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ALWAYS LEARNING

PEARSON


For women in their ninth month of pregnancy:
 my sympathy.
Nothing against the miracle of life,
 but being a fetal slumlord is no job for the cowardly.


Author’s Note

The events of this book take place just before the events of Wolf at the Door (Fall 2011). You don’t have to read WatD to follow Unstable, but it might be amusing. And not just for me.

Also, I’m a dog person. No, really (though after reading this, you may have your doubts). Betsy and I have many things in common: the vanity thing, the not-learning-from-mistakes thing, the bitchy thing, the self-absorption thing, the shrill when freaked thing, the—you know what? I don’t have all day here, people. My point: of our many commonalities, her loathing of canines is not one of them. Dogs rule. Everybody knows.


The Story So Far

Betsy (“Please don’t call me Elizabeth”) Taylor was run over by a Pontiac Aztek about three years ago. Because she’d been attacked by several feral vampires days before, she didn’t die from their attack, but later at the hands of the Pontiac corporation. This was unprecedented in all things vampire, and she woke up their foretold queen 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, avoids the room housing the Book of the Dead (Book of the Dead, noun: the vampire bible written by an insane vampire on human flesh, 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), and 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 forever.

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 she was dead in service to a vampire, several thousand pissed-off werewolves had a few questions. (“What, now? You care, now?”)

While Betsy, Sinclair, BabyJon, and Jessica were on the Cape answering well-it’s-a-little-late-now questions, Tina, Marc, and Laura 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 worshipers 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 unionless 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 zeal. Then she took it even further, eventually deciding her deluded worshipers 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 300,000 werewolves worldwide, and baby-sitting Lara Wyndham, future Pack leader and current first grader.

With Sinclair’s help (and Jessica’s cheerful-yet-grudging baby-sitting 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 her half brother/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 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 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 becomes besotted (“That’s my son, you know.”) and begins plotting—uh, thinking about the child’s education and other necessities.

Back at the ranch (technically the mansion on Summit Avenue in St. Paul), Laura has more or less cracked up. She’s fixed it so Marc can’t call for help (when he discovers their cells no longer work, he sneaks off to find another line, only to be relentlessly followed by devil worshipers who politely but firmly prevent this), and she and her followers are hunting vampires.

Betsy finally realizes something’s wrong (a badly garbled text secretly sent by a hysterical Marc), and they return to the mansion in time to be in the middle of a Vampires vs. Satanists Smackdown.

Betsy wins, 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, Betsy decided to take the Antichrist by the, uh, horns, and invited her to go shoe shopping at the Mall of America. It was at this time she learned the Antichrist was fluent in every language on earth, and had little or no working knowledge of big-screen devils. Thus, Betsy hauls her sis home for a devil-a-thon (starting with The Omen and including Al Pacino’s Satan, Elizabeth Hurley’s sexy devil, and the baby in Rosemary’s Baby). It’s at this time Laura confesses that she feels guilty whenever she’s interested in finding out more about herself, her capabilities, or her mom, Satan. (“It’s like I’m slapping my adopted mom and dad in the face by wondering about her.”) It’s also at this time that Betsy realizes she’s sick of having a never-fail resource in her own home, the Book of the Dead, which she doesn’t dare use because anyone who reads it for longer than twenty minutes or so goes insane.

So she and Satan strike a deal, which actually makes sense at the time: Betsy will help Laura embrace and use her supernatural powers, and in return the devil will fix it so Betsy can read the Book without the accompanying nut-jobbery.

In addition to Laura’s weapons (stabbing weapons and a crossbow, which normally stay in hell unless she calls them up), she learns she can teleport almost anywhere. Cool, right? Yeah, not so much. In fact, that turns out to be a huge problem, as anywhere encompasses anywhen. In rapid, annoying succession, Betsy and Laura find themselves in Salem, Massachusetts, during the witch hunts of the 1600s; Hastings, Minnesota, before the spiral bridge was replaced (so, anywhere between 1895 and 1951); and the future.

A thousand years in the future. Also, the future? Sucks. There was some sort of cataclysmic global thing-gummy, and Minnesota in the future has winters even worse than the ones it has now. Nobody wants to worry about heat exhaustion on the Fourth of July, but frostbite and hypothermia are just as bad… and since the average temperature in the year July 3015 is thirty below, nobody’s getting rich off selling sunscreen.

In fact, nobody—except Future Betsy—is getting rich, period. They’re mostly hanging out in belowground enclaves and focusing on not dying.

To make matters even yuckier, Future Marc is a vampire. And not just any vampire… after hundreds of years of being Betsy’s personal whipping vampire, he’s dangerously insane. So much so that Laura and Betsy can feel how wrong he is after a glance. In fact, neither of them can bear to look him in the eyes, or even be around him.

BabyJon is there, too, and he’s as charismatic and charming as Marc is creepy and nutso. He won’t tell Betsy how he can be walking around one thousand years in the future and not be a vampire, though she tries and tries to wheedle it out of him.

In the forty-five minutes or so they’re in the future, they discover Future Betsy has taken over (most of) the country, can raise and control zombies, and has a crippling lack of empathy for anyone. More troubling, Sinclair and Tina are nowhere to be found. Worse, no one will even talk about them… except Undead Marc, until Ancient Betsy shuts him up and sends him away. And BabyJon is wildly uncomfortable about the subject.

They return vowing to figure out a way to save the future. Or undo it. Laura teleports Betsy back to the mansion and goes on her merry, hell-bound way.

Betsy has returned to find out Tina and Sinclair remember meeting her in the past. They explain that they’ve always known Betsy would be headed on a time-travel romp, and the only way to help her was to stay out of the way.

To Betsy’s amazement, Jessica is heavily pregnant by Nick Berry. And Nick is happy to see her, thoughtful and warm; since Betsy prevented her younger self from feeding on him, he didn’t experience any vamp trauma this time around. Also, in this timeline, he insists he goes by Dick. Which Betsy just can’t wrap her mind around.

Now Betsy has to explain to her loved ones about the future, about the fact that they’re living in a tampered timeline, and figure out a way to, as Betsy would put it, “Get bad shit done.”

Unfortunately, Betsy’s plan to get bad shit done involves fighting with the Antichrist and waking up in a Chicago morgue, realizing the Marc Thing followed her back from the future and told Human Marc enough dreadful things about what was in store for him that Marc killed himself. After which, Betsy killed the Marc Thing. But not before going back to hell (again) and persuading the devil to let Antonia live again, on earth, in the mansion. The devil also tries to tell Betsy that the Book of the Dead is Sinclair, but Betsy flat-out doesn’t believe the Lady of Lies, to the devil’s great delight. Laura then steals the Book of the Dead so Betsy can’t read it and find out what happens to Sinclair.

Undermined ends with Betsy seeing that for something wonderful to happen in her life, something dreadful must also happen. She’s determined that it will not be like this, and decides to find a way to bring Marc back to life while not becoming the icy monster from the future, Ancient Betsy.

Unstable opens not even a week after she comes to this conclusion…


Pray… you never have to call us.

—THE FROG BROTHERS, THE LOST BOYS

Behold, I shew you a mystery; we shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed.

—1 CORINTHIANS 15:51

You know what else the Bible asks for death as a punishment? For adultery, prostitution, homosexuality, trespass upon sacred grounds, profanity on a Sabbath and contempt to parents.

—SISTER HELEN PREJEAN, DEAD MAN WALKING

I’m gonna kill ’em. Anyone that was involved. Anyone who profited from it. Anybody who opens their eyes at me.

—JOHN CREASY, MAN ON FIRE

The world will not be this way within the reach of my arm.

—THOMAS HARRIS, HANNIBAL

[Christian] Louboutin helped bring stilettos back into fashion in the 1990s and 2000s, designing dozens of styles… the designer’s professed goal is to “make a woman look sexy, beautiful, to make her legs look as long as they can”… Louboutin is generally associated with his dressier evening-wear designs incorporating jeweled straps, bows, feathers, patent leather and other similar decorative touches.

—WIKIPEDIA

A clear and innocent conscience fears nothing.

—ELIZABETH TUDOR, HUMAN QUEEN

I don’t have one of those.

—ELIZABETH TAYLOR, VAMPIRE QUEEN
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Dear Betsy,

I’m gone now, but not forever. Couldn’t leave without giving you the scoop, though, so listen up.

First, although you will, don’t blame yourself. Even as I’m writing this, I get that it’s a waste of time, but I’m jumping in and trying, anyway. Again: don’t blame yourself, dumbass.

I wanted to do this. Frankly, I have inclinations like this all the time. It even runs in my family (along with alcoholism and the ability to make hospital corners). Shit, remember the night we met? I was about to do a swan dive off the hospital roof and you wouldn’t let me. You saved me … for a while.

Now I’m saving you.

It’s only fair.

It’s also only fair to tell you that you shouldn’t blame the others, either. In hindsight, letting me spend time alone talking with the dead me seems careless and risky, right? Sure … in hindsight.

But it’s not their fault. I only told them the stuff they’d find most helpful, the bare minimum. The stuff that would make them feel okay about me going back into that room. And back. And back. They’re as invested in saving you as I am. And they don’t know a fifth of what I know.

Listening to yourself tell yourself about the awful things you’ll do someday is an experience, I won’t deny it. But before you break off a chair leg or something and march into the basement to kill the other me like John Wayne with fangs, please believe that the other Marc DID NOT MOJO ME INTO DOING THIS.

He just told me what would happen to me if I didn’t.

So I’ve saved myself. And I’ve saved you. And I was glad of the chance. Do you know why?

Because I love you, dumbass. From the moment we met. You’ve been like the little sister I never wanted. (That’s a joke. Not a very good one, I agree.) And right now you’re thinking dark thoughts about how you can’t protect your friends and being the vamp queen has ruined your life and no job in the world is worth this and how could you not see what I was going to do, blah-blah-blah.

But here’s the thing, and it’s the stone truth: knowing you has only ever made me feel one way. Not scared, not horny, not crazed, not pissed, not despairing, not thwarted. Lucky.

Knowing you has made me feel lucky. Even now, prepping this little cocktail, I feel lucky. I’m controlling how I leave this world, something that poor bastard down in the basement couldn’t do. And look at the price he paid!

By doing this to myself, I’m undoing some seriously bad shit.

But don’t take my word for it.

Go to the basement, and ask me. Ask me for yourself. You won’t like what I say, but you’ll see the truth behind his awful smile.

I love you.

I will see you again. Believe it.

Your friend,

Marc




[image: ]

ONE

I used to be one of those weirdos who liked funerals; you believe that? People always wear their best shoes to funerals. Not weddings. They’ll scope their closet, they’ll think about the bride or the groom, and they’ll go, “Yeah, I can wear these, I don’t need to go to the mall,” and they think nothing of wearing last season’s pumps.

But if it’s a funeral, they’ll think, “Aw, jeez, I was so mean to Aunt Ginny that time and now she’s dead,” and out come the new Guccis.

Me, I was so lucky. So lucky. I was so lucky I didn’t know how lucky I was; I’d think, “Jeez, Aunt Ginny was such a jerk to Cousin Brian, I wonder what he’s gonna wear to her funeral?” I never had to go to the funeral of anybody I really, really loved. Well, except for my dad’s. But I spent most of that funeral in a state of high pissed-off, so my focus was elsewhere. (It turned out an evil librarian was out to get me, and not—for a change—owed from all the overdue charges from late returns. And there was a cursed engagement ring involved. Nightmare. The whole thing. Just awful.)

My focus was often elsewhere, and too often, my focus was often in the exact place it should not be. Case in point: my dead friend Marc. (Also: the future, but I can’t think about that right now. One soul-shriveling crisis at a time, please.)

Once, a long time ago (in my head, I mean … in real life, it hasn’t even been five years), I talked a man out of committing suicide. Two weeks ago, he killed himself. I’m ashamed because I didn’t see it coming. How’s that for the Lex Luthor level of lame? Who doesn’t see someone they know to have suicidal tendencies committing suicide? He practically wrote it on his forehead in red Sharpie.

I wasn’t at his funeral, by the way. Nobody was. He’d strictly forbidden one in a number of letters he’d left for me; he also left his diary. Words, words, they were all over the place. He was nagging me more in death than he had in life, which was a pretty good trick given that, nag-wise, he trailed only behind my friend Jessica. Okay, and maybe my mom.

I couldn’t stand to read too much of his stuff at a time. I’d cry, and then look ugly, and cry harder, and make my husband sad, and then we’d sad-fuck. Which was great, but sad. (Thus the name.)

Still.

The stuff I’ve read. It’s like he knew he was going to die within a few years of meeting me. But he doesn’t say how he knew. It’s all over his diary, it’s all over his suicide letters. Who writes suicide letters? He wrote me a suicide manuscript, the heartless bastard … he knows if it’s not Gone with the Wind or Pat Conroy, I’ve got zero interest. He knew he was doomed, he had a plan, but what he never said was why.

I found that kind of curious.

I never find anything curious. So I figure it’s a time-travel issue, or a me issue. Now, I’m not pulling a Mary Sue thing here, but I am the vampire queen. One of my best friends killed himself so that Evil Me from the Future (EMFTF, pronounced “emftf”) wouldn’t turn him into a horrid nasty Marc Thing.

So, yeah. I’m pretty sure it’s not all about me, but it’s definitely a lot about me.

So. Time to get to work.

Don’t get too comfy being dead, Marc.

I’m coming.
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TWO

“What are you talking about, she’s dead?”

“Betsy, I’ve got a zillion things to do, what with creating life and all, so could you pay attention when I talk? Did you not see my lips moving?”

They’re always moving, I thought but did not say. Jessica was too cold except when she was too hot, and she was starving except when she was throwing up or, worse, starving while throwing up (I didn’t even want to think how that was possible). She was angry and she was joyful. She was tearful and she was enraged. She was pissed and she was venomous. She was pissed except when she was crying and—God please help us all—crying-pissed was the worst. The very worst. My super vamp powers were no match for crying-pissed.

Wrong again, I realized, remembering what I’d overheard last night from two floors away. When Jessica wasn’t eating or pissed or nesting or pissed or nagging, she was horny. Sometimes eating olives stuffed with garlic made her horny. Worst yet: she was often all those things at once, nesting and horny and pissed and horny and hungry and horny. Nobody was brave enough to touch the olive jar in the kitchen. And poor Detective Nick/Dick was starting to shamble about the place with the nine-hundred-yard stare.

“Well, look.” I was afraid to. Look at what? At her? Why? Maybe she was wearing her giant, yellow and blue circus-tent shirt in a terrifying attempt to seduce me. The thought made me want to simultaneously burst into gales of laughter and throw up in my mouth. “She is.”

I peeked, prepared for the worst. Prepregnancy Jess had nothing in the knockers department, and that was no longer the case. Luckily, seduction wasn’t on her mind right now.

We stared down at the body with more than a little surprise. “What happened?”

“No idea. I was headed to the basement and I almost tripped over the body.” Jessica patted her gigantic belly. Like the stairway wasn’t dusty and dark and claustrophobic enough without The Fetus of the Darned hogging her stomach and also most of the stairwell. “I could have broken my neck! Do you know what a fall could have done to me at this stage of my pregnancy?”

Nothing. Nothing at all; the Michelin Man had less padding. I didn’t say anything, though. I wasn’t ever going to be lauded for my genius, but that didn’t mean I was an utter dumbass.

This is going to sound terrible (even for me), but you know that series Game of Thrones? I guess the show did so well that now there are books about the Game of Thrones. Or maybe the books came first—I dunno. I quit reading fantasy before I was voting age. There was just too much of “I shall draw the mystical sword of Eldenwurst, thus named Soulsucker, and with mine eldritch blade will smite all enemies of the fey, but fear not, all ye who tremble before Soulsucker, I shall rule with a just hand and also the council of Geeks, now ye and ye, bring me fifty virgins and lots of mead.” Those books lose me right around chapter two. Anyway, I’d never read the books, but the show was pretty cool, and I got hooked on it.

No. That wasn’t true. Marc had a huge crush on the Khal Drogo character, and he got me hooked on it. So he’d come off shift from the ER and we’d raid the DVR and rhapsodize about Drogo’s unbelievable shoulders and what a doucheboat Viserys was.

Wow, getting ahead of myself more than usual … okay, so, in the first season of Game of Thrones, the unborn baby of one of the main characters was called The Stallion Who Mounted the World, a scary yet cool nickname. Jessica was sporting The Belly That Ate the World. She claimed she wasn’t due until summer, but I had my doubts. She was just … gigantic. Gah: Twins? Triplets? Just what this place needed, three pissed-off newborns continually crying and pooping.

“I’m glad you didn’t trip.” I sighed and glanced back down at the dead cat. “She’s looked better.” An understatement. Giselle didn’t look like she was sleeping; dead bodies never looked like they were sleeping.

And Giselle, the cat who’d gotten me into this whole vampire queen mess in the first place, was most definitely not sleeping. Her eyes were cloudy slits. Her mouth was frozen, half-open, and she was thin, but not dangerously so … she’d always been scrawny. And she was old … I’d had her for over ten years. She just showed up one day and refused to leave, so I got in the habit of feeding and sheltering her. I guess that’s how babies and roommates show up, too. You feed ’em and they just never leave.

For ten years we pretended the other one didn’t exist. Our only interactions were during meal times. (Hers. Not mine.) And since I’d moved us into the mansion way back when, plenty of other people were happy to take over the chore. The mansion was so big, my pet (except I’d never really had that warm connection to her, and you couldn’t say I was her pet: see above, lack of connection) and I would go days without seeing each other, which suited us both.

I’d been killed the first time trying to coax Giselle into coming out of bad weather. I wasn’t paying attention during the snowstorm while I coaxed, and got creamed by a Pontiac Aztek. Giselle, natch, scampered off without a scratch. She was the only thing in my life that found my resurrection boring.

Now here I was, looking down at her skinny dead body and realizing I had one more task to finish before I could consider all my pet responsibilities fulfilled.

“Ugh.”

“Yeah.”

“Are there shovels in the shed?”

“Several.”

“There are? Really?” What terrible news; I couldn’t pull the old “I can’t do this unpleasant chore even though I really want to because we don’t have the right equipment” ploy. Another wonderful day in a shit week. Month, come to think of it!

Giselle, you insensitive jerk, you couldn’t have done this a month ago? Or a month later? You gotta do it now, while fate and/or karma is really piling it on, and Jessica wouldn’t have pedis without me, and we’d burned out the motor on one of the smoothie blenders? Typical cat: not one thought for how her death would inconvenience me. Andrew Vachss, the best noir-ey writer in the history of the genre, called cats the lap dancers of the animal world. Give them attention, they’re there. Stop, they’re outta there.

Well, she was outta here, all right.

“Next time,” I announced, “I’m getting a dog.”

Jessica snorted. She knew that was a lie. She knew why it was a lie, too, but was too nice to call me on it just then. “If memory serves, you didn’t exactly get Giselle.”

“Your memory serves.” I bent and gingerly picked up the body, then held it at arm’s length like a luau platter. “Yuck.”

“Oh, will you suck it up? You’ve seen how many hideously mangled dead vampires, never mind mangled regular people (who were bad, but still mangled), and friends have been shot in front of you and/or killed themselves in your house, but you’re squicking out over a cat? That cat? Hey, I just said ‘suck’ to a vampire.” Weirdly, that seemed to please her. “That’s all you’ve been doing lately, complaining about how awful it is to be white and pretty and rich and married to the hottest guy in the state of Minnesota. Okay, Marc did kill himself,” she admitted. “That you can bitch about.”

I gave her a look, but decided not to shove her down the stairs. She’s creating life, she’s creating life. Oh, and she stuck with me when I came back from the dead. Also: creating life. “Can you go grab me an old sheet or pillowcase or something?”

“Sure.” My hugely pregnant pal was looking right at me, her brown eyes thoughtful. Since she was a couple of steps above, I started to get scared. If she tripped, she’d kill us both. “Sorry about this, Betsy. And sorry about a couple of seconds ago. My back feels like someone’s resting a set of barbells on it, and the barbells are on fire. It’s not doing much for my mood. And you know…” She let out such a gusty sigh, I wondered if she’d float off the stairs like Mary Poppins. “The random deaths and stuff.”

I waved it away, all of it, along with my fears of being squashed to death by a pregnant woman while clutching the dead body of my cat and fretting over my lack of pedicures. “Par for the corpse. Whoa. At least that didn’t come off as a Freudian slip or anything.” Had I said that? Had I really?

She giggled, thank God, then turned and started climbing the stairs again. Nonpregnant Jessica was rail thin and favored nail polish in colors like Day-Glo Orange or Aged Chartreuse (which, in case you’re wondering, looks like vomit dried on a nail bed). Pregnant Jessica was not rail thin. At all. Quite the opposite of rail thin. What would that be, bovine fat? And she was avoiding all the chemicals she could. All of ’em! Which was only impossible.

So among other things, she wouldn’t go near a salon (or sushi, of all things … like eighty-zillion Japanese women didn’t eat sushi when they were knocked up?), which was a personal disaster for me. She was using all-natural deodorant (the kind that didn’t work) and natural hair product (the kind that made her look like a pissed-off Rastafarian), and when I gently suggested a fetal-friendly salon massage, she slammed the door in my face (so to speak). All of this to say: this sucks. Who goes to a salon alone? Big-time boring. If Marc were still here, he’d love—

Never mind.

I followed her up the stairs, lugging my dead cat. If I was smarter, or nicer, I’d think something like, It’s sad that the cat keeled over, but Jessica’s baby will be born soon and out of death comes life, a full circle of life, hakuna matata and suchlike.

But I’m not smart, or nice, so what I thought was: And the hits, they keep on coming. Nobody ever considers my feelings when they decide to keel over and die on the basement stairs. And the second I’m confronted with an evil poopie diaper, I’m going to go right out of my teeny tiny mind.

Still: if our situations were reversed, I’d want Giselle to bury me. Wait. I absolutely wouldn’t, since half the time I had no idea if I was dead-for-real and could wake up screaming on an autopsy table or, worse, sleep through Macy’s annual shoe sale, so I wouldn’t trust a cat to know, either. Shit, coroners sometimes couldn’t tell. I actually knew that for a fact; it was a horrible thing to know for a fact: at least two certified medical examiners hadn’t been able to tell if I was dead.

Besides, our situations weren’t reversed. And I could whine and bitch until the sun rose and set and rose again, and it’d still be my responsibility.

So after Jessica got me a yellowed pillowcase, I stuffed Giselle into it and out I went, into the deep November cold, searching for some meaning in all the crazy shit that had been happening since Giselle got me killed a few years ago. And I was also searching for a shovel. And after this yuck-o errand, I would be searching for a booze smoothie.

Ah, the glamorous life of a vampire queen.


[image: ]

THREE

All sheds smell the same. Even though I hadn’t been in all sheds, I had confidence making that claim. Dirt and paint, and grass cuttings and mouse poop. Once out in the getting-deep-in-a-hurry twilight typical of late fall in Minnesota, I circled around to the backyard and into the shed, then set my bag o’ cat on the dirt floor to begin poking around.

The shed was as creaky and old as the mansion, which had been built in 1860 or 1720 or 1410 or something like that. And I figured the last time the shed had been cleaned was while Lincoln was still walking around on the planet.

Also, like all sheds, it was magical in that once you got inside the thing, it seemed much, much bigger. It’s like a ballroom in here! A filthy ballroom that smelled like mouse poop and had a dirt floor. I couldn’t tell if this chore was more annoying due to enhanced vampiric senses, or because I was an indifferent homeowner. There was probably another reason it was annoying, too … right! My cat was dead.

I found a shovel-sized piece of rust, grabbed the pillowcase, and went to the far backyard. Though I had zero interest in doing my chores, I couldn’t fault the mansion for its size and beauty, and I liked that the yard was huge, not one of the postage-stamp ones … a good trick in a city the size of St. Paul.

I walked toward a couple of the big old oak trees in the left corner … they were naked now, but in the summer and fall they were pretty great. If Giselle had ever expressed a desire to be buried (by me), I liked to think she’d have asked for this corner.

It had been a mild fall, and there were only a couple of inches of snow, but the ground was frozen. Normally it’d be a bitch to dig, but I had confidence in my weird undead strength. There were a few upsides to being the queen of all vampires.

(I was almost getting to the point where I could think of myself with that title and not go into gales of amazed laughter. Give me another seventy or eighty years, and I might be able to pull it off with my puh-puh-puh-poker face.)

Me being me, I tended to focus more on the downside. Stupid strength of the damned was on the list along with stupid superhearing and stupid keen sense of smell. Also me being me, the downside list was much, much longer. And as the shovel slid through frozen dirt like a smoothie blade through a raspberry, another one came to me. One I’d stupidly discounted when I took on my duties as the undertaker of the dead cat who’d gotten me killed and then inconveniently died on our stairs. The dogs. They were a huuuuge downside.

And here they came, thundering toward me in a slobbering charge.
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