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The Story So Far

Betsy (“Please don’t call me Elizabeth”) Taylor was run over by a Pontiac Aztek almost three years ago. She woke up the queen of the vampires and in dazzling succession (but no real order), bit her friend Detective Nick Berry, moved from a Minnesota suburb to a mansion in St. Paul, solved various murders, attended the funerals of her father and stepmother, became her half brother’s guardian, still avoids the room housing the Book of the Dead (Book of the Dead, noun: the vampire bible written by an insane vampire, which causes madness if read too long in one sitting), cured her best friend’s cancer, visited her alcoholic grandfather (twice), solved a number of kidnappings, realized her husband/king, Eric Sinclair, could read her thoughts (she could always read his), found out the Fiends had been up to no good (Fiend, noun: a vampire given only animal [dead] blood, a vampire who quickly goes feral).

Also, roommate Antonia, a werewolf from Cape Cod, took a bullet in the brain for Betsy, saving her life. The stories about bullets not hurting vampires are not true; plug enough lead into brain matter and that particular denizen of the undead will never get  up again. Garrett, Antonia’s lover, killed himself the instant he realized she was dead.

As if this wasn’t enough of a buzzkill, Betsy soon found herself summoned to Cape Cod, Massachusetts, where Antonia’s Pack leaders lived. Though they were indifferent to the caustic werewolf in life, now that Antonia was dead in service to a vampire, several thousand pissed-off werewolves had just a few questions.

While Betsy, Sinclair, BabyJon, and Jessica were on the Cape answering these questions, Marc, Laura, and Tina remained in Minnesota (Tina to help run things while her monarchs were away, Marc because he couldn’t get the vacation time, and Laura because she was quietly cracking up).

They hadn’t been gone long before Tina disappeared and Marc noticed that devil worshippers kept showing up in praise of Laura, the Antichrist.

In a muddled, misguided attempt to help (possibly brought on by the stress of his piss-poor love life ... an ER doc, Marc worked hours that would make a union-less sweatshop manager cringe), he suggested to Laura that she put her “minions” to work helping in soup kitchens and such.

As sometimes happens, Laura embraced the suggestion with tremendous zeal. Then she took it even further, eventually deciding her deluded worshippers could help get rid of all sorts of bad elements ... loan officers, bail jumpers, contractors who overcharge, and ... vampires.

Meanwhile, on the Cape, Betsy spent time fencing with Michael Wyndham, the Pack leader responsible for three hundred thousand werewolves worldwide, and  babysitting Lara Wyndham, future Pack leader and current first-grader.

With Sinclair’s help (and Jessica’s cheerful-yet-grudging babysitting of BabyJon), Betsy eventually convinced the werewolves she’d meant Antonia no harm, that she in fact had liked and respected the woman, that she was sorry Antonia was dead and would try to help Michael in the future ... not exactly a debt, more an acknowledgment that because she valued Antonia and mourned her loss, she stood ready to assist Antonia’s Pack.

Also, Betsy discovered that BabyJon, her half brother and ward, was impervious to paranormal or magical interference. This was revealed when a juvenile werewolf Changed for the first time and attacked the baby, who found the entire experience amusing, after which he casually spit up milk and took a nap.

Though the infant could be hurt, he could not be hurt by a werewolf’s bite, a vampire’s sarcasm, a witch’s spell, a fairy’s curse, a leprechaun’s dandruff ... like that. Betsy was amazed—she’d suspected there was something off about the baby, but had no idea what it could be.

Sinclair, who until now had merely tolerated the infant, instantly became proudly besotted (“That’s my  son, you know”) and began plotting—uh, thinking about the child’s education and other requirements.

Back at the ranch (technically the mansion on Summit Avenue in St. Paul), Laura had more or less cracked up. She’d fixed it so Marc couldn’t call for help (when he discovered their cell phones no longer worked, he snuck off to find another line, only to be relentlessly  followed by devil worshippers, who politely but firmly prevented this), and she and her followers were hunting vampires.

Betsy finally realized something was wrong (a badly garbled text secretly sent by a hysterical Marc), and they returned to the mansion in time to be in the middle of a vampires-versus-Satanists smackdown.

Betsy won, but only because Laura pulled the killing blow at the last moment.

People went their separate ways, for a while. And nobody felt like talking.

Three months later, there still has been no real discussion about the ominous events over the summer.




I’m here on the ground with my nose in it since the whole thing began. I’ve nurtured every sensation man’s been inspired to have. I cared about what he wanted and I never judged him. Why? Because I never rejected him. In spite of all his imperfections, I’m a fan of man.

—SATAN, THE DEVIL’S ADVOCATE

 

Can you imagine what it was like? Ten billion years
 providing a place for dead mortals to torture them-
 selves? And like all masochists, they called the shots.
 “Burn me.” “Freeze men.” “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.

—LUCIFER MORNINGSTAR,  DEVIL IN THE GATEWAY

 

It’s not easy being the Barbra Streisand of evil, you know.

—SATAN, BEDAZZLED




Prologue

Archived audio files of Elizabeth, the One, Queen of the Vampires, circa 2010

Okay, so, here are various yucky excerpts from the Book of the Dead. Gawd, I hate that thing.

“The Queene’s sister shalt be Belov’d of the Morningstar, and shalt take the Worlde.”



That’d be my sister, Laura. She’s a great kid—a college student at the U of M. Also, she’s the Antichrist.

“And the Queene shall noe the dead, all the dead, and neither shall they hide from her nor keep secrets from her.”



Yeah. That fun tidbit translated to, “Zombies will lurk in  your basement, and ghosts will follow you around and bitch. Lots.”

“... and the Morningstar shalt appear before her own chylde, shalt help with the taking of the Worlde, and shalt appear before the Queene in all the raiments of the dark,”



This? I have no idea. Could be the end of the world, could be a visit from Boy Scouts selling wreaths. And it’s maddening, really maddening, because I can’t read too much of this fucking horrible tome from hell (probably literally from hell) in one sitting because I go crazy. Anyone who reads it for too long at a time goes crazy. Also? I can’t get rid of the damned thing.

It finds me. It always finds me, sometimes via the nefarious operators of the United Parcel Service. As Ferris Bueller put it, “How’s that for being born under a bad sign?”

“And the Queene shall noe the dead, and keep the dead,”



Yep, got that one figured out. I live with vampires and talk to them, and I’m having fabulous sex with one of them. Also we’re filing joint tax returns, a good trick for dead people.

As for keeping the dead—I have a zillion roommates, none of whom I asked to move in, in case anyone’s keeping track.

“And the Queene shalt noe a living chylde, and he shalt be hers by a living man.”



Score another one for the Book of the Dread. My half brother, BabyJon, is now my legal ward due to the recent grisly deaths of my father and stepmother. I had pretty much  given up on the idea of being a mom—I no longer sweat, never mind menstruate—when BabyJon landed splat in the middle of my (undead) life.

What’s worse, that I can’t read the thing long enough to make sense of it, or that it’s always right?

“To challenge the Queene, thou shalt desecrate the symbole.”



At least this isn’t getting weird.

“The Queene hath dominion over all the dead, and they shalt take from her, as she takes from them, and she shalt noe them, and they her, for that is what it is to be Queene.”



Now it’s getting weird. See, um, one of my superscary evil vamp powers is that I can pull energy from other vampires, then boost it and slam it back into them. I only did it once. It sucked rocks, and nearly killed me (again).

Please God, I never have to do it again.

Do a lady a favor, okay, God?

“The Queene shalt see oceans of blood, and despair.”



Now, that one? That’s the one that really scares me.




Chapter 1

I would never have gone to hell in the first place if the Antichrist hadn’t been fluent in Tagalong. Talk about your perfect storm of paranormal weirdness ... and on Halloween, too.

Okay, so, I’ll back up. This whole mess started simply enough (they always, always do): Bloomingdale’s was having a shoe sale and for once, the retail time warp worked in my favor.

Okay, I’ll back up more. You know how stores are actually about four months ahead of the actual calendar? Like Halloween decorations on sale the day after Easter (pardon me while I embrace the horror)? Like that. So anyway, even though it was Halloween, they were having their spring shoe sale (because when there’s a foot of snow on the ground, everybody wants to buy sandals, right?). And the Antichrist asked if she could tag along, so I said okay.

I ... said ... okay! You’d think I hadn’t been paying attention the last four years. Okay, I haven’t been. Still, how could I not see the coming disaster? It shouldn’t have mattered that the Antichrist needed a new pair of sandals. I should have realized that an innocent quest for fine leather footwear would have ended up with me in hell and the Antichrist freaking out. Again.

Right. The Antichrist. I should probably explain that, too. My half sister, Laura, was fathered by my, uh, father. Dear Old Dad was banging away at my stepmother, the wretch formerly known as Antonia and whom I had always called the Ant, and Dim Old Dad didn’t notice she was possessed by Satan. I’m betting devil-possessed Ant isn’t any worse than non-devil-possessed Ant, which is a sad commentary on my father’s taste in second wives.

The thing is, Satan hated pregnancy, delivery, and breast-feeding. So she did the whole baby-on-the-doorstep thing and beat feet back to hell.

So my sister, who was raised by a minister, is not only the Antichrist, it’s been foretold she’ll take over the world. Possibly between donating blood and teaching Sunday school.

But! I will be the first to admit, the Antichrist is nice. Works in homeless shelters, runs blood drives (kind of hilarious, given that her sister is a vampire), makes cupcakes for church bake sales. Chocolate ones. With real buttercream frosting. Buttercream, not the colored Crisco grocery stores try to pass off as frosting. Ummm.

God, I miss solid food.

Of course, Laura’s got a temper. Who doesn’t? And occasionally she loses it and then slaughters anyone she can get her hands on. That gets awkward, kind of. And she’s totally  conflicted about the undead. Which is actually a pretty normal reaction to vampires.

Her temper and occasional forays into psychopathic rage were why we were meeting tonight at the Mall of America. Laura had sort of tried to kill me a couple of months ago, and still felt crummy about it. She detested conspicuous consumerism and also shopping, which is why her offer to go to my personal Graceland was an olive branch.

I had risen from my unholy grave (bed, actually, with navy blue flannel sheets from Target—it was a day away from November, and I’m not a savage), devoured an innocent for breakfast (a triple-berry smoothie; a perk of being the queen of the undead was that I didn’t have to suck down blood every day, though to be honest, I always want to), then commandeered my sinister chariot (a Lexus hybrid) and was mallward bound.

I parked in the east parking lot, second floor—lots of my favorites were on that side, including Williams-Sonoma and Coach—not that I’d ever cough up four hundred bucks for a knapsack that looked like it was designed by a bright second-grader. Also, Tiger Sushi was there, and Laura was seriously addicted to their Tiger Balls.

So I forced a smile as I marched toward a restaurant that sold seaweed, rice, and raw fish for a profit margin of several hundred percent. The sushi thing. I didn’t get it and I never would. I’d been fishing too much as a kid; I couldn’t make myself eat bait. No matter how fresh it was.

I spotted Laura while I was still thirty feet away, and it had nothing to do with my supercool vampire powers. Laura was just ridiculously gorgeous, all the time. So annoying.

Look, it’s not envy, okay? Well, not extreme envy. I’ll be  the first to admit I’m not one of those girls who pretends they have no idea they’re mega-cute. I’m cute; I freely confess. Tall and blonde (big surprise in Minnesota ... we’re about as rare as yellow snow in the dog park), pale skin, light eyes. Never really had to fight the fat, and being undead means I’ll be slender forever. The phrase I’m at my winter weight no longer has power over me. My senior year I was a contestant in the Miss Burnsville pageant and went home with the Miss Congeniality sash, sort of the you’re-not-the-prettiest-or-the-most-talented-but-the-other-gals-thought-you-were-nice consolation prize. I don’t exactly drink my water out of a dog dish.

Laura, though ...

Breathtaking. Gorgeous. And, as my friend Marc put it, “mouthwatering.”

My gay friend Marc.

And there she was, standing with someone I didn’t know, gesturing wildly in the manner of the native Minnesotan (or, perhaps, The Omen). And as I approached I remembered the real reason the spawn of Satan and my dead stepmother made me so uneasy.

She was just annoyingly stunning, all the time. One of those (vomit) natural beauties. Elbow-length hair the color of corn silk. Big blue eyes. First-day-of-spring blue. Cloudless-summer-day blue. Really, really gorgeous blue. Oh, and thin—did I have to tell you that? I probably didn’t have to tell you that.

Great tits, of course, and always primly secured in a 36-B bra. Long legs—she was just a hair shorter than me, and I topped out at six feet—clad in truly faded blue jeans. Not prewashed and faded blue jeans ... Laura’s mom bought them new (yeah, her adopted mom still bought most of her  clothes, though the girl was a student at the U of M). Then Laura wore them and wore them and wore them until they were actually faded, ripped, et cetera. Waste was a sin, after all. Oh! And let’s not forget the spawn of Satan’s flawless creamy complexion, courtesy of Noxzema.

And faded running shoes, I realized as I got closer. Also by Target. Running shoes! Who wore those to go buy sandals? She’d have to sit down and pull off her shoes and socks each time she ... argh, it was going to make me nuts just thinking about it, so I thought about something else. Like the woman she was waving at.

It wasn’t a surprise the Antichrist was talking to someone; it was a surprise she wasn’t followed around by packs of men and women and small children, all the time. In addition to being gorgeous, people just naturally flocked to Laura. Like I said—for the Antichrist, she was pretty nice.

Except, I realized as I got close enough for her to notice me, she wasn’t talking to the woman. And she wasn’t waving at her, either. Both sets of hands were flying—Laura had either gone deaf or recently become fluent in American Sign Language.




Chapter 2

Oh, and here she is!” Laura’s hands, with their long, slender fingers and bluntly short nails, flew as she introduced me. “This is my sister, Betsy. Betsy, this is Sandy Lindstrom.” A short, plump woman in her thirties, Sandy brushed her shaggy bangs away from her dark, tip-tilted eyes and smiled at me. “She was wondering when Macy’s was having their next sh—”

“November second,” I replied automatically. “It starts at eight a.m., an hour before their store usually opens. Park in the west ramp.”

Laura’s hands moved in translation—I was always amazed at how cool and mysterious sign language looked—while I jabbered shoe-sale tips like a crazed robot.

“Okay, thanks,” Sandy Lindstrom mouthed while signing.

“No problem,” I said, but she was already turning away,  so I started to raise my voice, then realized I was getting ready to shout “No problem!” at a deaf person. Not too lame. Instead, I turned to my sister. “Who was that?”

“Eh? Sandy Lindstrom.”

“Oh. You mean you didn’t know her, or—”

“No, but I knew you’d be the perfect person to answer her question.” Laura grinned and linked her arm through mine. The Antichrist was a toucher and a hugger, did I mention?

“So she was just some random person?”

“Sure.” A frown creased Laura’s perfect creamy brow. “Why?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” I assured her as we began marching past Crabtree & Evelyn, arms linked like half of the cast from  The Wizard of Oz. The brainless and clueless half. (“This isn’t the Burnsville Mall anymore, Toto.”) “I just didn’t know you knew sign language, is all.”

“Oh.” That short reply was completely unlike Laura; so was the shutting-up period that followed. In fact, we were passing Daniel’s Leather before she said, “So is this the way to Payless?”

“Payless?” I nearly screamed, coming to such an abrupt stop the Antichrist nearly brained herself on a nearby pillar. “What foul mouth speaks that filth?”

“Mine,” the spawn of Satan replied, straightening up and making sure she hadn’t dropped her purse in the near collision. Laura was a terrific fighter of the undead (weapons of Hellfire, daughter of Satan, etc.) but not so much a shopper of retail. “You know I’m on a budget, Betsy. We can’t all be married to millionaires.”

“Undead millionaires,” I reminded her, just to see the flinch—and it came, just as I expected. Which is what a lot of people did when mention of my husband, Sinclair, king of  the vampires, came up. Hell, half the time I still flinched, but usually in irritation instead of fear. “And be fair—you know damn well I bought designer shoes on an admin’s salary.” Like my precious, precious Burberry rain boots, a steal at two hundred bucks, and it took me almost nine weeks to save up for them.

“Yes, well.” She fussed a bit, then spotted a mall directory. “Um ... Payless Shoes ... You could pay more, but why?”

Now it was my turn to flinch at the sound of the dreaded slogan. You could pay more, but why? But why? How about because quality costs, nimrods? How about—

“Here it is! One Fifty North Garden.”

“Barf Garden.” Sure, it was childish. Sue me.

Can dead people be sued? The way the last three years had gone, I was likely to find out by Thanksgiving.

Barf, don’t get me started on Thanksgiving.

“Oh, come on.” She grabbed my arm again—ugh—and lunged toward the escalator. “You might see something you like.”

“That’s about as likely as you fretting about what to buy next Mother’s Day.”

She gasped and wilted, and I had to clutch her arm to keep her from slithering to the bottom of the escalator. “Too mean,” she reproached, while people heading up stared down at us with polite midwestern curiosity.

“Oh, please. Since when do we pretend she isn’t your mom? Think that’s shameful? I admit your other mom is my stepmom.”

“Your dead stepmom.”

“Yeah, well, I’m seeing her as often as I ever did.” Disadvantage Number 235 about being queen of the vampires: I see annoying dead people.

“Insinuating I would ever buy her a Mother’s Day card  ever.”

“Yeah, well, that’s why it was a joke, because I’m not likely to find—hey!”

Laura had just as abruptly unslithered and spotted ... something, because she was now dragging me off the escalator and hauling me toward ... a crying child of about three, dressed in typical kid gear of jeans and a MoA T-shirt.

Oh, for—not again! Laura was always finding/sensing/communing with lost children. It was one of her superpowers, along with never having a pimple, or bad breath, or eye boogers.

Look. I’ve got nothing against children. I even have one of my own, sort of. He was my half brother, but also my ward, so I was his sister/mother. Mine and Sinclair’s own little tax deduction. I liked kids, all right? But I didn’t find them like a booger-seeking missile. Laura always did. It’s why I wouldn’t go to the zoo with her anymore.

Now she was kneeling in front of the dark-haired tyke, chattering away in—um—another language I didn’t know. Jeez. Probably shouldn’t have dropped out of the U back in the day; they apparently had a fierce foreign language program for sophomores.

Ah! Now, predictably, Lost Tyke Number 32 had forgotten all about crying and was now babbling at my sister, who was listening and nodding at every unintelligible word, and would—ah!

The cry of happiness/stress from Lost Mom Number 32, who had either spotted Laura the Gorgeous and was drawn to her beauty while forgetting about her kid, or had heard her kid’s mumbling and zeroed in like—well, like another booger-seeking missile.

Now Lost Mom and Lost Tyke were Reunited Family Number 6, chattering in response to whatever Laura was chattering, now came the handshakes, now came the sticky but earnest hug from the kid, now came earnest and tearful gratitude from the mother, and now ... they depart!

“What is it with you?” I asked as the Antichrist bounced up to me.

“Only you could make helping a lost child sound like a character defect.” She smiled as she said it, so I wouldn’t take offense. Laura tried very hard not to offend vampires when she wasn’t trying to kill them.

“No, but—and what was that?”

“What?”

“How you were talking to them. What was it?”

“Tagalog.” Another curt report, and now she was tugging me toward the hated Payless Shoe Source.

I’d do anything to avoid being immersed into that retail Hellmouth, so I asked, “Tagalong? What’s that?”

“Tagalog. It’s a language.”

“Well, I didn’t think you three were doing an impromptu play. What language, specifically?” Not only did I not know the language, I’d never heard of it, either.

“It’s spoken in mmpphhheemes.”

Now she wasn’t tugging; she was yanking. This was a girl who wouldn’t yank if a garbage truck was bearing down on me because she thought startling people was rude. Curiouser and curiouser.

I set my feet, hoping I, intrepid vampire queen, wouldn’t actually get into a tug-of-war contest outside Payless Shoe Source with the Antichrist. My reputation! Not to mention my sanity. “I didn’t catch that. You want to stop mumbling? And pulling?”

“It’s spoken in the Philippines,” she almost shouted. “By about twenty-two million people.”

“Twenty-two million and one,” I joked. “And seriously. You’re cutting off the circulation to my wrist. If I still had any.” Then it hit me. Why the conversation was making her so uncomfortable—when usually only one thing made her uncomfortable. “Wait. You didn’t learn Tagalong, did you?”

“Tagalog.”

“Or sign language, right? Oh my God. You didn’t learn them; you already knew them. I mean, you just know them. You know them all. Every language ... you know every language in the world, don’t you?”




Chapter 3

She shrugged sullenly at me and tried to haul my undead carcass toward the retail Hellmouth, but I wasn’t having it. And not just because of the obvious reason.

“Speak, Laura! You don’t mind doing it when strange children are around. Why clam up now? It’s part of what you can do, isn’t it? You don’t like talking about your mom, you don’t like other people talking about your mom—and you sure don’t like talking about what you got from your mom. You just—you know every language. On earth.”

Oh, the deals she could haggle in Paris! I was momentarily dizzy at the thought. Every language. On earth. Every spoken language on earth ... so she was fluent in Latin and all sorts of other dead languages. Zow! And typical of Laura, she’d never said shit. In any language.

“Just like in that movie!”

“What movie?”

“The Devil’s Advocate, That one where Al Pacino is the devil.” The awesomest devil ever.

She looked away. If it was possible for someone so gorgeous and nice and smart and occasionally insane to look ashamed, she was pulling it off. “I never saw it. My parents wouldn’t—and then I didn’t want—it was about—you know.”

Her! It was about her—or her if she’d been Keanu Reeves in that movie. She didn’t just dislike movies about Satan, she disliked movies about spawn of same. She disliked movies starring ... herself! “So you haven’t seen any—”

She shook her head, making shiny blonde waves obscure her face. Her demonically pimple-free face.

“The Omen? The Omen II? The Omen III: The Final Conflict?  Or Rosemary’s Baby? Or Little Nicky? Or Bedazzled? No, you’re not in that one, just your—”

“No, I haven’t!”

Except she didn’t sound mad. Well, she did, but she also sounded ... interested?

I peered at her. I knew that look. That was a my-God-those-Pradas-are-on-sale! look.

“Well, you’re gonna,” I decided, clamping down on her demonically clammy palm and hauling her—praise Jesus!—away from Payless. “I’ve got at least half those, and we’ll Netflix the rest. You’re gonna learn all about your heritage—at least, what Hollywood thinks it is. Which, given that they greenlit sequels for Speed, Teen Wolf, Legally Blonde, Dumb and Dumber, Jaws, and The Fly, you should totally take with a ton of salt”

“Have you seen all those—”

“One of my many superpowers,” I assured her, hauling her away from the Hellmouth.




Chapter 4

I have to tell the truth,” the Antichrist said through a mouthful of popcorn. “Al Pacino is a terrific Satan.”

“Tell me about it” I was on my seventh strawberry smoothie, furtively slurping because my snobby fink husband thought frozen berries were worse than early morning Mass. In the summertime that was fine; all the good stuff was in season. In the winter, I had to be stealthy with my smoothie fixins. “Although tell me anything Al Pacino isn’t terrific at—ah! Cool, I love this part. Look, he’s gonna jam his finger into holy water and make it so you could boil an egg in there.”

“What is the purpose of that?” Laura asked, aghast and amused.

“Who cares? He’s Al freakin’ Pacino!”

Munch. Crunch. “He is Al freakin’ Pacino.”

We’d gone through The Omen (“Have no fear, little one.  I am here to protect thee.”), Rosemary’s Baby (“We’re your friends, Rosemary. There’s nothing to be scared about. Honestly and truly there isn’t!”), and now we were coming in on the homestretch with Big Al.

Laura, after her initial resistance, was gorging on these movies the way I wolfed down chocolate shakes (or strawberry smoothies out of season). It definitely had the look of forbidden fruit. And whenever we heard a door slam in another part of the house, she’d jump a little, as though she were afraid of getting caught.

Her parents—her adoptive parents, I mean—knew she was the devil’s daughter. Laura had told them. Satan had told them (she’s a big believer in partial disclosure at the worst possible time).

And I think ... I think Laura tried to make it up to them for being the Antichrist by pretending indifference or even dislike toward any pop culture Antichrist references.

Because she sure as shit couldn’t get enough of these movies now. Presumably this wouldn’t come back to bite me in the ass. Right? Right.

Sure.

“What’s your favorite?”

“Elizabeth Hurley. Bedazzled, ‘Most men think they’re God. This one just happens to be right.’ Also she was a great traffic cop. And candy striper! Giving M&Ms to the patients instead of their meds ... it’s kind of like belonging to a really sucky HMO.”

“My mother ...”

“Yeah? Your mother?” I tried not to sound too eager to prompt her; Laura never talked about this stuff. I was afraid to even move, sprawled on the love seat as I was with one of my shoes upside down on the floor and the other dangling  from my big toe—I didn’t want to break the spell. “Your mother, Satan ...”

Laura shook her head so hard, I couldn’t see her face for all the blonde strands whipping around.

“Come on! Laura, you’re the Antichrist and I’m the queen of the vampires. You’re still a virgin and I lost mine after prom to a guy named Buck. Buck! You beat a serial killer to death and I once passed off a knockoff pair of Louboutins as the real thing. I’m just as sick and evil as you are. I’m in no position to judge.”

“Oh.” Then: “Buck?”

“Well, jeez, don’t judge me, either.”

“Oh, never. Um. Really, your virginity? Well. I’ve been seeing her.”

“Your biological mother.”

Laura smirked. “I’m not even sure that’s so. I wasn’t born of her body; I was born of your stepmother’s body. The devil fled back to hell after I was born.”

I nodded. “Yeah, living with a newborn just must be so incredibly awful, if hell seems like a respite.” Memo to me: be thankful you have BabyJon and quit bitching about never being able to get pregnant and force another human being through your uterus and out into the world.

“I’m not her biological child at all.”

“Do I look like a genetics expert to you? Or a theology expert? It’s just all kinds of supernatural fuckery. Who knows how it works? Not me; I’m still trying to get through the vampire queen manual. You’ll drive yourself nuts if you try to force all of this—Antichrists, vampires, werewolves, ghosts, and half brothers who are wards, and weddings and funerals and suicides and kings and queens and coups—to make sense. So, your mom’s been popping in a lot uninvited?”

“She’s always uninvited.”

“Yeah, tell me.” The devil occasionally dropped in on me as well. Worse: the heartless cow tempted me with shoes! Wonderful, beautiful, sinfully delicious and hard-to-come-by shoes. Oh, she was a diabolical wretch. Also, she looked weirdly like Lena Olin: cougar hot, with sable-dark hair shot through here and there with gray strands. Killer legs. Great suits. And the shoes ... let me not get started on the shoes ...

“She’s been telling me things.”

“Eh?” Oh. Right. Laura was opening up about her mom. I should probably pay closer attention. “Okay.” I was fairly certain this was going to be bad with a capital B-A-D.

“And I ... I’m curious about her.” Laura almost whispered that last. Like it was bad. Like it was shameful; like she was.

I laughed. “Oh, honey, is that’s what’s bugging you? Shit. What adopted child hasn’t been curious about their parents? What, you think that makes you a bad daughter? Like it’s disrespectful of your folks who raised you?” I laughed again. I didn’t want to, but it was funny, and I was relieved. “Stop kicking your own ass for being normal, okay?”

My sister instantly loosened up ... her shoulders lost the bowed-in look of somebody in the middle of a serious stress-out. She leaned forward and brushed her hair out of her eyes. “Okay. So, Baal keeps—”

“Whoa, whoa. I’m gonna have to ask the audience for a replay on that one. Ball?”

“An old name for my mother.”

“Really old, because I’ve never heard of it. I guess it’s slightly less offensive than crack whore.”

“Slightly.”

“I prefer Beelzebub, personally.”

“Call her Old Scratch if you like. Call her the Lord of Lies. Call her Mrs. Tiggy-Winkle. Whatever name she uses, she wants me to visit her. To see her.”

“Okay.”

“See her world. Her lands.”

“Your mom wants you to go to hell.” I paused, chewing that one over. “Literally.”

Yeesh. And I thought my mom was a pill when she made me come to the all-faculty cocktail party when I was seventeen. There’s no group duller than a group of academics with inferiority complexes. So, not just any historians. Bragging  historians.

“And I won’t deny I’m tempted. I’d—I’d like to see it. I’d like to ... I don’t know. I’m just so curious, all the time. I have so many questions. And to think, if I hadn’t met you, I never would have thought it was okay to—”

“Whoa, whoa. Nuh-uh. This is not my fault—it’s not going to be my fault. Do not drag me into this.”

“I’m not blaming you. I’m thanking y—”

“Well, stop it! Whatever happens after this moment, whatever happens the rest of November, none of it was my fault.” Being dead the last couple of years had made me paranoid beyond belief. And I was starting to smell disastrous situations that started out cutely innocent and ended up with me almost dying, or my husband almost dying, or one of my friends actually dying. Or a parent dying, or a thousand werewolves out to get me.

What can I say? Fate likes me to keep busy.

“I just think it would be an interesting trip.”

“Wrong, oh sweetly deluded sister of mine. Chicago is an interesting trip. The Boundary Waters is an interesting trip, if you don’t mind hiding your food in a tree. Hell is a life  sentence. More than that, actually.” She opened her mouth, and I made a slashing motion with my hand. “Don’t even. I’m not gonna talk you out of it—I know better than to try—and I am definitely not going with you. I’ve never done one thing in my life to warrant a field trip to hell.”

This was a rather large lie. I could think of several reasons I might have earned a day pass to the Underworld, starting with burying my mom’s purse in the backyard when I was five, figuring that with no driver’s license, she wouldn’t be able to drive me to Payless Shoes. As gambits went, it was risky. As punishments went, it was lengthy.

And we ended up going to Wal-Mart instead. Jesus, pity your humble undead servant.
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