’s the welcome I was anticipating. “You can’t have asshat. That’s my word.”

			For rebuttal, Marc whipped something shiny at me, which I caught but only because I dropped the bag of chickens (Will was onto something with those rotisseried darlings). “Hey! You could have put my eye out with your … ” I squinted at it. “ … 8mm crochet hook.”

			“Knock it off. I’ve seen you dodge bullets,” he snapped.

			“Okay, first, you’re pronouncing ‘I’m sorry’ all wrong. Second, I’m not Superman. Bullets still hurt, dammit! And sometimes I’m not fast enough.” Dodging a bullet was like dodging a baseball hurled by a pro. You had to pay attention and you had to be quick. Often, I was neither. And yeah, I healed quickly, but still. Getting shot is a complete pain in the ass.

			Jenn jumped in. Literally, she got up from the couch and hopped right between us. “Dr. Taylor’s upstairs, I need to make sure she gets out of the bath okay, d’you want to come up with me?”

			“Dr. Taylor needs no help in or out of any bath, shower, bullfighter ring, clinic waiting room, parking garage, hospital bed, flea market stampede, or cavernous couch.”

			Jenn groaned. “We’ve been over this, ma’am! There’s a bell and everything!” To me: “She keeps ‘losing’ the bell. Once inside the freezer.”

			“And that’s quite enough of you lot talking about me like I’m not in the room,” Mom added.

			“Technically, you aren’t in the room, Mom. You’re on the second-to-last step.” She stomped down the last step and made her way past me to the kitchen table. At her glare, I added, “Surprise! Also I didn’t bring you anything. Except for this bag of rotisserie chickens.”

			The small house in Hastings she’d bought after I moved in with Jessica after I flunked out of the U looked much the same. It was a two story half-Cape with a steep roof, fireplace, two bedrooms and baths, an office, and no wall between the living room, kitchen, or dining room. The only nods to her condition were all the pill bottles stacked on the far counter and the abandoned walker. I imagined there were more differences upstairs, but now was not the time for hide and seek.

			The biggest difference was the smell: rosewater, clean sheets, a faint, unpleasant scent I couldn’t identify, Constant Comment tea, and bleach.

			“Marc, what’s going on with you? You’re doing way more yelling and throwing than normal, and what’s this about you and Will breaking up?”

			“What?” My mom took her walker away from him and gently pushed until he’d plopped on the couch. He grabbed a basketball-sized snarl of yarn and started picking through it. “You didn’t tell me that. You just went on another tiresome rant about my Ki-67 levels.”

			“It wasn’t a rant and I’m not breaking up with Will.”

			“Excellent.” Already my visit was reaping dividends.

			“I’m breaking up with life,” he finished, because I hadn’t learned my lesson yet, and likely never would.

			“Breaking up with—what does that even mean?”

			In response to my bewildered question I got a glare. “You can figure it out.”

			“I think it’s pretty clear by now that I can’t.”

			He snorted, then flapped a hand at me. “Forget it. It’s not your full-time job to fix me.”

			True. It was only a part-time job.

			“I have to be the one to fix me,” he continued.

			“So you’re mad and throwing things at me because you have to be the one to fix you?”

			“Yes! Obviously!”

			Finally, finally I figured it out. But how to ask this in a subtle and not gross or offensive or Betsy-like way? “Is this about you being, um, zombified? You’ve spent a couple of years doing the whole glass is half full thing. Has something changed? D’you wish you were alive again?”

			He sighed. “Even if I did, that’s not something you can help me with.”

			Before I could answer, Jenn chose that exact moment—when I was finally getting to the root of Marc’s existential (unsistential?) crisis—to ask Mom, “Should we withdraw?”

			“I think that’s best,” she stage-whispered back.

			“We could go back up to the office and work on your files.”

			“That sounds awful, Jenn, but I can’t think of anything better just now.”

			I shuddered at the thought of Mom’s perpetually disorganized filing system. Better Jenn than me. “Why are you two bothering to whisper? We can hear every word.”

			“They’re trying to be tactful,” Marc hissed. “Wait, why am I whispering?”

			I turned back to him as Jenn made walking abreast with my mom up the stairs look like something we’d always done, as opposed to a precaution against her falling and shattering her cancer-stuffed bones. He was still picking at the snarl of yarn in his lap and I almost smiled; Marc always said the hardest part of crochet was winding up the yarn without getting it tangled. And it seemed to me that the more he fussed with it, the bigger the snarl got.

			“Is this about how I won’t use your hand-made washcloths to scrub my butt?”

			“You wish.” He paused. “I wish, too.”

			He’s fading.

			Uh, what? That wasn’t my thought. What was it doing in my brain?

			He’s been fading from me for a long time.

			It was Will’s thought. And BabyJon’s, who had said almost the same thing a day earlier: He wouldn’t anyway. He’s fading.

			I thought about how Marc nearly walked into the corner of Smoothie Island before catching himself, something he’d never done before, and something he did all the time now. And his rage at the vampire sock hop: Don’t act like you’ve never seen a zombie trying to re-learn the shell stitch with a 35mm hook!

			“Are you losing yourself?” My mouth went dry(er) at the implications. “Are you deteriorating?”

			“Deteriorating? You mean rotting?”

			“Jeez, no, that’s not what I meant.” A lie. “You’ve been forgetting stuff?”

			For my brilliant (if incredibly late) deduction, I got a shrug. Then a new, dreadful-er thought hit me: “Is that why you keep borrowing my car? As opposed to any of the nice ones? To check your reflexes in a really passive aggressive way?”

			“Well, that, and you always leave your keys in it.”

			I snorted before I could lock it back, and got a grin for my trouble, which made realize how infrequent his smiles had been. “Okay, let’s go to Hell and figure it out. Right now!”

			“What’s to figure out?” he asked. “And why does Hell have to be a factor?”

			“Because I’m a god there? Well, a demigod.” And further deterioration would be arrested in Hell. I hoped. I raised my voice: “And Mom, you should come, too. I know you two are lurking at the top of the stairs while shamelessly eavesdropping.”

			I heard her knees creak as she bent, then poked her head around the corner. “Young lady, I can’t believe I have to tell you this again: I have no interest in going to Hell.”

			“You never want to see my workplace!”

			“If you worked for the DMV, I wouldn’t want to visit there, either,” she snapped back.

			I blinked. “Kind of a false equivalence, doncha think?”

			“No, I don’t.”

			Well, she might have a point.

			“Don’t be scared, Dr. Taylor. I’ll go with you.”

			“Jennifer, dear, you’re essentially a cult member at this point, and thus all your assurances are tainted.”

			“Ouch,” I observed.

			“Nobody would dare mess with you,” Jenn continued. “You’d essentially be the queen mother.”

			“Of Hell,” Marc put in. “There’s a feather in your cap!”

			“Mom, all I’m saying—”

			“No one’s going to Hell,” Marc declared. “Except for Betsy. Who deserves it.”

			“Okay, that’s a little true but also mean.”

			“I love when you stop by, sweetie, but there will be no field trip to Hell today. Now leave your chickens and go.”

			“Gladly.” God help me, I was reduced to the foulest of lies. “I want to get back to the jujubee anyway. Can’t really throw it without, y’know … me.”

			“You will bring BabyJon for a visit tonight,” Mom commanded.

			“I can’t, I have to take a bunch of vampires to the zoo. ‘Bye.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			You probably thought I was kidding about the zoo.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			“My land, I can’t remember the last time I was at a zoo!”

			One of the cuter/lamer things about vampires was how they expressed excitement, or any strong emotion. They can’t come out with, “Oh my God!” or blarp up “Jesus Fucking Christ!” or even “good God!” It’s like gargling with acid for them. And hearing someone else drop the JC bomb was like listening to acid. They probably couldn’t even get away with an innocuous “JFC!”

			To overcome this crippling disadvantage, they have to come up with archaic, stiff phrases to express surprise and excitement and bone-breaking rage: “Goodness gracious!” “By gum!” And my personal favorite, “Heavens to Betsy!”

			“Goodness!” Gunnar continued, first enraptured by the North American porcupine, then moving on to the Freckled Duck.

			“Heavens to me,” I agreed.

			“It’s been a century at least,” Gunnar continued, because he was a thirsty bitch who loved talking about his age.

			“They had zoos a hundred-plus years ago?”

			“Zoos have existed in one form or another for many thousands of years,” he explained, and to his credit he didn’t sound too condescending. “But the first zoo as we know the term goes back to the mid-eighteenth century, the Tiergarten Schönbrunn.”

			“Ah, yes, the Tiergarten Schönbrunn. It’s all coming back to me now.”

			Want to know how we got to the zoo? That’s right: the ZoomobileTM.26 The thing pulled up to the mansion, and a dozen vampires rode it to Burnsville, stroking skinks, chuckwallas, and hedgehogs all the way. I had to actively fight the urge to take pictures. But the whole thing smacked of putting a hat on a hat: if we had access to a ZoomobileTM, there wasn’t any need to go to the actual zoo.

			(I was wrong, apparently. And outvoted.)

			“Oh, look, the Great Argus has a chick!”

			“Yet another working mom under society’s pitiless scrutiny,” I sighed.

			“Can we go see the Crested Oropendola now?”

			“I have no idea.” I also had to fight the urge to make them all partner up and hold hands, like we did in elementary school.

			This wasn’t my first trip to the zoo with the undead. Tina and Sinclair were Friends of the Zoo27 and holy crap, I’d been a vampire for a decade and was only now realizing the undead were really, really into zoos. As far as I could tell, they were all genuinely excited, not sucking up.

			“I know kings had zoos, Gunnar, I just didn’t know there were any open to the public a hundred years ago.”

			He was too enraptured with the Red River hogs to correct me again, which worked out great for everyone.

			After they’d gotten their full of the Tropics Trail, we found ourselves in Discovery Bay, which was cool and dark and blue. Insomniacs should be allowed to bed down there, that’s how soothing the vibe was. While the others started exclaiming over Leafy sea dragons, I noticed a straggler had beaten us to the petting pool. (Full disclosure: after Finding Dory, I had mixed emotions about indoor tide pools.)

			The straggler, a kid somewhere between twelve and twenty, straightened and gave me a shy smile. He was in spotless Dockers, a faded red polo shirt, and loafers; he looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place him. He was unsurprisingly pale and in need of a haircut; his long dirty-blond bangs cut off at least a third of his field of vision. He started to extend his dripping hand, then thought better of it. “Thanks a lot. I can’t remember the last time I got to do something normal.”

			“It was entirely my plan from start to finish and you’re welcome. Are you from around here? Do you drink pop or soda?”

			“Who says soda?” he replied, appropriately repelled.28

			“You’re a local, excellent. The reason I ask is, the Zoo has night hours. You can even rent Discovery Bay for parties. You don’t have to wait for a jubilee to come pet the southern sting rays.”

			He shrugged and wiped his hand on his pants. “I dunno, it just seems so … ”

			“Ordinary? Like, the last thing you’d expect vampires to be into? Check it out, you’re in good company.” I motioned to various vamps cooing over tarpons and leopard sharks. “They rent this place out to rowdy first graders loaded up on sugar. Vampires can’t be much worse.”

			He laughed. “You’re not like how I thought you’d be.”

			“Thanks?”

			“This was my favorite place when I was a kid.”

			“I liked it okay but my mom was crazy about it, especially down here. She’d bring her files and work while I begged for carbs and had staring contests with the turtles. And when you say it was your fave when you were a kid … what’s that mean? Five years ago? Ten? Eighty? I’m not great at guessing ages,” I confessed. “Especially vampire ages.”

			“Ten. I haven’t been here for a decade. And we’re kinda the same age,” he added, again with the shy smile. “We’re both ten, right?”

			“Aw, you make us sound cute. Like we run around with juice boxes full of blood.”

			“Gross, but … ” His gaze lost focus for a few seconds. “Interesting.”

			“No, just gross.” He was a baby in vampire terms, like me. He’d probably only recently started remembering his life and death. Baby vamps tended to wake up feral and remain that way for years, ruled by bloodlust and thwarted by their inability to keep up with, or even care about, fashion trends. I was a rare exception; when I woke up dead, I knew immediately my shoes were all wrong. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself. Thanks for coming out.”

			“I’m Brian Browne.”

			“I know,” I lied. Eh, a little bluff wouldn’t hurt. Besides, Tina and Sinclair knew who he was. Their files on our guests were … extensive. (The pause denotes soooo many file cabinets. We were promised paperless offices by the 21st century, but everybody was behind on that one.) As a result, Tina’s office was rapidly turning into a warehouse. If the construction guys weren’t working on my project, I’d probably have them build an office stacked on top of her existing office.

			Brian puffed his bangs out of his eyes, but they settled right back. “And listen, sorry about last night. Thanks for being cool about me hooking up with Dana and Terry.”

			I blinked, then realized where I’d seen him before: making out with two others on my terrace. “Wait, that was you? You’re only ten!”

			“Uh, it was actually my idea.”

			“You’re only ten!”

			“I’m twenty-seven. Turned when I was seventeen.”

			“You’re gonna get really tired of being carded around the sixty-year mark.”

			“I’m already tired of it.”

			“Fair. So did you guys hook up just because, or did you know each other before? Is that your standard reaction to vampire get-togethers or were you trying something new? No judgement.” Envy, more like. I’d have loved to hook up with Sinclair instead of playing bartender and dodging flying crochet hooks.

			“We all knew each other before. We used to go out.”

			“You and Dana were boyfriend and girlfriend?”

			“Dana’s a guy.”

			“Oh. So you and Terry were boyfriend and g—”

			“Terry’s a woman.”

			“Y’know, I don’t even know why I’m asking you this stuff. It’s none of my business.”

			“We’re poly,” he continued. “I’m their sub.”

			“Good for you. But again: none of my business.”

			“My mom died in a car accident when I was sixteen,” Brian continued for some reason, “and my dad wasn’t around much. So a friend of my dad’s took me in until I graduated high school. And an old, old, old friend of his started coming around, too. And then I guess I bled to death? Y’know, eventually. I’m a little fuzzy on the details.”

			“I’m so sorry, that sucks.” Argh. Unintended puns were the worst puns. “Is the asshat in question still around? I can sit him down for a stern talking-to and maybe an axe to the face. My number one rule from the first was no more murderous snacking on free range humans.”

			Brian smiled a little. “He’s not around. Terry and Dana helped me with that, too.”

			“Oh.” Murder + revenge=threesomes, eventually? The new math! “What a terrible but ultimately romantic story.”

			“Anyway, we took your advice and got a room, but first we left your present on the gift table.”

			“There’s a gift table?” The people I live with don’t know me at all. Every conversation about the Jimmy Choo-bilee should have started with ‘there’s a gift table’.

			“Yeah, we hope you like it. It’s the smallest gift in terms of size, but Terry used to be her accountant, so I guess she owed her a favor.”

			“There’s a gift table?”

			“So thanks again.” He spread his arms. “For all of this.”

			“Sure, sure. And where might I find this gift table?”

			Before he could impart priceless information, a couple—presumably Dana and Terry—eased up to us. I’d noticed them a few seconds ago, watching our conversation, keeping their distance, and doubtless waiting to see if I was gonna be cool or smack Brian around for funsies.

			“Hello, ma’am,” Dana said, his gaze flicking over Brian and finding no mortal wounds, or even minor ones. He was one of those short men who lifted until they were shaped like a fire hydrant. Which made sense, since his hair was the color of a fire hydrant. (One of the red ones.) Terry was his entire opposite, a willowy brunette with gorgeous skin so dark it had reddish undertones, and a buzzcut that did terrific things for her cheekbones. If I tried such a ‘do? People would commiserate with me. A lot.

			“You must be Dana and Terry.”

			“Yes, we—”

			“Brian’s only ten!”

			Terry seemed a little taken aback by my scandalized yelp. “Um, we’re aware.”

			“It was his idea,” Dana added brightly. “Plus he turned us.” He stuck his hand out so fast, I almost flinched. Was he going for a gut punch right here in Discovery Bay? Oh. No, he wasn’t.

			“Well, glad it worked out.” I shook his hand and turned to the third of the trio. “I love your skull, Terry. If I tried that, I’d look like I was in the middle of chemo.”

			And just like that, I inadvertently brought Discovery Bay down. There was a looooooong pause that I figured I should break when Brian finally asked, “Sorry about your mom. Is she, uh … ?”

			“It’ll be fine,” I said shortly.

			“I hope so,” Dana said soberly. “For all our sakes.”

			“Um. What?”

			Dana held up his hands … in case I was going to start swinging, maybe? “I just—no one knows what you’ll do when she—if you lose her. Your mother.”

			“Ah.”

			“I didn’t mean to sound disrespectful.”

			“It’s also that the old guard has no experience with a ruling monarch who’s young enough to have living parents,” Terry added. “So. Everybody’s talking.”

			Vampires: scourge of the night preying on an unwary populace while gossiping like freelancers in Us Weekly.

			“There’s nothing to worry about,” I lied, because when was that ever true? “And my father’s dead, actually.” Legally. And maybe literally, depending on how things went with Mom. “And I’d think having any kind of monarch would be weird. Most of the vampires we know are Americans.”

			“We got turned at exactly the right time,” Terry said with a nod. “Can you imagine if we’d been stuck with the other guy?”

			“Nostril was the worst,” I agreed.

			“We appreciate you executing the hell out of him,” Brian said. “All the things you do for us, really.”

			Killing Nostro, arranging a ZoomobileTM, or at least not veto-ing the ZoomobileTM, yep, I had all the angles covered.

			“You prob’ly hear this all the time,” Dana said, “but if there’s anything we can do for you, I hope you’ll call on us. Our contact info’s on the gift table.”

			Gift table! Yippee!

			“My cousin works in Oncology at the Mayo,” Terry said. “Did you want me to … ? I mean, he knows what I am. He’s cool with it, once I promised never to bite him and that vampirism isn’t catching.”

			“That’s excellent,” I replied with a straight face. “We can’t have people thinking vampirism is like the measles.”

			“But maybe that’s presumptuous,” Brian put in. “You’ve probably done your homework.”

			Well, no, Marc did my homework, but I paid attention to all the slide shows. “It’s not presumptuous to want to help. It’s nice.” I realized the three of them had linked hands while we were talking. So used to it, they didn’t even notice they were doing it. Awwww. “But yeah, I’ve got it covered.”

			“It always struck me as odd and unfair and dumb, sometimes,” Brian said. “How you can have all this power, but your loved ones still get sick and die.”

			Exactly. Exactly. What the hell was the point of being the long-foretold vampire queen and the new and improved Satan if I couldn’t keep my mom out of a box in the ground? This lifetime (and then some) gig only took, it never, ever gave.

			Brian was looking at the floor and fidgeting, and stopped both when Dana gave him a friendly elbow jab. “Can I ask another personal question? Since you’re being so nice?”

			“I’m always nice.”

			Before I could elaborate, an excited voice cut through the polite din: “Betsy, come and look! This sea turtle’s older than I am!”

			“Shut up, Gunnar!” I turned back to the trio. “You were saying? I mean, I was saying?”

			“Are you going to turn her?” he whispered.

			The people I loved had never asked me that, for which I was grateful. But hearing the question put so baldly, and from a stranger, surprised me into being honest. “I—my mother doesn’t want that.”

			“So you’ll just … let her die?”

			My heart could have broken; he sounded so young. And more than a little horrified. His own mother’s death must still sting. “Some things are out of my hands,” I replied, since we were dropping truth bombs all over Discovery Bay. “Because you’re right. You were exactly right: it doesn’t matter how powerful you are, you don’t get your way all the time.” As Nostril found out. And Mussolini. And the My Pillow guy.

			“Betsy! Please come over here immediately!”

			“Gunnar, will you simmer down?”

			“But come look! Looooooooook!”

			“JFC,” I muttered, and the trio flinched and giggled at the same time.

			

			
				
					26This is a real thing! As is the Minnesota zoo, porcupines, and freckled ducks, though they aren’t in the same exhibit.
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			Chapter Twenty-Six

			The ZoomobileTM hadn’t even pulled away from the curb before I sprinted inside to seek the gift table. After an embarrassing amount of time, I found it cleverly hidden in the peach parlor, where I’d walked past it a dozen times in the last week without noticing it and oh my God there were so many gifts you couldn’t see the top of the gift table. It looked like a pile of levitating gifts!

			“Uh, guys? She found it.”

			I shut out the inconsequential yammering to focus on alllllll the delightful levitating gifts. Two or three beautifully wrapped packages that were obviously shoe boxes, very nice. A couple of heavy Tiffany’s boxes … had someone sprung for the $3,000 poker set? Or the $3,000 bocci ball set?29 (Heavy gifts from Tiffany’s were always beautiful but ridiculous.) An upright rectangle that could only be a new smoothie blender. This was like getting married, except better! There had been no gift table when I got married! And what else?

			It’s the smallest gift, Brian had said, and by moving a few things around I spotted a small card in an envelope, the kind that came with flowers. No flowers, though, blood or otherwise, and thank goodness.

			I slit the tiny envelope with my thumbnail, extracted the card, read, stared.

			And stared.

			And almost crumpled it in my fist from surprise, but I recovered and slapped my palm over it protectively.

			“Did you wish to break in the new blender, Maj—”

			“Don’t come any closer, Tina!”

			I darted away, intent on protecting the Precious. I’d put it in my billfold, then lock up my purse. Possibly forever. No, not safe enough. Encase the card in Lucite, then bury the Lucite? Too easy. Take out an insurance policy on it, and keep it in our bank’s safe deposit box within a safe deposit box? No, I wanted instant access. Call Lloyd’s of London, dump the problem in their lap? No, those amateurs might bungle it.

			One of the safes! The bedroom safe, in fact. Anyone after the Precious would have to get past the ridiculously solid front door, and our reasonably solid bedroom door, and Sinclair, and me … but what if we were out? No, safes weren’t safe enough, either.

			My heart. I would keep it near my heart, which meant wearing bras every day, which was annoying (the nice thing about dying at thirty=no sag), but no sacrifice was too great.

			“My own? Are you well?”

			“Close that door! Lock it!”

			Bemused, Sinclair obeyed. I shook the card at him. “Gift table!”

			“Yes. So pleased you’re pleased.”

			I carefully put the card on the mantle, where it would be temporarily safe until I found a permanent solution. Matches and candles in the bedrooms—most of the rooms—were verboten, for a couple of reasons. The mansion tended to catch on fire every other year, and vampires were more flammable than dryer sheets. Those were verboten, too; Tina made us use dryer balls which she claimed worked just as well as Bounce. That was a lie. I think she just liked the balls because they look like penguins.

			Meanwhile, Sinclair was droning on: “And though I know this is a lesser consideration, I was prouder than usual to be at your side tonight, and the others found you quite imp—” I seized my husband and threw his finely tailored ass on the bed. “Hmmm.”

			[image: ]

			“That was … energetic.”

			“Shut up,” I yawned.

			“What is on the card?”

			“The greatest gift in the history of gifts. Makes … um … ”

			“Frankincense seem like gold?”

			“There we go,” I replied comfortably. “I knew you’d have an example to back me up.”

			“That is my literal function. Always. Though of late, it seems you have less need of me.”

			I seized the blanket and yanked it to my chin (Sinclair was a post-coital blanket hog), then turned on my side and propped myself up on an elbow. “That’s the biggest pile of bullshit you’ve ever slung.” I jabbed him in the chest between the nipples and to the left of the fang marks. “I’ll always need you. I love you, you enormous goober. Don’t look for that to ever change.”

			He smiled at me, which was terrific. Sinclair’s smiles were like heat lamps: starting low, then getting brighter until his entire expression was transformed into something warm and loving. There were things he only showed me, and I cherished them all. “Noted.”

			“Is this about Jay? I heard you know about him.”

			He raised an eyebrow while gently moving my poking finger away from his chest. “You didn’t have to ‘hear’. If you had simply asked me, I would have told you.”

			“Or you could have told me without, y’know, me starting an interrogation.”

			“Or you could have told me.”

			I sensed this was a debate I might lose, so I shifted gears. “Listen, he’s a nice, confused guy whom I’ve been hanging with for a couple of reasons, and I’m happy to go into all his nonsense, but you don’t have to worry. There’s nothing between us.”

			Sinclair laughed. And laughed. And then laughed some more.

			“All right,” I grumped. “So you weren’t worried about that.”

			And laaaaaughed.

			“You made your point!”

			If he’d been human, he’d be wiping away a tear by now. As it was, he was grinning so hard his eyes had almost disappeared. “No, my own, I never once worried you were betraying your vows.”

			“Well, I might have been. You don’t know!”

			This made him laugh harder, which I hadn’t thought was possible.

			“All right, usually your confidence is sexy, but right now it’s edging into irritating.” I kept wanting to pout, which was stupid. This was the first intermittently-beating heart-to-heart chat we’d had in … what month was it again? And that was also stupid. And on me. We were normally close. We were literally in each other’s heads, which was part of the reason I’d been keeping him at a distance, and it was a shitty reason.

			So: time to get back on track and away from the laughable possibility of me sneaking around to bone Jay, messy master of losing fistfights, behind Eric Sinclair’s back. “Was Ilsa your nanny?”

			Sinclair’s chuckles finally tapered off. “No. Marc had that wrong.”

			“Yeah, Marc’s been getting a few things wrong. Which is a whole other conversation … I wish you’d talked to me about it before just bringing her here.”

			“She would have come regardless, to show her respect at the celebrations. I admit I seized the moment.”

			“Yeah, that’s not all you seized.”

			“Surprising you was … ill-chosen. But you have been … ” Argh, the pauses were terrifying. “ … difficult to reach. Even when you’re in my arms.”

			“Well, I’ve got a lot on my plate,” I replied and it didn’t sound lame at all.

			“Why do you hunt alone, my love?”

			“ … I don’t always.”

			He let the silence draw out, knowing thoughtful silences made me so nuts I would eventually … “I don’t! Always.” Time alone with Sinclair these days meant talking about what was foremost on my mind: my dying mother, my soon-to-be murdered father, BabyJon’s new school, Jessica’s distance, the construction and all that entailed. I didn’t want to be talked out of any of it. I didn’t want to talk about it at all. “Like I said, there’s a lot going on. Also Marc hates me.”

			“Marc adores you.”

			“Nuh-uh!” I sat bolt upright, Frankenstein’s monster coming to life on the table. “You saw him at the vampire sock hop. He was all seething hatred and flying crochet hooks. He hates that I made him a zombie.”

			Sinclair poked at my elbow until I flopped back down. “You did not make Marc anything, except a loyal friend. The Elizabeth who never will be did that.”

			Ancient Me. The thing I might become.30 And don’t remind me about how I (mostly) undid the events that led to her. Or, as Jessica put it, you shot the timeline to hell is what you did.

			Anything was possible. That was usually a platitude tossed around at seminars and high school graduations; in my case, it was the literal truth.

			“And it troubles me,” Sinclair yammered on, “that you no longer distinguish between the two of you.”

			“We’re the same person.”

			“You are not. Emphatically not. You saw to it.”

			“Accidentally,” I reminded him. “Maybe it didn’t take.”

			“‘Accidentally’ seems to work for you.”

			“I … can’t tell if that’s a compliment or if you’re being a dick.”

			“You said yourself that Ancient Elizabeth was surprised to see you doing and saying things she herself had no memory of doing or saying.”

			“True.” Surprised and pissed. It had been the highlight of the week.31

			“You will not be her,” he declared. “We will never see her. If that is what you fear, let me put it to rest for you.”

			“It’s not all I fear,” I admitted, “but it’s pretty high on the list. I also wonder about Laura. And my mom. And I miss Jessica. I know she’s only a few minutes’ drive away, but. We lived together for so long, and everything’s different now.”

			“You did,” he agreed. “It is. But while we’re discussing Jessica … ”

			Yep. Here it comes.

			“Could you not attempt to eradicate your mother’s cancer as you did Jessica’s?”

			Check it: Mom wasn’t even the first of my loved ones to get the lethal cancer curse.

			“She won’t let me. And spent an hour explaining why. And shuts me down every time I bring it up again. She basically sees vampire mojo as only slightly less unpleasant than chemo. It was really hard not to take that personally.”

			“Ah.”

			“It’s not like I can make her,” I added.

			“You could,” Sinclair agreed. “But should not.”

			“Right. So.” Don’t think about the construction. “Everyone’s on the same page. And listen, about Jay—”

			“My only concern about your new chum—”

			“Chum? Really?”

			“I believe he might be unstable.”

			“Yeah, I picked up on that. And ‘unstable’ is downplaying; I think he might be clinically insane. He’s harmless, though. I picked up on that, too. Would you believe he says he knows where my sister is? Because I’m not sure I do,” I rushed ahead, cutting Sinclair off before he could answer. “Or that I even want to know. So. Coffee dates. While I pondered. And there wasn’t much to tell you. There still isn’t. He’s not very forthcoming. So: more coffee dates.”

			“Coffee dates so you could focus on a new problem while you waited for something to happen.”

			“Yeah.”

			“That is often a wise impulse … ”

			I waited.

			“ … but perhaps not this time.”

			“I know. Once the jubilee gets squared away, I’ll confront him. Settle the Laura thing once and for all. And … and things with my mom. Once and for all.”

			“And if Jay isn’t delusional?”

			This time I was the one who laughed. “Win/win.”

			And that was day two of the jubilee.
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			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			“Welcome to Hell; local time is 7:48 p.m. Just kidding, there are no clocks in Hell. It’s like Vegas that way.”

			Being greeted by a cheerful The Ant: only the first of horrors for the damned, poor dead sons-of-bitches.

			My late stepmother clacked over to us on her too-high heels and raised her overly plucked eyebrows at me. “So you’re giving tours now.” The Ant was glittering in a painfully bright polyester blouse and skirt combo; her shellacked blonde hair gave her a nice Bride-of-Frankenstein-in-the-suburbs vibe. The black spike heels added a good three inches to her height, and remember: she was an important personage in Hell. She could look like she was wearing anything. And she went with … that. “Tours for the damned! And also werewolves and vampires.”

			“Apparently.” I turned to the small group clustered behind me. “Tina, Sinclair, you don’t need intros. Gunnar, Brian, everyone else, this is my late stepmother, Antonia Taylor. Ant, these are—”

			“Jubilee participants.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Who wanted to go to Hell?”

			“I get it, it’s weird, but what can I say? Gets ‘em out of the house, right?” To the others: “No offense.”

			[image: ]

			Gunnar started it. I want everyone to be clear on that. The sun had barely set before he was politely in my face.

			“I must beg a boon,” he begged.

			“It’s very early for this,” I said, because “early” in this case was a state of mind. In fairness to Gunnar, nine p.m. really couldn’t be considered early.

			We were in the kitchen because Ilsa had made me a delightful concoction called a kiba: a German smoothie! I’d barely started slurping when the kitchen door swung open and Sinclair came in, Gunnar on his heels.

			“What’s all this?” Sinclair asked, surveying the smoothie detritus.

			I saluted him with my glass. “Gang initiation.”

			“Ilsa,” he teased, “you have seduced the queen with bananas and cherries.”

			She didn’t say anything, just smiled and looked past him. “Sir. And Gunnar, guten abend.”

			“Fun facts,” I announced. “Not only is this delicious, I found out German chocolate isn’t really German. Ilsa told me it originated here! Because Americans think up all the good stuff.”

			Sinclair chuckled even as he rubbed his eyes and muttered, “Christ,” into his palm. He quickly apologized to Gunnar and Ilsa, and anyone who wasn’t me would assume he’d dropped the C-bomb by accident. But I figured it was revenge for Gunnar’s ‘we’ll call it hiding but maybe you were a coward?’ comment at the sock hop. Ha, ha, Gunnar, go fuck yourself.

			I’d given it some thought, what I’d done ten years ago. Killing Nostro and taking my place. And back then, when it was showdown time, when it was Sinclair and me against Nostro and his minions, when we were in a literal battle to the death with the fate of every vampire on the line, Gunnar?

			Nowhere around.

			The kitchen door swung open and Tina ambled in. “I’ve told you about the origins of German chocolate a hundred times, Majesty.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Again with the exaggerating.”

			“I’m. Not. Exaggerating.”

			I took another slurp. Frozen bananas, almond milk, cherries + blender=pretty fine smoothie. Especially since I didn’t like almond milk. Nothing to do with the taste; everything to do with how ubiquitous it’s become. And it gave other nuts permission to refer to themselves as “milk”. Ground-up nuts are not milk! Milk is milk!32

			That’s when Gunnar dropped the bomb and begged the boon. He wanted me to tell him to go to Hell. And then take him to Hell.

			“So your sight-seeing agenda is the Mall of America, our house, the zoo, Hell, and then … what? A show at the Guthrie? Maybe take in an Ordway musical?” Actually, that was kind of a cool itinerary, depending on what was playing.

			I realized he was clenching his hands together so hard they were paler than usual. “I understand I am asking a great thing.”

			“I dunno how great it is, but if you want to go, I’ll take you.”

			Gunnar looked a smidge too thrilled at the prospect. “Truly? Thank you so much!”

			“Happy to help, weirdo. Shall we? Oh. Wait.”

			BabyJon didn’t have school today, and my go-to babysitter had a full schedule of dying of cancer. My other go-to babysitter hated me and might have moved out. My former bartender was probably at home being repeatedly warned to stay out of a pool that wasn’t there. Jessica had her own life and her own kids. I’d have to ask Tina to forgo Hell, which was a shame. She liked to track down Civil War veterans and quiz them on What Went Wrong.

			“You are concerned for your boy?” Ilsa asked. I liked how she called him my boy. “I would be pleased to spend more time with him while you and the king go to Hell.”

			“That’s nice of you, especially since I fired you within five seconds of meeting you, but I can’t ask you to do that.”

			I noticed Tina wasn’t jumping in with an offer. Just watching us. Hmmm.

			“I wish you would please allow it. I would be happy to do it.”

			“Well … ”

			“Thank you very much, Ilsa,” Gunnar said, seizing her hand and kissing it over and over: mwah-mwah-MWAH! “I am in your debt.”

			Oh. Well. Discussion over, apparently.

			“There is no debt.” To me, dryly: “Believe it or not, I have no wish to visit Hell.”

			“Wonderful! Do you think this is appropriate?” Gunnar asked, gesturing to his immaculate suit.

			“It’s fine, Hell doesn’t have a dress code.” Although if it did, that would probably make it more Hellish. I’d have to think about that.

			“I appreciate your good faith,” Ilsa said.

			I could’ve just thanked her, but I was compelled to be honest/dickish. “It’s not my faith; I don’t know you. It’s Sinclair’s faith.”

			“And not my recipe for kiba?” she teased.

			“I won’t lie, that’s a factor,” I admitted. “Just not the main one.”

			And then everyone ran off to do whatever prior to our departure, leaving me with Ilsa and a blender full of kiba.

			“This will happen many more times,” she said, and I assume she meant finding people who weren’t my dying mother to watch BabyJon. Though she could have meant my embrace of kiba.

			Because it wasn’t just about watching the kiddo to make sure he didn’t touch a hot stove or flush his tablet. It was about protecting his life. And it was about his life. The parts I could control (bedtime) and the parts I couldn’t (his invulnerability to paranormal harm).

			“You wish for your boy to have a normal childhood,” she deduced after she figured out I wasn’t going to comment.

			I nodded, and Ilsa reached out and took my hands in her chilly ones. “My dear, this cannot be. He is being raised by vampires. He has sleepovers with werewolves.”

			“Once again, your English is spectacular. I didn’t think ‘sleepover’ was even a word in German.”

			She cocked her head. “Why wouldn’t it—”

			“And we haven’t agreed to the sleepover yet. Negotiations are ongoing.”

			“He video-chats with mermaids.”

			“Tina does,” I corrected. “He just muscles in on the conversation.” Fred loved BabyJon. And she didn’t like anyone.

			“This life you wish for him, it can never be,” Ilsa said again. “This was ordained.”

			“Not sure I agree with the last half of your sentence, but … ” I looked at our joined hands and gently extricated myself. “I know you’re right. So … what? Cross my fingers and do my best and hope for the best while acknowledging so much is beyond my control?”

			“Like any parent, yes.”

			“But I’m not any parent.”

			“Even so. Some things even you cannot control.”

			“Story of my life,” I replied. “I just didn’t think it’d be the story of my afterlife.” I let out an unnecessary sigh. “Thanks for listening to my whining.”

			“Gerne geschehen.”

			I’d give her the benefit of the doubt and assume that wasn’t German for ‘go fuck yourself, you silly silly thing’.

			“So! Now I have to haul Gunnar to Hell which I have to admit will probably be pretty entertaining. The guy’s a born tourist.”

			“Take pictures,” she begged.
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			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			“It has an Orange Julius!” Gunnar cried, pointing. “Exactly like the real Mall of America!”

			“Not exactly,” Martin Shkreli replied. He’d roused himself from his permanent sulk to take Gunnar’s order. “There’s no ice, except when there is. When there is ice, it smells like garlic.”

			“Diabolical!”

			“Awww,” I replied. “Thanks. Also, don’t order anything to eat or drink.” And to Shkreli: “Get back to work, you.”

			Douchebros being in Hell didn’t bother me, or even surprise me. What bothered me was the people who weren’t in Hell: Lenin, Madoff, the Snapple Lady. Were they in heaven? Or did they just blink out of existence at the moment of their deaths, like the super cheap lightbulbs Tina bought in bulk?

			“All the trays are sticky,” Gunther marveled, poking at a messy stack of them. “Though I saw one of the damned washing them with my own eyes! My … own … eyes!”

			“Many are the wonders,” The Ant said with a straight face. And to me: “Nice to see you back here so soon.”

			“No, it isn’t. It’s amazing how you can look me right in the face and lie like that. Maybe I’ll stay longer. For days and days! Why not? Everything I need is in Hell.” File that under ‘phrases I never thought I’d say. “I might just move in.”

			She laughed. “I’ll call that bluff.”

			Given how unacceptably stressful and yucky my life had become, it wasn’t that much of a bluff. “I hate you so much, Antonia.”

			“Yay.”

			“This is amazing!” Gunnar was doing that Mary Tyler Moore thing where he was gazing up and slowly spinning around. All he needed was a beret to toss. “And this! Observe!” He snatched something out of his pocket and waved it at me. “I’m getting a text!” His gazed at his phone, equal parts puzzled and enraptured. “AT&T works in Hell?”

			“AT&T works in Hell,” I confirmed. I didn’t know why. Sinclair and Tina didn’t know why. Maybe AT&T didn’t know why.

			“Delta has cancelled my flight!” he cried. “Can I respond?”

			“You can try, but I doubt Delta will un-cancel your flight. So anyway, this is Hell.”

			“Is it all of the mall?” Brian asked. He’d been hanging back, peeking at me from behind bangs I really, really wanted to trim. “Or just a gigantic food court? Either’s fine, I’m just, um, curious.”

			“Oh, you don’t have notes?” I teased. “It’s a complete replica of the MOA: food court, rides, another food court, movie theater, another food court, security office, lost and found, lockers, and the most horrific, monstrous feature: The Lego® Store.”33

			“Amazing!”

			“No, no. The opposite. The food court only serves food you don’t like. Or food you love, but it’s over-cooked. Or under-cooked. The pop is always flat. You get a lid for your drink but never a straw. Everything is sticky. So do you guys want a tour or just the highlights or what?”

			“I’d like to see everything,” Brian said. “If you don’t mind.”

			“I should, too,” Gunnar put in quickly, “and, if I may, meet one of your … guests?”

			“Oooooh, tactful. Okay, come on. Stragglers, keep up.” The stragglers were four vampires I vaguely remembered from the vampire sock hop: Cliff, Annabelle, the shorter guy whose name I couldn’t remember, and the other woman whose name I couldn’t remember. They didn’t have much to say and seemed moderately terrified. Any chit-chat from my end made them tense up even more.

			It was like they’d all lost a bet, and Hell was the penalty, and they were trying their best to keep their game faces engaged. Did they think I’d punish them if they didn’t come along for HellTour 202_?

			I took them on a walk-thru while I pointed out more terrible things: “The aquarium is full of dead fish, except when it’s full of things you’re scared of and have to touch. The rides are either lame and disappointing or maim you. The lockers eat your belongings. The movies are all terrible: The Horror of Party Beach, They Saved Hitler’s Brain, Howard the Duck, The Avengers—not the Marvel version, the one where Uma Thurman says ‘how now, brown cow’ … Freddy Got Fingered, anything with Woody Harrelson, everything in the Fast and Furious franchise, Licorice Pizza … ”

			“Goodness gracious!”

			“Heavens to me,” I agreed. “And the parking lot isn’t a parking lot. It’s condos, with all the horrors those entail. The paperwork. The tyranny of neighbors who can’t wait to tattle on you for the tiniest infraction. The paperboy with terrible aim. The mandatory neighborhood meetings. The stupid petty rules: no planters on windowsills. No colored lights at Christmas.

			“And the fines. Sooooo many fines. And the shaming of those who won’t conform. Sooooo much shaming.” Souls who didn’t want to leave but didn’t have to be put on racks or into iron maidens got to live in the duplexes of the damned, poor luckless bastards. It wasn’t great, but it beat the Pear of Anguish.34

			“Features, not bugs, is sort of my guiding principle here,” I finished.

			“But … it wasn’t always a mall, yes?” Gunnar asked.

			We were passing Hooters, where the entitled male asshats were required to wear skimpy clothing and wait on raucous women who pinched. “You’re right, this is all new. The old Satan, her Hell was an office building. Glass lobby, receptionist, conference rooms … like that. And once you got past the lobby, you found yourself staring down an endless hallway with doors. It was like that ‘which door has a tiger behind it?’ riddle, except all the doors had tigers. Or serial killers. Or auditors.”

			“I cannot believe I am able to ask this question, but what was the old Satan like?”

			“Classy and cruel. She favored designer suits and always looked great. It was incredibly aggravating.”

			“But you killed her and took over. The mall backdrop proves it.”

			I blinked. “Sorry, was that in question, Gunnar?”

			“I meant no offense,” he assured me, eyes so wide I could see the whites all around. He was like an immaculately dressed greyhound about to bolt. “But you’re so terribly young, and not just for a vampire. And yet in a lamentably short time—”

			“Lamentably?”

			“—you rose to the throne and then murdered Lucifer—”

			“I self-defensed Lucifer.”

			“—and now run Hell. It sounded incredible. Unbelievable. Like misinformation. Or some fool’s idea of a prank.”

			Which is why you wanted to go, I realized. Gunnar wasn’t here just as a tourist. He was also after confirmation. And he’d gotten me to give it to him. Tricky, tricky. I reminded myself that for all his “I ™  New York” mannerisms, he was at least as old as Sinclair and had survived Nostro, which wasn’t a piece of cake.

			Speaking of cake, we were back at the food court by now, and Gunnar did the Mary Tyler Moore thing again. Tina was watching him and smiling; Sinclair and The Ant were having a whispered conversation that might be a problem for me. Those two had no reason to separate from the group, put their heads together, and yak. Sinclair loathed her because she was The Ant, and The Ant loathed him because he was Eric fucking Sinclair, and not to be messed with.

			“But it’s true!” Gunnar yammered. “All of it. And you. It’s all real. The proof is before all of us, the proof is every step we took here.” Then, horribly and hilariously, Gunnar dropped to his knees. “Dread queen.” He looked up at me, holding his hands palm-up and beaming. “How fortunate we are to be in your service.”

			“Yep, okay, thanks. Here we go.” I grabbed his hands and hauled him upright.

			“But why a Mall?” Brian asked. “Why not an airport or a garbage dump?”

			“Both stellar ideas,” I agreed, since airports that weren’t in Hell were still Hell. “But I know malls. Dumps, not so much. So this is what my brain made. I mean, not to state the obvious but I’m gonna state the obvious: this place is beyond vast.” I gestured to the food court, which was three stories high. Sunshine poured in through the many skylights, except when it was dark or raining (literal) cats and dogs. The court was crowded but there were still loads of empty tables and chairs even though, from a physics perspective, we should all be packed head-to-tail like unholy sardines.

			“There are souls who have been here ten thousand years. It’s an entire plane of existence, if that makes sense, completely separate from everything else and entirely its own world. Tina thinks Hell’s the size of nine Earths. Which is insane! I cannot think about it like that. I can’t think about nine planets and the billions—maybe trillions—of souls here. If I sit down and start thinking about the numbers, I’ll lose. My fucking. Mind. Hell’s a mall because I understand malls. It’s run by committee because it’s too much for one person. It was too much for the last Satan.” It was one of the many reasons she arranged to dump it on me. Yeah, I won that fight … but I think she might’ve thrown it. A little. I made the bitch bleed, though. So there’s that.

			“And you’ll never hear me spout something like ‘if you think you can do better, step up’, because I’m sure lots of people could do better. Like you, Gunnar. You strike me as pretty bright.”

			“I’m very bright. But you won it in combat.”

			Yeah, maybe. I shrugged. “Hell’s not your responsibility, though. Or anyone else’s. Is it?”

			The six of them shook their heads. Then they just stared at me.

			“Okay. Lecture over, ditto the tour. Gunnar, you wanted to meet a resident. Did you want to see someone in particular?”

			“I would, dread queen, and you are kind indeed to indulge me.”

			“So … ?” Here it comes: dead dad, maybe, or some other long-dead family member. Or an old enemy. Or a new one. Or maybe he wanted to know who Jack the Ripper was.

			Gunnar took an unnecessarily deep breath, either to relieve stress or show us how serious he was about to be. “I should like to see Sandy O’Neill if you please, my queen.”

			I waited for a bolt of recognition, which was dumb. We were neck deep in billions of souls; what were the odds that Gunnar would name one I knew? 30,000,000,000 to 1. At best.

			“Gunnar, have you lost your mind?” Tina gasped.

			“Um, should I be worried?” I asked.

			“Nostro,” Gunnar clarified. “I should like to see Sandy O’Neill, self-named Nostradamus and onetime king of the vampires. Right now.”
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			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Say-hey-abracadabra and there he was. Nostro looked about the same: like a mean-spirited monk who tortured small animals when his brother monks were snoozing. Only he was smaller. Like when you’re in your twenties and you run across your most-loathed teacher from middle school. You remembered them as ten feet tall and super bitchy, and it’s a shock to see that while they’re still super bitchy, they’re also older and smaller.

			The second-to-last time I’d seen him, Nostro-cum-Sandy (was I using cum right? It felt like maybe I wasn’t) had been sitting on a—not joking—gold throne, with all the tackiness that entailed.

			The last time I saw the tubby twit, he’d been in pieces.

			“How’s it going, Sandy?” Good old Sandy O’Neill, who died around the same time Elizabeth I did, and renamed himself Nostradamus because he was a blunt bitch.

			“Significantly less great than it was going thirty seconds ago,” he grumped.

			Sinclair was at my side in half a second. It would have been sooner, but I think he was a little frozen in shock.

			“Oh. You,” Nostro said, looking him over.

			“Sandy,” the king replied in a voice so chill, I almost got frostbite by proximity.

			“You said you weren’t interested in him,” Sandy accused. “In either of us.”

			“Catch up,” I replied. I tried to remember everything I knew about Nostro … five hundred years old, bad dresser, petulant asshat … yep. That was pretty much it.

			“And you.” To Gunnar, who had the look of a man who wasn’t entirely glad his wish had been granted. “You promised to defend me against all comers.”

			“And so I did,” Gunnar replied. “Until someone worthy came along.” Awww. Pretty sure he means me.

			“You were always a slippery wretch,” Sandy replied. But for all the snark, he was keeping his distance. Ha! Like that would save him if I wanted to go Elizabethan on his ass.

			“So you’ve been here the whole time?” I asked. Huh. I should probably look up all my dead enemies. (I always had my great ideas five years too late.)

			“Where else would I be?” he grumped.

			Fair point.

			“And all the rumors about how she loves humans at the expense of the undead are false!” Gunnar brayed.

			Uh, what? “Uh, what?”

			“She respects us!” Gunnar insisted. “She wants us to be individuals, not zombies marching in lockstep with a pathetic capitalist agenda.”

			That’s … probably right? I’ve got a capitalist agenda, but mostly it’s about footgear, and I don’t expect anyone to take to the streets for it.

			Meanwhile, Gunnar was still braying: “It’s a brand new world! She is the established queen! We have never been safer, vampire on vampire crime is dropping … ”

			“Batman and Catwoman got married!”

			I had to smile. “Thanks, Brian, but I can’t take credit for that one.”

			“Safer?” Sandy let out a yelp/giggle. “She exposed you! And then turned her back on you.”

			“Never! She let us come out of hiding, then showed us true freedom.”

			Nostro stepped forward. “Not being able to feast on that which we desire most isn’t freedom.”

			“But coming into the light, so to speak, to build new families and reconnect with old ones is.”

			“Families? Crutches from your old world,” Sandy sneered. “Your dead and gone world, your irrelevant world. I freed you from that. I made you an apex predator. She put you on a diet. And she did so because she is what she always was: an insipid human lover who never wanted the throne.”

			“Respect isn’t a synonym for insipid,” Gunnar shot back. “She cherishes us. She plans to turn her own mother into one of us!”

			“Everyone shut up now.”

			Hmmm. Megaphone voice was new. That would probably come in handy again. I cleared my throat. “Not that this isn’t as fascinating as it is awkward … ”

			“Right?” The Ant muttered, rubbing her left ear. Nostro had no comment; he was lying on his back like a stunned beetle.

			“But it’s inappropriate in every possible way something can be inappropriate,” I finished. “So this, um, discussion is over.”

			“I ask forgiveness,” Gunnar shouted at once. “Can you hear me? I seem to have temporarily gone … ” He took his hands away from his ears. “Oh, mercy, that’s better.”

			“Also, that’s not true about my mother.”

			They all looked at me and I realized two things at once: 1) everyone knew, and 2) they also knew I was lying.

			And that was day three of the jubilee.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			There wasn’t a question that becoming Satan 2.0 had changed me. I mean … duh. But it was changing me physically, too. Or would that be physiologically? When I woke up in that funeral home on my 30th birthday, I couldn’t teleport anywhere, much less to Hell. Couldn’t sport fangs without lisping. Couldn’t turn down a blood smoothie to save my life. Or extend my unnatural life. Or make zombies. Or dream. And no matter what I was in the middle of, queen or no queen, I’d fall into a ten hour coma the second the sun slipped beneath the horizon.

			That’s a liability for anyone running Hell. Can you imagine? “Sorry, the devil’s taking a nap, but I’ll tell her you called/mutinied/died again when she gets up.”

			But none of my powers, evolving or otherwise, were going to save me from the intervention.

			“Jeez, Sinclair, come on! I’m not turning my mom. We’ve been over this.”

			By way of response, Sinclair crooked a long finger at me, then turned and headed upstairs. I was sorely tempted to stay put and sulk, but then I realized where he was heading and got my ass off the stool in a hurry.

			“Hey, wait! Let’s discuss this for the billionth time while we have smoothies because that’s our thing! In the kitchen! Where we’re supposed to do that stuff! You hate when I bring smoothies upstairs which definitely isn’t why I do it anyway! Sinclair … Eric?”

			Nope. He went up the stairs and kept going, past the second floor, past the third, past our bedroom, right up into ground zero for my failures.

			I scowled at the attic door. Then I went up. The smell of fresh paint and sawdust overpowered the usual odors: mouse turds, dust, death.

			“Agh! Fuck’s sake.” Tina, Marc, and Will were also in the attic, which I should have picked up on sooner. Too busy enjoying the fresh paint smell, I guess. “Oh. Excellent, everyone’s here. Y’know what, gang? You’re all right.”

			Tina tried a tentative smile. “Really?”

			“Don’t fall for it,” Marc warned.

			I put my hands on my hips and tried a sage nod. “This has gone on long enough. It’s time we all had a talk about Will and Marc.”

			“Yes, it is … ”

			Will let out a yelp. “The hell it is!”

			“ … but this is not that talk,” Sinclair finished.

			“You mean that talk is something we can look forward to dreading for the next couple of days?”

			Sinclair ignored Marc’s relevant grievance. “You are fighting against the reality of losing every one of your mortal loved ones. While you understood the problem intellectually … ” I glared when Marc snorted. “ … your mother’s illness has forced you to grasp it as a tangible dilemma. It is no longer hypothetical.”

			“Why are you narrating?”

			“You know impending loss is a certainty and as a result you have isolated and distanced yourself.”

			“Have not,” I muttered, glaring down at my feet.

			“We have all observed the signs of your withdrawal. You have spurned all offers of friendship, mortal and vampire … ”

			“I’ve always had a one friend limit,” I shot back. “Excuse me for not being greedy.”

			“You had a thousand friends,” Will said, because he thought his input was welcome. “Marc said. He even told me you were Miss Congeniality.”

			“Yeah, a million years ago. And congenial’s not a synonym for ‘having tons of friends’.” Right? Right.

			“Even if the ‘one friend limit’ policy—which despite your insistence that it is a custom of long-standing, no one in this room has heard of—that ‘one friend’ is also someone you have withdrawn from.”

			“She’s raising weird twins and trying to pick a wedding date where said weird twins will look their actual age instead of being old enough to vote. She’s got her hands full. And I left a super-long rambling message on her voice mail a few days ago.”

			“You refused to get to know my assistant,” Tina pointed out gently. “You never once called him by name.”

			“So that equals isolation? Besides, you go through them like cats through cat litter. Aaron only worked here for … what? A month?”

			“Andy was here for just over three years.”

			“Yeah, well, and then he died, right? So what would have been the point?”

			“He did not die, he moved to Iowa.”

			“Iowa! Minnesota’s mortal enemy?35 No wonder I thought he was dead. You’re well rid of him, Tina.”

			“And this,” Sinclair said, gesturing to the attic, to all the construction workers had wrought (and had yet to wrought), “is direct evidence that you will take drastic steps to put off mourning a loved one.”

			“What? No. These are badly overdue improvements in case Mom changes her mind and wants to die at home.”

			“This isn’t her home,” Tina said, still so calm and gentle and sweetly reasonable that I wanted to smack her with a parasol.

			“Well, it’s someone’s home, it’s our home,” I said, indicating the hospital bed and assorted medical clutter and I definitely wasn’t leaving anything out.

			“And the restraints?” Sinclair asked.

			“Um … they’re for us? Because sex?”

			Sinclair’s mouth did something weird as he made an effort not to laugh. “My own, our intimacy is sublime and beyond anything I dared dream, but you are a rich, marvelous vanilla.”

			“What’s wrong with vanilla?”

			“Not one thing.”

			“Good, then stop … uh, what’s the opposite of kink shaming? Because I think that might be what you’re doing. Actually, let’s get off our sex life altogether, I get it, you’re not buying my awesome explanation.”

			“No one with a functioning brain is buying it,” Marc added, because he was a bullying zombie. A bombie!

			Sinclair gestured to the, um, recovery corner. “The hospital bed is how you have deceived yourself into believing you’re acting in your mother’s best interest while leaving all options open.” Oh, look, Sinclair was now the vampire version of Vanna White. Except instead of letters, he’s blarping up tons of exposition. “The restraints are the truth of your intent: they’re for your mother, as your intent is to turn her against her will, and she will likely be a Fiend when she rises. For years. And thus she will remain up here. For years. The undead version of Bertha Antoinetta Mason.”

			“I have no idea who that is. And I’m not doing anything against Mom’s will. It’s like you said, I’m keeping all options open. Right up until … you know.”

			“Most troubling,” Sinclair continued, the relentless fucker, “is the simple fact that out of all the rooms in this home, you have chosen to hide your mother away in your least favorite, the part of the house you’re most afraid of.”

			“I’m not afraid of the attic. It just creeps me the holy hell out because it’s where.” I stopped talking. With any luck, Sinclair would start talking about our sex life again. With any luck, it would devolve into a group discussion about our boink rate, which would be preferable to the other option.

			“Hey, I get it.” Marc held his hands up, because no such luck. “If I found a zombie in my attic I’d have a shit-fit, too. Why wouldn’t you avoid my part of the house? Well, what used to be my part of the house.”

			“It wasn’t a shit-fit,” I muttered. “It was an eternity of being frozen in utter terror, followed by full-on hysterics.”

			“And speaking of zombies … ”

			“We werennnnnnn’t,” I groaned.

			“Sinclair made a really good point the other day. You don’t distinguish between Ancient you and you you anymore. You say things like ‘I brought Marc back’, except you didn’t. That evil chilly bitch did. And I—” Marc cut himself off, looked around the room, continued. “We think you aren’t differentiating because you think you’re going to turn into her.”

			Marc died, I brought him back. I’m his blessing and his curse.

			“And all of this means what?” I asked. I cupped my elbows and shivered, though if anything, it was too hot up here. Boiling hot. Hellish hot. I’d-rather-be-anywhere-than-here hot.

			“That you want us to help you,” Sinclair replied softly, “but your pride won’t suffer it.”

			“None of this is about you guys. I kept you all out of it for a reason.” Many reasons, including the fact that Marc was a goddamned Chatty Cathy and my mom would have heard all about my plans for Attic 2.0. “Look, I’m sorry you accidentally found out—”

			“Our discovery was inevitable as you well knew, my own.”

			“I don’t see how.”

			Marc rolled his eyes. “Jeez, Betsy, we all live here and you had construction guys constantly going in and out of the attic for days and days. And don’t get me started on your more-frequent-than-usual mysterious disappearances.”

			“BabyJon also knew,” Tina volunteered, which sounded like bullshit at first. Then I remembered BabyJon’s attic angst.

			I don’t like it up there. There’s all those guys and Marc can’t crochet.

			Before I could comment, Will cleared his throat. “I don’t live here and also knew the attic was being turned into an old lady lair.”

			It wasn’t the time, it really wasn’t, but I cracked up. “You’re wrong. You’ve got some of it wrong, but ‘old lady lair’ is pretty spectacular. And possibly the title of my eventual autobiography. And speaking of old ladies, yeah. Sometimes I worry that Ancient Betsy is inevitable. But that’s something I can talk to you guys about.”

			“Just that one thing?” Marc asked. “Aw, c’mon, you can talk to us about—”

			“Shush. When—if I start to turn evil, you guys have to promise to kill m—”

			“Done.”

			“Jesus, Marc.”

			He spread his hands. “What are friends for? Except I don’t think I could do it.”

			Awwww.

			“From a physical standpoint,” he continued, “not because my love for you wouldn’t let me do it. Some days it’s all I can do to hang onto a 15mm crochet hook.”

			Goddammit.

			“If you’re serious about one of us killing you?” Marc continued. “If you want a close-to 100 percent guarantee? You gotta get Sinclair to do it.”

			“Practical,” Tina mused, “yet heartless.”

			“He’s right.” I turned to the king of the vampires. “I would be much, much less worried about the future if you’d agree to do this for me. And thanks for letting me get that sentence all the way out before instantly agreeing like some zombies I could mention.”

			“I—” That was as far as Sinclair got. He closed his mouth and we all waited. Then he opened his mouth and—no joke—we all leaned forward. But … nothing.

			I stepped toward him, put my palms on his chest. “It’s hard, I know. If our situations were reversed, I wouldn’t be able to bear thinking about it, much less doing it. But this is so important. Not just to me; if you do it, it rescues the world from Asshat Me and keeps our friends and allies safe.” The thought of Ancient Me hurting or even killing Lara and Fred’s descendants was horrifying to contemplate. But that decrepit bitch must have done something. Five hundred years from now36, the earth was buried in snow year-round, there were only a few vampires and fewer humans, and no werewolves or mermaids.

			Unacceptable.

			But Sinclair was still wrestling with my request. You know the saying, ‘could have heard a pin drop’? Maybe not a pin, but a paperclip for sure.

			“I didn’t talk to you about this—any of this—because I don’t love the idea of turning evil and then getting murdered. Or worse, turning evil and not being killed. But your word is all I need to move forward. To face … all the things I’ve put off facing.”

			“I … appreciate your dilemma.” But he was refusing eye contact and shaking his head. I was pretty sure he didn’t realize he was doing either of those things. “I would … would consider … ”

			I smacked his chest. “Dammit, Sinclair, you’re my husband and my subject and the love of my life, so step up and promise to kill me already so we can get on with our lives and also our eventual deaths!”

			“Aw, man.” From Marc. “I’m gonna cry.”

			That brought Sinclair’s head up. He even smiled. A little. A very, very little. “I hear and obey, my own. I acquiesce to the one thing I swore I would never do.”

			“Wait, sometime in the past you thought about killing me but decided not—”

			“Should you find yourself on a dark path leading to Ancient Betsy, I will remove you from said path. Even if it means destroying you.”

			“There, was that so hard? Oof!” He’d snatched me to him for a crushing hug. “Don’t worry,” I gasped, reaching out to touch his trembling mouth. “Never happen. Most likely. Or at least, not anytime soon. Certainly not this month. Maybe not even this year.”

			He kissed me on the mouth, then pulled back. “You’re vibrating.”

			“Oh, please. That was a terrific kiss, but it wasn’t vibrating terr—wait.” I yanked the pager off my waistband and squinted at it. There was only one person in my life who preferred pagers to cell phones. And there was only one reason they would text 9-1-1.

			I wrenched myself free of Sinclair and ran.
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			Chapter Thirty-One

			I had no memory of the period of time between getting Jenn Palmer’s S.O.S. and smashing through my mother’s front door. It was one of those decorative glass things and I basically ran through it. (Ran=bounced off a couple of times before it shattered.)

			Mrs. Palmer greeted me with a scream and clutched her daughter closer, if possible. Bad idea, going by Jenn’s pained groan. She greeted me with a mumble, bruises darkening and flesh puffing as I watched. “Took ‘er. Tried t’stop mm.”

			“She did, she tried so hard, she tried so hard,” Mrs. Palmer babbled. She was in her robe and barefoot, and had ripped off most of a sheet mask. Soothing Peppermint Aloe, by the smell; there were still bits left on her chin and temples. Her heel was bleeding—there was broken glass in the living room as well as the entryway—and I doubt she had any idea. Don’t come out, fangs. You stay put. Freaking out Mrs. Palmer even more than she already is? Not a good plan. “Please don’t. Please please don’t send her back to Hell, it wasn’t her fault. Let me take her to the hospital. Or if you don’t want bad P.R., I—I can take care of her at home. Please, she doesn’t belong to you anymore, let me take care of her.”

			“She’ll always belong to me,” I replied absently, kneeling beside them. “And she wouldn’t go to Hell anyway.”

			Mrs. Palmer’s whole demeanor changed. Her eyes widened and she relaxed her grip on Jenn by a fraction. “Heaven, then?”

			Jenn snapped her fingers. Even while concussed, she wasn’t into people talking about her like she was out of earshot. “Don’ wanna go heaven. Wanna stay here. Or go back t’Hell.”

			Mrs. Palmer’s demeanor changed gain. “Be quiet, you silly girl, you don’t know what you’re saying.” To me: “She didn’t mean that. She wants to go to heaven, of course she wants to go to—”

			“Nuh-uh. Hell’s somethin’ I get. Heaven, not s’much.”

			Ah, yes, the whole ‘the devil you know’ thing, except it was literal and Jesus Christ, focus already!

			“Can you tell me what happened?” Though from the state of the room, it was clear that at the least, a vicious fight took place or a cow had broken in, gamboled around in the living room, then crashed through the kitchen sliding door to head back to the farm. These things happen when you live on the far edge of town, and your neighbors are indifferent farmers.

			“Killed one of ‘em,” Jenn replied. “They took ‘em when th’left. Yr mom, too. Sorry. So sorry.”

			I took her hand verrrry gently. It was the least bloody part of her, though two of her nails had been ripped off and the pinkie was broken. “Shut up, I’m proud of you. It’s not the first time you’d headed into danger for me. And yeah, Mrs. Palmer, take her to the E.R. Don’t worry, she’s got health insurance through Dakota Tech and her I.D. will hold up. We’ll figure out something to tell the cops.”

			“W’d vv kllld t’other, c’nt gt nnn gp,” Jenn slurred. “T’fst. S’sorry.”

			“Knock it off, you did great.” My terror for my mother made me realize exactly why Mrs. Palmer was there. Jenn had fought, lost, and beeped me. Then she did what any frightened girl who loved her mom would have done: called her, too.

			Before I could ask her anything else, her eyes rolled back. Jenn had gone bye-bye, and before I could tell Mrs. Palmer to take her to the hospital, I heard Marc picking his way through the glass in the entryway. He came in, took one look, then hustled to Jenn’s side with his First Aid kit. Though ‘kit’ didn’t do the suitcase justice.

			“Can you see to her, Marc? I need to get gone.”

			“I know, I’m coming with you, let me just leave some supplies for Mrs. Palmer. We’ll call an ambulance before we head out, but your mom might need me.”

			I liked how Marc was utterly confident that Mom’s rescue was all-but-complete. I put my hand on his arm. “See to Jenn. I won’t need you for this. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m gonna go kill everybody. And maybe eat a few faces.”

			And that was day four of the jubi—no, wait. Still day three.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			Breaking into Discovery Bay in the middle of the night was shockingly easy. I was either getting better at criming, the Minnesota Zoo was careless about locking down their exhibits, or the asshats who took my mother were expecting me.

			“Betsy!” Brian called, waving a dripping hand. He’d been perched on the ledge of the tide pool, dabbling his fingers in the water, and jumped up when he saw me coming. The colossal fuckhead was smiling at me. Terry, who’d been standing watch over my mother, came forward as well. They were both wearing … clothes, I guess, who the hell cared? Not the time for descriptions.

			“Your mother,” Terry began, then cut herself off, possibly because I hit her in the mouth. Her head shot to the left as I heard the crunch of bone; Brian let out a cry and caught her before she fell; she coughed out three teeth on her way down. I was indifferent to all of it, including how the low light bounced off her buzz cut.

			“‘W’d vv kllld t’other, c’nt gt nnn gp,” Jenn had said. “T’fst.’”

			Would have killed the other one, but I couldn’t get a grip. Too fast.

			“Don’t slaughter them, please, dear,” Mom called from her cozy spot in front of the shark tank. “They thought they were doing what you wanted. One of them died for it.”

			Good. Only two to go. I ran to her. “I’m sorry,” I said, collapsing onto the carpet beside her. “I can’t believe this happened, I’m so sorry.”

			She was smiling, thank Christ, and took my hand in hers, the delicate skin almost papery, the back of her hand still bruised black and green from the hospital I.V.s.

			“How’s Jennifer?”

			“Marc’s taking care of her. Nothing fatal as far as I could tell. The ambulance was on the way when I left.”

			“That’s very good. As for these two, you won’t, will you?” She peered up at me, reading my face as she had for three decades. “Kill them?”

			I didn’t say anything.

			“Betsy,” she said sternly. She started to prop herself up, then sighed and gave up. On the propping, not the bossing. “I forbid it.” She pointed at me and her eyebrows rushed together in her listen to me and no bullshit this time expression. “Now you promise me.”

			“For an older woman in the late stages of cancer, you’re pretty mouthy.”

			“Yes.” She smiled, her expression almost … sweet? Or relieved? Or was it just exhaustion? “Late stages. That’s exactly right. End game.”

			“But you don’t have to d—”

			“Oh, joy, this again. And again. You should be ready to feel tremendous amounts of déjà vu as I explain once more how I loved you before you took your first breath and after you took your last. But—”

			“I still breathe,” I pointed out. Once or twice an hour, even! Not that anyone was counting.

			“But you’re a literal parasite. That isn’t a criticism.”

			“Are you sure?”

			She waved away my snark. “You’re glorious and I’ve always adored you and who could have thought you would become a vampire and change the world? What should have been your end was your beginning. You’ve done spectacular things and I’ve never been prouder. Not even when you stole your dad and Antonia’s dry cleaning and set it on fire when you found out about their affair.”

			“I didn’t know he could scream so high until that day,” I mused. “And for so long. All the neighborhood dogs went crazy.” And he’d had a sore throat for two days afterward. Ha! The Ant’s reaction—trying to get Dad to send me to military school—had also been gratifying.

			“Vampirism seems to be working out just fine for you, but,” Mom shook her head, “it’s not for me.”

			“Just try it! The perks are fabulous! If you don’t like it, I promise to kill you. Pinky swear and everything. I swear I’ll murder you so fast … ”

			Mom snorted and shifted in her sleeping bag, and for the first time I realized Brian and Terry, the soon-to-be-slaughtered shitheads, had made her pretty comfortable. She was lying on a super twin inflatable mattress, which was cushioned with multiple sleeping bags and fancy pillows. From Target, no less; they still had the tags. She’d been zipped into the top sleeping bag, which was padded, almost three feet wide, and a cheerful cherry red. There were bottles of water within easy reach, some of which had been drunk. She hadn’t touched the crackers.

			“Perks like having arthritis for eternity? And a bum knee? Perks like hiding when the sun comes up and relying on reading glasses for the next century? Or two centuries? Or five? Vampirism won’t cure any of those things. The body I have right now is the body I would have unto eternity: weak, aching, nauseated, and forever in need of a good rinse and a perm.” Mom patted her ragged white curls. “Do you know how many pairs of reading glasses I’ve misplaced in the last year alone?”

			“There’s more to it—”

			“No. I told you that last year and last month and last week and last Monday. No, a hundred hundred times. No. No. No.”

			“So you’re saying you’re open to it … agh!” For a woman on her deathbed (death sleeping bag), she had a helluva grip. “Fine, I withdraw my promise to murder you. Also, today’s the day we’re supposed to promise to kill our loved ones, I guess? Because I finally got a chance to talk to Sinclair about Awful Ancient Me.”

			“You mean they finally confronted you on your sneaky nonsense.”

			I rubbed my eyes. “Christ, why am I fighting so hard to keep you around?”

			She laughed at me. “You probably think that’s rhetorical.”

			“Anyway, we talked about it and Sinclair promised to kill me if I get steadily more awful. And I guess … I guess I just promised to kill you if you turn into someone you can’t abide. A Fiend, or worse. But I take it back.”

			“Oh, Betsy, what I’m asking from you is so much harder than killing me. I’m asking you to let me go.”

			I didn’t say anything, because it was beyond obvious what she meant. She didn’t have to move, didn’t even have to sit up, but even so, this conversation was wiping her out like a marathon. I knew the main reason she’d checked herself out AMA was because she knew the end was close and wanted to meet it on her terms. Especially when you considered the fact that she was also refusing meds. I had Jenn check and she’d confirmed the pill bottles all over Mom’s house were still full.

			Mom was done with all of it, and had been for weeks.

			“And leave your father alone,” she added. “He’s a wretch, but he’s trying.”

			An involuntary semi-hysterical giggle escaped before I could press my lips together.

			Mom nodded. “But still a long way to go, yes, I agree. But make no mistake, young lady, I’m not asking you to spare him for his sake. I’ve told you before, you don’t need patricide on your conscience.”

			How adorable was it that my mom assumed my conscience was salvageable?

			“As to your generous officer to turn me into a ghoul of the night—”

			“Oh, for God’s sake.”

			“I know I would have status as your mother, perhaps even be styled the Queen Mother Ghoul—”

			Argh. Argh. Argh.

			“—but to borrow a hoary cliché, it’s better to serve in heaven than reign in hell.”

			“What? You know I haven’t read the Bible since Sunday school.”

			“That’s not from the Bible. And while I’m asking for clemency, I’d like to once again ask that you spare Brian and Terry. They’ve already lost Dana.”

			“Good,” I replied curtly.

			“It was shocking,” Mom almost whispered. “I wouldn’t have believed it. Jenn killed one of them with her bare hands! And gave the other two quite a fight. They were hampered in that they didn’t dare kill her, but it was still … astonishing. And not a little horrifying. She’s a child.”

			“She spent decades in Hell, Mom. You wouldn’t believe some of the nasty tricks she picked up.”

			“I would now. Now you have to listen.”

			“I never have to—”

			“Brian and Dana truly thought they were doing what you wanted.”

			“Don’t care.”

			“They explained this many times.”

			“I’ll bet.”

			“It wasn’t a planned treachery,” Mom insisted. Unbelievable: she was spending her last day defending the fuck muppets who kidnapped her and planned to turn her into a vampire against her will. I was the only one who could do that!

			Which was probably her point, dammit. “I know it wasn’t planned.” The sleeping bag and the pillows still had the tags on. Even the locale choice smacked of the last minute. “It’s why this is partly my fault. I told Brian how much you and I liked Discovery Bay.”

			And that wasn’t all.

			Dana: No one knows what you’ll do when you lose her.

			Brian: It always struck me as odd and unfair and dumb, sometimes. How you can have all this power, but your loved ones still get sick and die.

			Are you going to turn her?

			She doesn’t want that.

			So you’ll just … let her die?

			Some things are out of my hands.

			Me and my big. Fat. Mouth. Oh, God, it was that Becker thing Sinclair told me about! Or was it Becket? Either way, the lesson Sinclair had gone out of his way to teach had fallen on deaf (stubborn) ears.

			“In my defense,” I said, “that doesn’t translate to ‘please kidnap my terminally ill mother, turn her into a vampire against her will, and be sure to beat the shit out of her nurse along the way’.”

			“Well, no,” Mom admitted, and snickered a little. “It’s not even a dog whistle. But planned or otherwise, it’s done now. Finished. And me too.”

			I shook my head so hard I was momentarily dizzy. “You won’t get a chance to say goodbye to Tina and Sinclair.”

			The look she gave me was a 50/50 blend of exasperation and love. “I already have. You think they haven’t been to see me? You think you’re the only one making the drive to Fairview multiple times a week?”

			“Until this moment,” I admitted, “yeah.”

			“That was a foolish assumption,” she said kindly. “They knew what you won’t face. Partly because they’re quite a lot older than you, and partly because … well. They’re them and you’re you. I’ve said what I needed to, and so did they.” Mom smiled. “Your husband in particular lamented the fact that he had to say goodbye to a mother-in-law he could ‘actually abide’. He thought he’d never have one. Which is something else you brought to the table without meaning to. Me!”

			It was always cute when Mom demonstrated where I inherited my vanity, but I was too upset to appreciate it. “But what about BabyJon? He won’t underst—oh. Let me guess: Sinclair brought BabyJon to see you to say goodbye.” Argh, the treacherous maturity!

			“Your family,” Mom said kindly, “stepped up when you couldn’t.”

			I opened my mouth, and a whole lot of nothing came out.

			“That’s it, isn’t it? Your last excuse. You can’t think of anything—”

			“Yes, I can! Just give me a minute, goddammit!”

			“Betsy.”

			“Just … wait, okay?”

			“Elizabeth Anne Taylor.”

			“Fine. Fine, Mother. You can die now, you win. Satisfied?”

			“Not hardly.” She let out a breath which was oddly medicinal, given how she’d been skipping her meds. “But getting there.”

			“Mom, I know you think I’m being weak and selfish—”

			“I wouldn’t have used those words. Well. One of those words.”

			“But it’s not just that I’m not ready for you to die and that I hate funerals and that planning them is tedious and sad, like a tax return that doesn’t result in a refund. It’s not that the whole thing is just ugh. It’s that I’ll never see you again.”

			“Betsy … ”

			“Listen. Even if I finally kick it after five hundred years and God knows how many more jubilees, Hell’s my final destination. That was probably true before I took over. It’s not yours, though. I’m pretty sure. It’s why I can’t find Laura anywhere. She’s … she’s beyond my lands. She’s somewhere I can’t go. And you will be, too.”

			“Is that what all this is about?” Mom shook her head and let out another sigh. “You’re still blaming yourself for her choices? You’ve looked for her for years, and because you can’t find her, no one else you care about should die?”

			“Yes.”

			Mom just looked at me, then let out a(nother) long sigh. “If you want heaven … it’s yours.”

			“Mom, that doesn’t make sense.”

			“Who could keep you out … if you really wanted to come in?”

			Oh, I dunno … God?

			“But even if you can’t get there … I’m sure … I’m sure … ”

			“Mom?”

			“I’m sure you know someone who can put in a good word for me … someone who could even check on me now and again. Set your … your mind. At ease.”

			“Actually, I might. How d’you even know about J—? Mom?”

			“ … tired … ”

			“Mom?”

			“Let me go, dearest girl and … best of daughters.”

			I wouldn’t. I couldn’t.

			If anyone’s going to kill my father, it’ll be me. I’d never fob it off on anyone else. That’s where King Henry the Whatever screwed up. He wanted Becker gone, he should’ve left out the middleman.

			Goddammit.

			“You’re falling asleep now,” I said, bringing the vampire whammy to bear on the one person I hoped never to use it on. “Your breathing is slowing. And your heart is slowing. And you’re tired and falling asleep and it’s—it’s very peaceful and nice.” I swallowed a sob. “And when you wake up … you’ll be somewhere wonderful.”

			Her grip loosened but her smile stayed fixed. Her eyes went to half-mast and stayed. And stayed. And stayed. She let out a last breath and her chest didn’t move again. Because she was gone from me.

			She was gone, and for the rest of my long, long life I wouldn’t be able to smell gunpowder and rosewater without thinking about my mother, the finest of women, now forever beyond my reach.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			My family was waiting for me just outside because of course they were. Because I’d dropped the shields I’d spent the better part of a year building. Because I stopped hiding from life and from death. So Sinclair knew my every thought, every action, felt every emotion, knew exactly what I was doing and why, and what I needed from him, and in turn, them.

			So here they were: Sinclair, Tina, Marc, Will, Jessica.

			Wait. Jessica?

			Sinclair’s cheeks weren’t wet, but he was wiping away phantom tears all the same. My tears.

			“I grieve with you, my own.”

			“You’d better. It would suck if I was on my own for this.” I hugged him, then turned to Jessica. “If you tell me you already went to see her to say goodbye I’m going to be relieved and also furious.”

			“Shut up, you big dummy,” she replied, and pulled me into her bony embrace. Jessica was one of those lucky jerks who never put on weight. Not to skinny-shame, but I’d lost count of the times she’d downed fats by the cupful and complained she couldn’t gain. Back in the day, my cholesterol would spike if I so much as glanced at an éclair. “I’m sorry to be here so late; we only got back in a few hours ago.”

			Back in? Ah.

			“You forgot Nick and the babies and I were on the Amalfi Coast, didn’t you?”

			“No, I just forgot where the Amalfi Coast was.”

			Jessica laughed. “Italy, you stooge. I leave for a month and all hell breaks loose. Not literally, thank God. Sorry, Tina. And yeah. I said goodbye to your mom before I left.”

			“You’re a sneaky shit,” I informed my oldest, dearest friend, “and I’m so glad you’re back.”

			“Are you well, Majesty?” Tina asked. “As can be expected under the circumstances?”

			“Getting there,” I lied. Only maybe it wasn’t a lie. Call it shock or grief or exhaustion, but dreading Mom’s death had almost been worse than her actual death. The pressure to make every moment count, even when she was throwing up for the fourth time that morning, had been intense.

			“And the others?” From Sinclair, who was ready to switch from Comforting Spouse to Fanged Avenger, depending on what I said next. “The ones who dared lay hands on your mother?”

			“Jennifer killed Dana when they grabbed my mom.”

			“Whoa.” Jessica blinked. “That cute little blonde teenager you brought back from Hell? Oh. Right. She’s literally from Hell.”

			“Yeah. And then they brought Dana’s body to the Zoo, you believe that? The unbelievable shitheads actually thought I was going to bring him back to life.”

			“You did not?” Sinclair asked, looking as though he didn’t care one way or the other.

			“No. I denied him the solace of my lands. He can stay dead. I don’t know where his soul is.” And don’t care, I didn’t bother adding; it was super superfluous. “And I sent Brian and Terry to Hell.” Their tentative hope as I faced them. Their shock and dismay as I made the floor disappear and listened to them fall alllllllll the way down. I know Hell’s not technically ‘down’, but you’ll never convince Brian and Terry. “I’ll deal with them later.”

			“So they live. In a manner of speaking. Your mother would have asked for clemency,” Sinclair guessed.

			“Yeah. But I never answered her. So.” I shrugged. “We’ll see.”

			“What now?” From Jessica. Her dark eyes were fixed on mine. I could smell sweat and Kid Cuisines and coffee on her. She must have dropped everything when Tina or Sinclair called. Didn’t even change her shirt. Probably jet-lagged beyond belief.

			“Now we get gone. But first this.” I took out the card that Brian, Dana, and Terry had left on the gift table for me, which I’d carried next to my heart ever since. There was enough light to read the delicate raised lettering:

			One consultation with Sophia Webster

			To design the shoe of your choice

			For our Upcycled collection

			And in delicate cursive: “So looking forward to creating something lovely and sustainable with you! SW.”

			I tore it in half and in half again and again and again until it was a tiny confetti pile of lost dreams.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			“My queen, I had every confidence you would find and punish the miscreants.”

			“You were my first suspect, Gunnar.” It was hours later. A new day. The first without my mom.

			Gunnar let out a yelp. “What? How so? And by what criteria? I’m newly come to town, I must be the villain?”

			I spread my hands. “That’s usually the way it works around here. But first we had to figure out who knew about my mom—”

			“Too many,” Gunnar pointed out.

			“Indeed,” Sinclair agreed. “Then we had to ask ourselves—”

			Is that the royal ‘we’?

			“—how the villains of the piece knew how to get to our mother.”

			Definitely the royal ‘we’.

			“And who wanted to help or hurt the queen and me, and finally, who else knew more about us than they should?”

			“The farmers at the farmer markets! That was my second guess,” I confessed. “I don’t trust anyone who gets up that early on the weekends.”

			Gunnar raised a perfectly groomed eyebrow. “With all respect, I now have profound doubts about your detective skills.”

			“It gets worse. You were the only one who asked for a tour of Hell. And once we were in Hell, you didn’t want to leave after five minutes like a sensible person. You wanted a complete tour. Which made it look like you wanted to keep Sinclair and me busy while your henchlings Becketted my mom.”

			“I have no henchlings.”

			“Please stop making nouns into verbs,” Tina begged. “I know we have larger issues at hand, but it sounds insipid. ‘Adulting’. ‘Criming’. Ridiculous, all of it.”

			Gunnar ignored Tina’s irrelevant outburst. “Brian asked for the same thing.”

			“He did. But unlike you, Brian had an ulterior motive. Well, a different ulterior motive. You just wanted to look up Nostro—way to give me a heads up ahead of time, BTW—while Brian’s motive was keeping me busy while Terry and Dana ran around buying sleeping bags and bottles of water and figuring out the best way to snatch my mom.”

			“But how could they have known where your mother was? Which hospital? Or residence? There were dozens of possibilities and they were new in town as I was, as Ilsa was.”

			“There was a leak,” I said shortly. “Which I’ve since closed. Also, your ride’s here. So to sum up, we thought you were guilty, then decided you weren’t, thanks for coming to my Choobilee, see you in anther ten years.”

			“I must give you credit. Knowing exactly how you feel on any given subject at any given time is helpful. And so I take my leave. To my sorrow, gracious queen,” Gunnar added, because he was a smooth fucker. He bowed to Sinclair and me as Ilsa came downstairs, fresh from checking on BabyJon.

			“‘We’ is inaccurate,” Ilsa said, and to her credit, she didn’t sound smug.

			“Fired and rehired in the space of ninety-six hours. Impressive even for you, Ilsa.” Gunnar smirked. “How fortunate you are.”

			“Most fortunate, Gunnar,” Ilsa agreed. “Especially when you consider the fact that I bought a one-way ticket.”

			I gave Sinclair a later for you look. Cocksure bastard. He smiled in response.

			“We’re still working out the details,” I said, “so no one should get ahead of themselves.”

			“Just so,” Ilsa agreed. “I remain at your disposal, whatever you may need me for. Babysitting, fruit and ice runs, light typing, lying to the police … ”

			“Hopefully the last one won’t be necessary.” Though with this group, you never knew. Sinclair and Tina had cleaned up the Discovery Bay mess, and there hadn’t been any cops around (so far), but still. Good to be ready.

			And speaking of Discovery Bay fallout … 

			“I’ll walk you out,” I told Gunnar. “I’ve got somewhere to be, too.”

			“And a funeral to arrange, no doubt. My condolences once again.”

			“Thanks. Goodbye once again.”

			Exit Gunnar. And me, too.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			I knew the moment Marc spotted me; he cut off his driveway chat with Will, backed up, then all but ran into the house. He ran through Molly, in fact, but that wasn’t his fault.

			None of this was his fault.

			Will greeted me with, “Good timing. Or bad, depending on your outlook. I’m sorry about your mom.”

			“Me, too. Were you on your way out?”

			“No. Marc was. Also, did you coordinate with that guy? Because I didn’t order anything.”

			“What?” I turned around in time to see Jay slam his car door with his hip and come bounding up the walk. Oh, good, he didn’t die again. “Okay, this is getting downright freaky. Though it saves me time tracking him down, I guess.”

			“Betsy! Hi!”

			“Hey, Jay. You remember my friend Will.”

			Will’s slender paw was immediately engulfed by the tanned baseball mitt of Jay’s hand. “Sure do! How were the chickens?”

			“Perfect. My neighbor loved them.”

			Ah. I’d been wondering what a zombie needed with rotisserie chickens, but didn’t want to put Will on the spot in front of Jay. And speaking of not wanting to put someone on the spot … 

			“C’mere for a second, Jay.” To Will: “We’ll be right in.”

			Jay: “We will?”

			Will went back in and closed the door, probably glad for the chance to talk Marc out of moving out. Or back in. Or whatever the hell that guy was up to. But I took Jay’s arm and led him to the end of the walk, just in case.

			“First off, what are you even doing here? Does Big Build know you stole their car?”

			“It was actually my car before I donated it to them.”

			“Dammit, Jay, are you homeless or not?” I demanded. “Every time I think I’ve made up my mind one way or the other, you do something like donate a car to my husband’s charity. Or if I decide you’re not homeless, you don’t eat for two days, then show up wearing a newspaper for a shirt.”

			Jay shrugged, which was maddening. “I walk the earth.”

			I snorted. “Yeah, you and Jules Winnfield.”

			“I don’t know who that is.”

			“He’s the guy with the BAMF wallet. Never mind,” I added when Jay opened his mouth to ask another silly question. “Listen, I didn’t want to say anything in front of Will, but I’m gonna track down the asshats who killed you and make them pay by running over their legs and also their heads two or three times.”

			“You will not.”

			“An eye for an eye, right? Or a hit and run for a hit and run?” I nibbled my lower lip as I pondered bloody, grotesque vengeance. “Could probably shorten that to a tire for a tire … the point is, they hurt you and got away with it, which is all sorts of shades of uncool.”

			Jay’s hands settled on my shoulders and he shook me a little, probably to make sure I was paying attention. Or because he thought I was an undead maraca. “That passage doesn’t mean what you think it does, Betsy. It’s not a license for violent vengeance. Leave them be; my Father will attend to them. Or not. He’s a little hard to read, sometimes.”

			“All right, well.” I wriggled out from his grip. “I’m not getting into an argument with you about what Bible passages mean. I still want to stomp your killers, though.”

			“They knew not what they did.”

			“They 100 percent knew what they did. Hit and run asshats always know what they did. It’s why the run comes immediately after the hit. It’s why they convince themselves it was a deer, then hide until the cops come knocking. Also, if you’re not delivering chickens, why’re you here?”

			He put his hands on his hips, looking not unlike a homeless lifeguard in his t-shirt and shorts. With his broad build, he could probably punch out a shark. If he ever punched. “Our Father knows you have something to ask of me.”

			“Well, great,” I grumped. “Come on.”

			“We’re going back in?”

			I ignored the silly question as we went back up the walk and into the house, and found Will and Marc in the kitchen. They cut off their low-voiced argument and Marc swung around to face me with the expression of a man expecting to get shot.

			“Betsy, I’m so s—”

			“None of this is your fault, Marc.”

			“I don’t know how to tell you this—I’m ashamed to even say it out loud—I left your mom’s chart at the cocktail party.”

			“I figured.” I realized too late that the fat file under Marc’s arm that night had been my mom’s chart. He read it every day, constantly worried he was forgetting something, constantly updating his clinic notes. In the last month, he took it everywhere. Like an idiot, I should have realized he had unthinkingly brought it to the party and, in his distress over our fight, set it down and forgot it. Brian, Dana, and Terry had clearly found it. It had been full of helpful information for anyone who wanted to grab an old woman dying of cancer, including her home address.

			“Don’t pretend you’re not mad. And you were right when you said you didn’t need me. I’m a liability and worse. An active danger to my patients.” He shook his head, and when he continued, it was like the words were being punched out of him. “I can’t be a healer anymore. I was stupid to think otherwise. I’m leaving all of you, so you don’t have to worry I’ll cause more harm.”

			“He’s not breaking up with me,” Will clarified. “He’s breaking up with all of us.”

			Oh, gosh, that makes it way better. “Listen, you self-pitying jackass, ‘I don’t need you’ didn’t mean ‘I know you accidentally violated my mom’s HIPAA rights’. It meant ‘I know who the bad guys are and where they took my mom and I’m going to let her die tonight so the last thing she needs is a doctor, but Jennifer does need a doctor and there’s no one I trust more to look after her’.”

			Marc blinked at “self-pitying jackass”, then started to giggle. He tried to cut himself off, and just laughed harder.

			“Idiot,” I said affectionately. “When you’re done yukking it up, maybe give me an update on Jenn Palmer’s condition? Unless you’ve got more drama to air?”

			“Healing up at her mother’s house. Some broken bones, but I expect a full recovery.”

			“Excellent. Want to know what I expect?”

			He (and Will) nodded. “I expect you to trust me to figure out what’s going wrong with you and fix it. But I can’t do it overnight. And I’m the one who owes you the apology. It’s crazy that it took me so long to notice you were in trouble.”

			“You’ve got a lot on your plate,” Will said, because he was adorable.

			“Don’t be so quick to let me off the hook,” Marc said.

			“You’ll notice I didn’t do that, right?”

			“Yes. Good. So while I’m figuring things out, I want you to go to Hell for a while. You’ll be fine there. You’ll thrive there!” Yeah, I heard it. “You’ll be a prince there, if you want.” And to Will, “There’s no reason to think that what’s happening to Marc will also happen to you. But just in case, I want to see a lot more of you.” Ooh, wow, for a second I sounded like a doctor. My mom would have been so proud! And surprised. Very, very surprised.

			Will looked around his dark kitchen, empty of ghosts for the moment, then said, “This is my home. It’s the only thing my parents left me.”

			“I know. I don’t expect you to move in … you’ve avoided that for years. I’ve always tried to respect that.” That was my cue to praise his independence, except his independence had been inconvenient and annoying. “Actually, you can’t move in just yet. I’m burning down the mansion. But you should definitely check in with us more. It’s either that, or you’ll be subjected to more pop-ins.”

			“What?”

			“Hey, I’m aware they’re not your favorite. And they won’t be easy on me, given how far I’ll have to travel from Point A to Point B once we get settled. But it’s either pop-ins or—”

			“No, I need clarification on the casual arson threat.”

			“Oh, thank God you heard her say it, too,” Marc gasped, leaning on the counter.

			“Oh. Right. Don’t worry, it’s all part of my plan.”

			“That’s the one thing everyone says that means we should absolutely worry,” Marc said, because even though he was deteriorating, he was still pretty sharp.

			“I’m not entirely certain I need to be here,” Jay announced. “For any of this.”

			“I just need to ask a favor,” I told him. “But first I want to settle a bet. And I’d like witnesses.”

			I gently took hold of Jay’s arm and pushed his sleeve up, revealing a scarred indentation about an inch above his wrist. It was gnarled and deep, knotted with old scar tissue. You could have filled it with a tablespoon of water. “You don’t heal from everything, I’ve noticed. I’ll bet there’s a matching scar on the other wrist. And your feet.”

			Jay yanked his sleeve down. “It doesn’t matter. It never mattered.” He paused, then asked, “How did you know?”

			“Saw it at the shop when you pushed up your sleeve, and pulled it back down too late. You really like long-sleeved shirts. Even when it’s hot.”

			“It doesn’t change anything.”

			“It doesn’t,” I agreed. “Like I said, I just wanted to settle a bet.”

			“What’s happening?” Marc asked.

			“Oh. Right. Sorry, I forgot to introduce you. Marc, this is my friend, Jay Hernandez Krist. He loves coffee, poor people, and coming back to life. Jay, this is my friend, Marc, and his ex-boyfriend, Will, but maybe not, they’re still working stuff out.”

			They just stared. Which was an appropriate reaction. Then Marc had a look at the scar on Jay’s wrist. “Your new friend … the guy who brings Will chickens … is Jesus.”

			“Someone who thinks he’s Jesus,” I corrected. Someone who had done his homework. All the crucifixion paintings were wrong. Every statue of Jesus on a cross was wrong. Nailing someone through the palms is dumb and inefficient (and mean, obvs). Wrists were better.

			“Makes sense,” Marc agreed. He was still poking at the scar while Jay stood patiently. “The placement of the wounds, I mean, not the … other. Conjunctive tissues are arguably stronger than rope.” He looked up. “Jay, do you re—”

			“Don’t bother. He doesn’t remember anything beyond last year.”

			“Jesus has PTSD?” Will asked.

			“The guy who thinks he’s Jesus has PTSD.”

			Jay sighed. “Oh, Betsy. Really? After all this time?”

			“All what time? I’ve only known you a few weeks. Scars and not staying dead doesn’t necessarily mean Jesus. I’ve got scars and I don’t stay dead, either.”

			“Good point, Betsy,” Marc said. “You’re definitely not Jesus.”

			“Har–har. There are other explanations.”

			“Are there, though?” Will asked, sounding as dazed as he looked.

			“Though you certainly convinced my mom.” I turned to look at Jay. “She knew there was someone in my life who could look in on her. Because you already looked in on her while you were dropping patients off at Fairview, didn’t you?”

			“Of course.”

			“You’d better be Jesus, otherwise that’s super creepy.” Between the two of us, we accidentally cured Mom’s agnosticism. “So will you, please? Check on my mother now and again? Or ask your, um, Father to?”

			“Of course. He’s your Father, too.”

			“One’s enough. That’s why you came today, isn’t it?” I asked. (Still doesn’t prove he’s Jesus.) “You knew I would be here and you knew what I wanted to ask. Don’t bother answering.”

			Will cleared his throat. “Out of curiosity, Jay, what’s your take on the whole gay thing?”

			Jay shrugged. “Love is love.”

			“There,” I said, even as Marc started to laugh. “Case closed. Now you have to get back together.”

			“We’re just on a break. Until we figure some things out,” Will said. Which was smart; who wanted to wrangle a long-distance relationship when one of the two of them was in Hell for the foreseeable future?

			“But while we’re figuring things out, I want a ravager funeral, like the one at the end of Guardians of the Galaxy Vol. 2,” Marc announced.

			I smacked the counter. Gently, so it didn’t crack. “We’ve been over this. It won’t happen!”

			“You always hated that movie because you couldn’t stand Mantis!”

			“No, you dolt, I mean you won’t die. Again. But if you did die, how dare you? I won’t stand for it.” Also: Mantis? So annoying.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			So it all went up: my mistakes, Terry’s body, Tina’s vodka, the attic that will never be an old lady lair. I used the shredded paper from the Greatest Gift Ever for kindling because, I dunno, symbolism or something?

			I’m not saying we’ll go underground forever, but for now, it’s the right thing. Too many people know too much. We’re too accessible. The fact that most people have convinced themselves I’m a fake and Laura was a conspiracy theorist nutjob doesn’t mean everyone has. It never did, but I was able to close my eyes to it for years, and Sinclair and Tina indulged me.

			Mom’s death has, in a terrible way, freed us to consider options that were once unthinkable, or at least impractical. BabyJon’s getting older, too. And whether I want to acknowledge it or not, he’s my heir. Mine and Laura’s and Sinclair’s. As Ilsa was kind enough to point out, pretending he’s ordinary doesn’t make him ordinary. I still wasn’t keen on homeschooling him, but with the new arrangement, he could mourn his grandmother for a few months in complete safety and learn a little, too. It didn’t have to be a permanent solution. That’s the other thing I learned: not everything had to be a permanent fix. We had room to grow. Evolve, even.

			That’s where Nostro got into trouble. He thought the way to rule was to turn your back on humanity. That might work for one-time vampire dictators and Walmart’s board of directors, but it’s no way to run a regime. Pardon the hokiness, but Nostro (sorry, Sandy, heh) never understood that families aren’t anchors, they’re life preservers.

			But enough about him. He’s old news and has been for years. This was about me, because almost everything was. And you can call it vanity, and you’d be right, but that didn’t make it any less true.

			So! Mom’s gone, but we remain. Lots to do: fixing Marc, holding Jesus to his word, underground house hunting, replenishing Tina’s vodka supply, weeping over the lost opportunity to design shoes with Sophia Webster. And I suppose I should tell Dad that Mom’s dead, but I’ve got to be honest, that’s pretty far down on my to do list. It wouldn’t kill him to take the initiative. There was nothing stopping him from coming by the mansion. He might want to bring a fire extinguisher, though.

			The point is, I’m done with hiding. The figurative kind, I mean, since I burned down our home so we could all go into hiding … I guess I’m not sure what the point is. But my family can help me with that.

			The one thing I did know? The queen of the vampires can’t be afraid of death. Anyone’s death.

			It just won’t do.

			The End
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