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 Chapter One

My heels clicked against the tile floor. It was the third of three funeral homes in the area we checked. If we struck out here, well, our mission would be dead. Funeral home joke. Since my club, Nicky's, is in a former funeral home, I've picked up my share of them. Most of the jokes are groan-worthy—hopefully not croak-worthy.
Achoo! Devin caught his sneeze with his sleeve.
"Bless you," I said. 
Devin sniffed. "Dang allergies. The whole place smells like flowers."
I looked to my right, where the funeral home's gathering room was located. A casket was sitting up front, surrounded by grotesque and oversized floral arrangements. "I never understood the obsession with flowers. I suppose it makes sense to have them at a funeral. Since all the flowers are dying."
Devin chuckled. "Yeah, don't ever give me flowers. Not romantic to me. You're right. It's like, hey beautiful, take these and watch them wither. Like our love."
I chuckled. "Not exactly a great omen in the context of a budding relationship."
Devin snorted. "A budding relationship? Good one, Nicky."
"Holy crap, I know I have a lot of bad jokes, but that one was totally by accident."
"Sure it was," Devin said, sniffing again. "Who is it we're supposed to meet?"
I shrugged. "Some guy named Kevin. I spoke to him on the phone. He said he'd be here."
"Funny they call this place Lakeview Funeral Home. Driving up, I didn't see any lakes nearby."
I shook my head. "Nope. Just one big cemetery. But I think there's a lake a few miles from here."
"But you can't see it. So Lakeview makes no sense."
"People are weird. What can I say? Especially people in this line of work."
"Can I help you?" a male voice said, emerging from a small hallway on the left-hand side of the foyer where we entered.
I winced. If I'd known he was standing there, I wouldn't have called him weird. I realize it wasn't fair. And as a trans woman, I suppose I should have known better than to make assumptions about people I'd never met. Since people did that to me all the time. Instead, I decided to pretend I hadn't said anything or, at least, that I thought he hadn't heard me.
"You must be Kevin," I said.
The man nodded and extended his hand. "And you're Nicky?"
"I am. This is my boyfriend, Devin. The one I told you about."
Kevin and Devin shook hands as Kevin repeatedly glanced at my nine-inch stilettos. I figured he must've been jealous. He only wished he could rock a pair of Louboutins like me.
"I have to admit, I was quite happy to hear you'd taken over Alice's place. Reduced the competition. In this business, there isn't much you can do about supply and demand."
"Not legal things you can do, anyway," I said, chuckling to myself.
Kevin cocked his head. "I'm not sure what you mean."
"Supply means people dying, I presume. The only way to increase supply would be... never mind. Bad joke."
Kevin nodded. "Right. Murder isn't exactly something to joke about."
I grimaced. "Yeah, sorry."
"As I was saying," Kevin continued. "One less funeral home. Less competition. I'd heard her old place was something of a club, now."
I nodded. "It sure is. I can get you some free tickets if you'd like to check it out."
Kevin bit his lip and looked me up and down. "Thanks, but I'll pass."
"You're missing out," Devin said. "Nicky puts on quite the show."
"I'm sure she does," Kevin said. "Follow me. We can talk in my office."
We followed Kevin to his office. He was in black slacks, a white shirt, and a paisley-patterned tie. He was taller than the average man—almost my height in heels—and clean cut. He had straight brown hair parted to one side. In nearly every way, he fit the bill of your stereotypical funeral director. Except for his age. I'd say he was in his early-to-mid twenties. Not an ugly man. Not especially attractive either. Except for one of his features. As we walked behind him, I immediately noticed he had a rather shapely and taught derrière.
Devin backhanded me on my shoulder.
I looked up and mouthed the word "what?"
Devin sniffed again. Pointed at his eyes. Pointed at Kevin's butt. Then slowly moved his fingers up so as to elevate my gaze.
"I wasn't checking him out," I whispered.
"Mmmhmm," Devin muttered back quietly, the tone of his hushed reaction suggesting he didn't believe me.
We were looking for the Grimoire of the Nazarene. Yeah, that Nazarene. While I had my doubts, some believed it had been penned by Jesus of Nazareth. Those who bought into that theory believed it was this grimoire he first gave his Apostles. It's what gave them the ability to perform the miracles contained in the book of Acts.
Whether it was true was beside the point. The book contained some serious magic. It was believed if someone wielded it, they could evoke the angels of heaven to do their bidding. Maybe. Maybe not. But I knew for certain the Order of the Morning Dawn was looking for it.
The Order of the Morning Dawn was a hyper-religious organization dedicated to eliminating all vampires and witches. You'd think, as a vampire slayer myself, we'd have something in common.
The Order also had a track record of creating vampires themselves and using witchcraft to accomplish their missions. Of course, they called their vampires "nightwalkers," and they referred to their witchery as "miracle-working." A semantic veneer to cover up the giant pile of shit that was their hypocrisy.
Devin grew up the son of one of the Order's most respected hunters, Tom Miller. The thing about the Order's habit of creating nightwalkers—some vampires develop unique and unpredictable abilities. It's believed their peculiar skills come from the taste of souls, small slivers extracted from human blood when they feed. When Wolfgang found out that the Order acquired the grimoire, he used his ability to enthrall a person's will to infiltrate the order, forcing Tom to hide the grimoire. Of course, that wasn't Wolfgang's only agenda. I staked him. Burned out his heart. It had to be done.
Only, at the time, I knew nothing about the grimoire. I learned about that later.
With the Grimoire of the Nazarene, it was feared, the Order could call upon legions of angels to wipe out virtually every vampire, witch, or anyone they thought didn't deserve to live in this world. Me, and most of my friends, likely included. You know, "sinners" of any stripe—especially rainbow-colored stripes.
Now, we were following a lead that Devin's mother, Debbie, had given us shortly after she was turned into a vampire herself. Now that Devin's dad, Tom, was dead, she had as good a clue as anyone what he was up to around the time Wolfgang showed up at the order.
The only thing out of the ordinary Debbie remembered that might clue us in to the grimoire's whereabouts was a now-trashed business card from a funeral director in Lee's Summit. She'd pulled it out of Tom's pockets while doing laundry. It was around the time when Tom would have first fallen under Wolfgang's compulsions. It was strange, Debbie said, that he'd be consulting with a funeral director. Especially in a suburb they didn't often frequent. It must've been business with the Order of the Morning Dawn.
Unfortunately, the Order's current leader, Mina, had also managed to extract the same information from Debbie. Mina lied to her, appealed to her religious beliefs, and told her she could be redeemed if she helped the Order, even as a vampire. Spared from her vampiric damnation.
Now, Devin and I were in an informal race with Mina and the Order of the Morning Dawn to get our hands on the grimoire first.
Our theory? Tom had taken the grimoire and convinced a funeral director to bury the spellbook with a random body. We figured he might have concocted a story, perhaps that he knew someone recently deceased, and the book was a cherished item. Not uncommon, really, for people to be buried with some of their most prized possessions.
It was only a guess. We could have been wrong. At the very least, we figured, if we found the funeral director who'd given Devin's dad the business card, he'd be able to confirm or disprove our theory. Not like we could ask Devin's dad. He was killed by vampires. It happened in the same fight that ended with me staking Wolfgang. But if this was the funeral director whose name was on the business card, he'd at least recognize a picture of Tom and be able to clarify the purpose of their exchange.
"So, you're telling me you think someone was buried with something important to you?" Kevin asked.
"A family heirloom," Devin said. "I know you can't dig up the body or whatever. But we're trying to confirm that's actually what happened to it."
"And what was the item, specifically?"
"Basically an old book," I said.
"Like a bible?" Kevin asked. "A lot of people are buried with personal bibles."
"It's like a bible, yes," Devin said. "Not in English. It would be like centuries old."
"And you don't know who it was buried with?" Kevin asked.
Devin sighed, pulled his phone out of his pocket, and scrolled to a picture of his dad. "This is Tom Miller. He's the one who would have given you the book."
"And it didn't occur to you to ask him about it?" Kevin asked, raising an eyebrow.
"My dad is dead," Devin said.
Kevin sighed. "I don't recognize him. I'm not saying he wasn't here. I see a lot of people. You know, everyone dies."
Kevin stared at us for a second as if he was expecting a laugh. It wasn't funny. So we just stared back at him.
"Anyway," Kevin continued, "do you at least know when it might have happened?"
"Roughly nine months ago, we believe," I said.
Kevin sighed. "You know, I barely remember the family members I met with last week, much less several months ago. If you knew who the deceased was, well, I never forget their faces, and I have a record of their names."
I raised my eyebrow. "You don't forget dead people's faces?"
Kevin chuckled. "I know it sounds strange. I also embalm the bodies that are brought to Lakeview. The families give me a photograph of what the deceased looked like alive and, like an artist, I attempt to sculpt and paint the body to appear as it was before."
"That makes sense," Devin said. "But we don't know who the deceased was."
"In that case," Kevin said, "I regrettably can't help you. If you happen to come across the name of the person who died, I'd have a record of that."
"Do you have the names of anyone who paid for a funeral around that time?" I asked.
Kevin bit his lip. "I do."
"Devin, do you think your dad might have paid the funeral costs?"
Devin shrugged. "It's possible. We think the dead person might have..."
"The deceased," Kevin said. "Dead person sounds cold. No pun intended."
I chuckled under my breath a little.
"As I was saying," Devin continued, biting his lip which was a tell I'd come to learn that for him, a lie was coming. "I think it might have been an estranged sibling."
"But you don't know the name," Kevin said, forming his hands into a steeple as he rested his elbows on his desk.
"Like I said, they were estranged."
"Well," Kevin said. "I suppose it might make sense if your father and his sibling were estranged he might do something like this. It's not uncommon when people were estranged in life for the living person to try and make amends in some way connected to the deceased's funeral. Happens all the time in various ways. Believe it or not, I recently buried someone whose brother owed him fifty bucks. Apparently, they hadn't spoken much because the deceased brother hadn't paid him back. At the funeral, the living brother tossed a Ulysses S. Grant into the casket."
"A who?" I asked.
Devin snickered. "He was a general during the Civil War. Became President. He's on the fifty-dollar bill."
"Ahh." Having been human for only a few years, my knowledge of American history was sketchy outside of pop culture. I knew the Civil War had happened. I knew about Abraham Lincoln. You know, since he was a vampire hunter, like me. I knew his side won and ended slavery. Didn't know much more than that.
"Thank you for your time, Kevin," I said, standing from my seat. I reached into my bra and dropped two tickets to one of my upcoming shows on the table. "In case you change your mind. You're welcome at Nicky's any time."
Kevin snickered. "Sorry I couldn't be of more help. If you come up with that name, let me know."
 




 Chapter Two

"Why'd you give him tickets?" Devin asked as I buckled my seatbelt in the passenger seat of his Subaru Impreza.
"I thought he might enjoy it!" I said.
Devin snorted. "Did you see the way he was looking at you?"
I smiled. "Yeah, he was checking me out."
Devin raised an eyebrow. "That wasn't it, Nicky. He was judging you."
I laughed. "No, I don't think he was."
Devin shook his head as he pulled out onto the street. "You're so naïve, Nicky."
"Am not," I said. "I know transphobia is a thing. I just don't think that was him."
"I don't know how you didn't see that," Devin said. "He was looking at you like you were some kind of exotic creature."
"Exotic," I said, smirking. "See, a lot of men like that have a closeted attraction to trans women. They just won't admit it. They might put on a show like they hate you, but that's to cover up their truth. Deep down, they know what they really want."
"Keep telling yourself that, Nicky."
"Look, Devin. I have to try to see the best in people. You realize, for years, I hunted Alice. I wanted nothing more than to stake her and end her. For what she did to me. When she bit me, and I lost my elemental shapeshifting abilities. But then, in the end, she'd changed. She became an ally. I won't ever judge people so quickly ever again."
"You'd probably feel differently if you grew up with parents like mine."
I bit my lip. Devin grew up struggling with his sexuality. He dabbled in witchcraft—now he was a full-fledged warlock. Meanwhile, his parents had made it a lifestyle, as a part of the Order of the Morning Dawn, hating everything about him. "I guess you have a point. But not everyone is like that, Devin."
"I know that," Devin said. "But a lot of people are. You've seen how some of our friends, people in our community, have suffered because of hate."
"I not saying that's not true. But I think this Kevin guy is different. I figured, you know, give him some tickets. Doesn't' matter if he's straight or whatever. He could come to enjoy the show. And maybe, if he did have desires he was ashamed about, he'd meet some people who were safe to come out to."
"You have no idea what Kevin is into, Nicky. He gave you glances that, to me, anyone who might judge a trans woman might give."
"I just can't live my life always feeling judged."
"So you convince yourself anyone who stares at you wants you?"
"Pretty much. Yes."
"Do you realize how narcissistic that sounds, Nicky?"
"Narcisissy, what?"
"Never mind," Devin said, chuckling. "You might be right about Kevin. I don't think you are. But whatever. It's a little ridiculous given how often people stare when trans women walk in the room to think they're all secretly lusting for you."
I smiled. "I know some people judge me, Devin. I've always known that. But if I tell myself they're checking me out, well, then it's a little easier to handle. Do you realize, literally everywhere I go, there are people who point and stare? If I let that get to me, I don't know how I could function."
"So you convince yourself of some fairy tale that the world's a beautiful place without hate?"
I ran my fingers through my hair. "I hunt vampires, Devin. I know there's darkness in the world. But I can't let hateful or evil creatures, whether they're judgmental humans or bloodsucking vampires, affect my life. We literally just got back from New Orleans, where Dr. Cain and I spent hours trying to convince your mom she isn't evil. Trying to convince her to see the good in who she is, even as a vampire."
"Right," Devin said. "That's different. You're convincing her to love herself for who she is, despite what she is. And I appreciate that, Nicky. She's my mom, after all. But how do you think it would go for her if she walked into the church that houses the Order for the Morning Dawn and accused them all of harboring a secret vampire fetish?"
I laughed. "Alright, Devin. I see your point. All I did was give the man a couple complimentary tickets. If he is a transphobic hater, he won't come. If he does, well, maybe he'll see something beautiful, something worth accepting and embracing."
"So what is it, Nicky? You're living in denial of people's hate, so you don't have to think about it, or you're trying to change people to see the beauty of our lifestyle?"
I shrugged. "Both."
Devin nodded. "Well, no matter. We hit a dead end here no matter how you look at it."
I snorted. "Now you've got the funeral home jokes."
Devin facepalmed himself with one hand while he continued to steer with the other. "That was totally unintentional."
I winked at Devin. "Sure it was. But you're right. The good news is if this was a dead-end, as you put it, then it's also a dead-end for Mina. She has the same information we do."
"I hope you're right. Unless she had another idea about how to use the information."
"At the very least, none of the funeral directors mentioned any little old ladies asking about the same thing. You'd think one of them would be like 'funny thing you ask, someone else was just asking the same thing.'"
Devin sighed. "I'm not sure that's a good thing. Of course, maybe she showed up right behind us. She's the one coming second. But if that's not what happened, I can't imagine Mina is doing nothing with the information my mom gave her."
I nodded. "I agree. I suppose we need to try and work this from another angle. I suppose we could be barking up the wrong tree entirely. Maybe that business card your mom found in your dad's pocket had nothing to do with the grimoire at all."
"In that case, maybe we can let it go? If my dad, compelled by Wolfgang, hid it that well, it's probably best the thing is never found."
"I'd be tempted to agree if I believed for a second that Mina would ever give up looking for the grimoire."
"Might as well enjoy the auditions."
I smiled. The club was getting so popular we were expanding our shows. I'd still headline. Gina—Geraldo's drag queen persona—would still open for me. But we were adding backup singers and a few dancers. I figured if they were good enough, I could give the best of them a shot on Gina's night off. "Who do we have auditioning today?"
Devin unlocked his phone and tossed it at me. "Check the calendar."
I swiped my finger to the left, found his calendar icon, and tapped it with my index finger. "You scheduled three auditions in one day?"
Devin bit the inside of his cheek. "Did I?"
I sighed. "Devin, how are we going to audition three people two hours before tonight's show?"
"My bad. Maybe bring them in all at once? I had so many samples sent in when we posted on your Facebook page for auditions that anyone I scheduled should be pretty good. I don't think it will take long to know if it's a go or not."
I scratched the back of my head. "It's not just about how well they can sing or dance, Devin. I need to see their stage presence. I need to feel their spirit."
Devin snorted. "Feel their spirit? What kind of bullcrap is that?"
I chuckled. "You're a witch. You know exactly what it is."
"I'm a warlock. Don't misgender me, dude!"
I bit my lip. "Dudette, actually."
"Exactly!"
I smiled. "I see your point. I always thought of witch as a pretty gender-neutral term. A lot of men who practice witchcraft go by witch rather than warlock."
"Look, you get to choose your pronouns. I get to choose what I want to be known as within the veil of the craft. And I like warlock."
"Speaking of witches," I said. "Let me text Malinda and let her know to start setting things up for the auditions. We're going to be pressed for time as it is."
Devin nodded. I tapped away on his phone, my clumsy fingers hitting all the wrong keys on the artificial digital keyboard that appeared at the bottom of his screen whenever I tried to text. These keyboards were supposed to be smart, to figure out what you meant based on where you tapped and the other letters in any given word. If that was the case, though, I was confused why my text was so full of typos.
Malinda. I need I to get the vlub redy 4 additions.
First, why in the world would autocorrect change U to I? I know U isn't a word, but I was texting, not trying to write a term paper or a novel. Not like anyone would write something like that on a phone. Second, if the keyboard was really smart, why in the world wouldn't it autocorrect vlub to club? The v and c are right next to each other! And vlub isn't a word. With respect to additions I figured I must've misspelled auditions and it assumed that was what I meant. As if I was asking Malinda to get ready for some kind of math bee or something.
I was beginning to think the term smartphone was an oxymoron.
You know, like jumbo shrimp, a definite maybe, or the male intellect.
Just kidding about that last one. I know there are plenty of smart men out there. They're sort of like unicorns. Hard to find, but always horny, just like the rest of them.
I glanced at my unicorn—my Devin. Damn, he looked sexy when he drove. Sure, he'd probably look hotter driving a truck or something that showed his ruggedness. He wasn't a total pretty boy. He was the perfect combination of frat boy and lumberjack. Handsome and pretty, but with a rugged edge that set him apart. And that rule about unicorns—see above—applied. Lately, he'd been practically insatiable. It took me a long time to give myself to him. Sure, I was several hundred years old, technically speaking. But I'd only been a human for a few years. So, in some ways, I was a wise, old sage. In other ways, when it came to things that were distinctly human, like lovemaking, I was immature, adolescent, and naïve.
Devin's phone, still in my lap, vibrated. I looked at the screen. Malinda had texted back.
Already dun. Facetiming wit Hailey now. Talk l8r.
I rolled my eyes. At least I wasn't the only one whose texts looked like they'd been written by a kindergartner. Hailey was a blood witch, like Malinda, only much more powerful and accomplished. Hailey played a significant role in helping us thwart Mina and a couple of her nightwalkers in New Orleans. Malinda had been a patient at the Vilokan Asylum of the Magically and Mentally Deranged. She'd dabbled in bloodwitchery herself. Only, Malinda was something of an amateur. When she was at the asylum she was in a catatonic state. She had been for years. I'd met her there the first time I was committed. Shortly after I became human and had to learn eating humans was no longer acceptable. When we were there this last time, though, I figured out how to free Malinda from the backfired hex that had put her in such a condition. Since she didn't have any parents—well, not good ones, anyway—she decided to come back with Devin and me and start a new life in Kansas City.
She needed a job. So I gave her one. She was my new talent manager. Don't let the title fool you. It basically meant she was a gopher for all the performers. She made sure everything was ready in our dressing rooms. She kept us stocked up on lipstick, mascara, blush, and all the necessities.
I wasn't paying her much. She had free rent, after all, and I was feeding her. For the most part, she did her job well enough. But work wasn't her passion. Bloodwitchery was her thing. Whenever she had a free moment, she was working on her skills. Apprenticing under Hailey via video chat—they were twenty-first-century witches, after all—she was constantly working on a new spell, a new way to leverage the power latent in blood to accomplish whatever the spell was meant to do. Devin wasn't a lot of help. He wouldn't touch blood witchery with a ten-foot wand. The stuff creeped him out. Devin was an elemental witch. Sorry, warlock. His element of choice was fire.
I know. It's ironic, isn't it? My body was made of water. I was, technically speaking, a water elemental, albeit one who was static in human form. When I wasn't shifting into my bat form, that is. You'd think fire and water wouldn't mix. But Devin and I? I suppose we were a case of what the great Paula Abdul was singing about in "Opposites Attract." Which, coincidently, was the latest number I'd prepared for my set.
Yes, if ever I got cut, I bled water. But when Devin and I were together, well, I only stoked his fire, if you know what I mean. With enough fire, water turns to steam, after all. And steam was our specialty. In bed.
Devin pulled into the lower-level parking lot at Nicky's. It was a smaller lot. Only a couple parking spaces. It's where the hearses used to drop off bodies when the club was a mortuary and funeral home.
We had a bigger parking lot on the level with the club's entrance. When we had a show, it filled quickly. The rest of the attendees usually had to park up and down the street.
Devin, the gentleman he was, opened the door for me, and I stepped in ahead of him. He was a traditional fellow. Raised that way, I suppose. I didn't require chivalry. But it didn't bother me either. It was one of the ways he showed his love.
The back entrance went into the mortuary—with a fully equipped crematory. Quite handy, in fact, whenever I had a vampire corpse to dispose of. On the vampire front, though, I hadn't staked one since we returned from New Orleans. Before we left, it seemed I was taking down one or two every night. But since I eliminated the vampires who were creating the younglings coming after me, I didn't expect to see many more any time soon.
Vampires tend to come in droves. I'll go through seasons when it seems like I can't keep up on the problem. Then, I'll go weeks and sometimes months without a single bloodsucker to slay.
I was still on my guard, though. In truth, I never let my guard down completely. While I'd recently eliminated the vamps who were coming after me before, I knew there were more out there. And since I was public enemy number one in the Kansas City vampire community, it was only a matter of time before some headstrong vamp would show his face.
I nearly always had a couple stakes on my person—in the form of my nine-inch stilettos.
The old mortuary was also where I kept my other, more efficient vampire eviscerating tools. Stakes. Crossbows and bolts. Cloves of garlic and pressed garlic oil. The only thing I didn't have was holy water. It wasn't my weapon of choice. I half suspected if I ever went to get some consecrated, the priest might misfire and turn me into holy water. And that would totally ruin my diva vibe.
The mortuary was the securest place in the club. Had to be. They used to keep bodies there. You don't want people accidentally wandering in during an embalming or cremation.
"You know," Devin said. "Now that you can shift into bat form, we should call this room the bat cave."
I giggled. "I like that!"
My bat shift had become a part of my routine. It was my grand finale. The crowds thought it was a magic trick. The first time it happened was an accident. Now that I could control my shifts, well, why not have fun with it? I'd shift, fly a couple circles over the crowd, and disappear into my dressing room.
I unlocked the door from the mortuary that led up a steep staircase to the club's main floor. There was another locked door at the top of the stairs. I unlocked that one, too, and stepped into what I'd turned into my greenroom. I locked the door, again, behind me.
"Nicky!" Malinda said, removing her crossed feet from my vanity table and stuffing her phone in her back pocket.
"Sneakers on my vanity, Malinda? Seriously?" Malinda shrugged. "Not like they're dirty."
I rolled my eyes. Malinda wore her Converse sneakers everywhere.
"Floors are dirty, Mal."
"Not these!" Malinda piped up. "I mopped last week."
I snorted. "Yeah, last week. Whatever. Everything ready for the auditions?"
"Yup!" Malinda said. "They're sitting in the front row, all nervous."
"And you're just sitting here on your phone?"
"I was talking to Hailey!"
"I get that. But you could have shown them some hospitality. Maybe offer the girls some water or something."
"I know, I know. I was gonna. But Hailey texted and had a minute. We're working on this sick spell right now, and I've almost got it down. And by almost, I mean I only exploded two of the three blood bags I was practicing with."
"Please tell me you didn't do that here."
Malinda's eyes shifted back and forth. "Do you want me to tell you the truth, or do you want me to tell you I didn't shower your office in O-negative?"
I sighed. "Did you at least clean it up?"
"More or less." Malinda bit the side of her bottom lip.
"I'll take care of it," Devin piped up. "Next time, Malinda, try to do your practicing in the bat cave."
Malinda smirked. "The bat cave?"
I smiled. "That's what we call the mortuary now. Clever, right?"
"I guess."
"Seriously," Devin said. "Everything down there is stainless steel. Much easier to clean up than the carpets in Nicky's office."
"Got it, Dad."
"Dad?" Devin asked, raising his eyebrow.
"Sure. Why not? Mom and Dad! You're the closest thing I have to parents. And you sure treat me like a child."
I sighed. "You've been catatonic for years, Malinda. You basically are a child."
"And you've only been a human for what, like five years, Mom?"
I snorted. "You're seriously going to call me Mom?"
"Yup! But it's weird, right? I mean, I was a human for more than three times as long as you before I even, you know, cursed myself. So really, you should be looking to me for advice!"
I laughed. "That's true. But I was also alive, in a sense, when your great great grandparents were born. So..."
"So you're saying you'd rather I call you Grandma than Mom?"
"Oh hell no!" I said. "I'm no granny, honey."
"Well, I'm nineteen now, so I'm technically an adult!"
"And once you act your age, we'll treat you accordingly."
"Right back atcha, you old hag!"
I stared at Malinda blankly. "I'm going to pretend you didn't just call me that."
Malinda giggled. "You do that, granny dearest."
I sighed. "Why don't you go help your father clean up your mess. I have auditions to conduct."
"But Mom! Hailey's waiting for me to call her back."
"Hailey's also a vampire," I said. "She literally has eternity to wait. She'll be there when you're done."
"Fine," Malinda groaned and grabbed her cane that she'd hooked over my vanity before gimping out of the room.
That girl was going to be the end of me. Don't get me wrong. I was more than willing to bring her back with us to Kansas City. She still had some physical therapy to do. After so many years catatonic, her muscles had atrophied. If she hadn't come back with us, she would have had no choice but to stay at the Vilokan Asylum. But she'd only been living with us for a couple weeks, and she was already acting like she owned the place—not only the apartment, but the club, too. And so far, she hadn't exhibited an ounce of gratitude.
I supposed I couldn't blame her totally. She was raised by necromancers. Her parents had sacrificed some of her friends while performing their diabolical rituals. I shouldn't have been surprised they never taught her common manners. Still, I had to hand it to her. Even though her hex had backfired, she did manage to put her parents out of commission. That took courage. And while she didn't literally have any, some metaphorical balls of steel. She was a good kid, don't get me wrong. She simply lacked guidance. Eventually, if I could muster the patience to put up with her nonsense, she'd get her head on straight.




 Chapter Three

I left the greenroom and stepped into my auditorium. Three girls sat, separated by several seats between them, in the front row. Two brunettes and a redhead. One with shorter hair cut to her chin. The other with longer hair, falling to her mid-back. The longer-haired girl had a beauty mark at the corner of her left eye—small, vaguely resembling the shape of the state of Florida. Each of the girls was pretty in their own way—and they'd dolled themselves up nicely for their auditions. If I were to guess, I'd say there were all barely twenty. Young, aspiring performers, looking for a regular gig.
"Hi girls," I said, walking across the stage. "Welcome to Nicky's. As you might have guessed, I'm Nicky."
The redhead jumped to her feet. "I know who you are! I've seen all your performances on YouTube. I'm your biggest fan!"
I smiled. "It's always a pleasure to meet a fan. What are your names?"
"I'm Katie!" the redhead said.
"Nice to meet you, Katie. And your name?" I asked, gesturing to the longer-haired brunette, the one with the beauty mark, who sat closest to my left.
"My name is Rose," the girl said.
"A beautiful name for a beautiful girl," I said.
"Thank you!" Rose said.
I looked at the third girl. "And your name, please?"
"I'm Amelia, and I'm also a little star-struck. I love your rendition of "The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face."
I smiled. "It's certainly one of my most popular numbers. Thank you, Amelia. So are you all singers?"
"I sing and dance!" Katie piped up. "I brought my resume for you!"
I stepped off the stage. Katie handed me a rather ornate piece of floral-patterned stationery. I quickly glanced at her long list of stage credits. "I see you played Annie in the community theater."
"Yup! You know, redhead. I was totally typecast, but I rocked that roll!"
I chuckled. "It's a leading role. I'm sure you did. Would you like to sing a number from the show?"
"How about 'Tomorrow'?"
"Works for me," I said. "Give me a few bars. We're a little short on time. I only need enough to judge your talent."
"I can do that!" Katie said.
"I have a resume too," Rose said, handing me a plain piece of paper. All in Times New Roman font. Not as elaborate a presentation, but her list of credits was no less impressive. "You sang the National Anthem at a Chiefs game?"
"It was only a pre-season game. But yes, it was quite the honor!"
"Is that what you'd like to sing today?" I asked.
Rose winced. "I prepared something a little more on par with what you might perform here."
I smiled. "That would probably be preferable. What will you be singing?"
"'Wrecking Ball' by Miley!"
"I love that song!" I said. "Totally one of my favorites."
"I could sing something more current, too, if you'd like," Katie added. "I can sing 'Titanium' by David Guetta featuring, you know, me!"
I bit my lip. "Sing whichever song you'd like, Katie."
"I'll do a mashup!" Katie said. "That's my specialty!"
I nodded. "How about you, Amelia?"
Amelia bit her lip. "I'm sorry. I didn't bring a resume. I don't have a lot of experience."
"That's fine, Amelia," I said. "Where else have you sung before today?"
Amelia bit her bottom lip. "Mostly in my bedroom. In the mirror..."
I caught Katie rolling her eyes out of the corner of my eye. I chose to ignore it. "That's okay, Amelia. If you have talent, that's all I care about. What would you like to sing for me today?"
"'I Kissed a Girl' by Katy Perry," Amelia said.
"I love it!" I said. "Though, honey, I have to be honest with you. I've never kissed a girl."
Amelia giggled a little. "Well, you're missing out!"
I smiled. "I'll take your word for it. I can't wait to hear it."
Katie jumped up on my stage. Apparently, she was going first. Since she was evidently running the audition. Her resume was impressive. While she was a bit... aggressive... she had a spunk to her that would really fit in well with the Nicky's vibe I was nurturing. Confident women. Like me. Women who are comfortable in their own skin. If the audience didn't want her, they should want to be her. When I took the stage, that's the kind of energy I tried to emanate. It's crazy what confidence can do. Even an average-looking girl with moderate talent, if she has confidence, can have an audience wrapped around her finger in a matter of moments. Why? Because confidence is sexy.
Katie grabbed her microphone. She started singing "Tomorrow," belting out the musical refrain with an undeniable powerhouse voice. Somehow, by the time she got to the second verse, she had morphed her number into "Titanium." It was a bit odd. A little jarring. She should have stuck with the Annie number. Pop songs don't often stand well on their own without a backup track. Sure, her voice was strong. She sang it like she thought she was bringing down the house. She just wasn't.
Rose seemed to enjoy it. She leaped to her feet and applauded loudly. At least I knew Rose was a good sport.
I remained seated. Still, I clapped my hands and smiled. "Thank you, Katie. You have a great voice."
"Thanks, Nicky!"
"I do have one question, though."
"What's that?" Katie asked.
"You're clearly used to being center stage. One thing I see on your resume. These are mostly musical numbers with leading or at least major roles. All characters who have solos."
Katie bit her lip. "Isn't that a good thing?"
I smiled. "Yes! It's impressive. I need to know if you can sing backup vocals. Sometimes to allow one's voice to blend in, to use your voice to enhance the headliner rather than steal the show, that's harder than actually being the star."
"I've sung in choirs! When I was younger, I had some chorus roles."
"Why didn't you include those on your resume?" I asked.
Katie shrugged. "Because it's chorus. I want to be like you, Nicky!"
I winked at her. "I appreciate you saying that! But if you want to be a star, if you want to really shine, the secret is restraint. If you can sing backup, and if you can sing that as well as you can headline, honey, the sky will be the limit for you."
"Thanks, Nicky! I can't wait to sing backup for you!"
I nodded. I hadn't made up my mind yet. Technically, I could take on all three. Gina needed some backup singers, too. And I wasn't looking for pros. I wanted singers with a few rough edges. Singers I could mold. And maybe, eventually, let loose to pursue their dreams. I knew Nicky's was only a pit-stop for girls like Katie. She'd never be satisfied with the limited opportunity I had for her. Hell, I wasn't sure if she'd think singing at Nicky's was worthy of adding to her resume. After all, she wouldn't be the star of my show. But we had a massive internet following. If she was hoping to get discovered, performing on my stage would do it.
"Rose," I said. "Would you like to go next?"
"Yes, ma'am. Thank you."
I smiled. "You can call me Nicky. Ma'am makes me feel old."
In truth, I didn't as much as I pretended. Rose was calling me ma'am as a gesture of respect. Not a signal of my advanced age. And at least she said ma'am, not sir. The way I dressed, how I carried myself, it wasn't like there was any doubt I was a trans woman. If someone called me ma'am, it didn't necessarily mean they embraced my lifestyle. I didn't care what people really thought. Folks are entitled to have their own worldviews. But I did expect they respected my choices and had the courtesy to refer to me in ways that reflected the self I embraced. Calling me "sir" was a petty way people who disagreed with my lifestyle were signaling they thought they were better than me. Those people, well, they could suck it. Secretly, I suspected, most of them wanted to anyway.
Rose was setting the stage. Really, she was probably the prettiest of the three. She resembled a classic beauty, like a young Audrey Hepburn. Yeah, I know I'd only been a human a few years. But I knew my stars. Rose looked the part—if she'd come on the scene fifty years earlier. But she chose a current song. I was curious, to say the least.
With the microphone perfectly positioned and her hands at her sides, Rose started to sing.
Talk about vibrato. Her voice was strong. Haunting, even. But her song choice? "Wrecking Ball" didn't seem to fit. I let her get through the first chorus. Then I raised her hand to stop her.
"Rose, I'm looking at your resume here. You're certainly a strong soprano."
Rose smiled. "I most certainly am, ma'am. I mean, Nicky. Sorry!"
I grinned. "When you sing that, it sounds unnatural. It doesn't fit your voice. And it almost sounds like you just heard the song for the first time a week ago. I don't feel your heart in it. Why don't you try something more in your lane? I'm looking at your resume. I'd love to hear you sing 'Un be di vedremo' from Puccini's Madam Butterly."
Rose cocked her head. "I didn't know you had a thing for opera. Your songs..."
"I know, it's not my style. But I appreciate diversity, honey. Miley isn't really your lane. I want you to do you!"
Rose smiled. "I can do that."
Then she started, and it was like the difference between night and day. A haunting, soul-touching song with a voice perfectly suited for it. Again, I wasn't sure how well she'd work as a backup. But her talent was undeniable.
I applauded when she finished. "That was stunning, Rose. Thank you."
I heard Katie sigh behind me. Clearly, she wasn't the sort who handled others being praised particularly well.
"Amelia, it's your turn," I said.
Amelia stood up, nodded, and took a deep breath. She almost tripped on her own feet as she made her way to the stage. She didn't have a lot of experience in front of people. But that didn't mean she wasn't good. If she'd sent in a sample, and if Devin scheduled her for an audition, I knew she had to be talented. But if she couldn't handle performing in front of me and two others, how would she do on stage in front of a thousand people, all packed into Nicky's like sardines?
And her song choice—totally bold. "I Kissed a Girl" by Katy Perry. Not exactly what you'd expect a timid girl to choose to sing. But once she opened her mouth, it was like the shy little caterpillar emerged from her cocoon with a new brand and a bold beauty. She grabbed the microphone from the stand. She worked the stage like a seasoned pro. She didn't have the powerhouse voice, like Katie, and she wasn't nearly so refined and well trained as Rose. But she had something the others didn't. She had an aura—she carried herself as herself. She wasn't playing a role. She was giving us a dose of Amelia. She was precisely the kind of performer, like Gina and me, that my audiences ate up! Not literally—so long as no vampires were in the audience. But you know what I mean. She had the it factor—even if her voice, technically speaking, wasn't as strong as Katie's or Rose's.
I leaped to my feet when she finished. "Girl, you go! You rocked that stage!"
Amelia put the microphone back in its stand and giggled a little. She was back to her reserved, shy self now that she wasn't singing. Some people are like that. When they're "on," they are a totally different person. It was like how Geraldo—a shy gay man and a painter who stuck to himself—transformed into an intimidating diva when he went in drag when Gina emerged.
"Thank you for listening to my song," Amelia said.
"So when do we find out?" Rose asked.
I smiled. "I like to go off my gut. No sense in forcing you girls to go home and stew over it and wonder."
"You're going to tell us now?" Katie asked.
I nodded. "I have to be honest. This is my third round of auditions. I was beginning to wonder if I'd have any luck at all. But you three are the most talented of all the singers I've heard. You're each very different singers. I can see a place here for each of you."
"Are you saying you're hiring all of us?" Amelia asked.
"I am," I said, smiling.
Based on the broad smiles that split each of their faces and the shriek of giddiness Amelia released, they were excited.
"When do we start?" Rose asked.
"How about tonight?" I asked.
"What would you like me to sing?" Katie asked.
"Nothing," I said, smiling. "No offense. But I'd like you all to simply observe the show tonight. Get a good feel for the vibe we've got going here. Think about where you think you'd fit best. In Gina's set, in mine, whatever. We'll meet up tomorrow and develop a plan unique to each of you, something that will highlight each of your talents. How does that sound?"
"Like a dream!" Amelia said. "Thank you!"
"I suppose I'm okay with that," Katie said.
"Me, too," Rose added.
Devin stepped out from the back of the room—from down the hallway where my office was. His hands were stained with blood. Usually, I'd be worried about that. But he and Malinda, by the looks of it, had quite the mess to clean up.
"Hey, Nicky," Devin said.
"What's up?" I asked.
"So Geraldo called. He said Gina won't be able to perform tonight. Had to leave town suddenly. It was a family emergency."
I bit my lip. "Alright, well, tell him not to worry about it. Did he say how long until Gina would be back?"
"He said he hoped no more than a week. It has something to do with his mom. He didn't go into any more details than that. So you know, it might be a little longer than that."
I nodded. "See if you can get an address. Wherever he'll be staying. Send him something."
"Flowers?" Devin asked, raising an eyebrow.
I chuckled. "No. Not that! You know how I feel about flowers."
"I'll figure something out," Devin said, winking at me.
I sighed. "Well, girls. This changes things a bit. How would you each like a shot to open for me the next three nights?"
"That's what I'm talking about!" Katie exclaimed.
"Oh my God!" Amelia said. "Wow!"
"Sounds like a good opportunity. But I'd like a day or so to practice. If one of the other girls would like to go first."
"You'll each get your shot. So no worries. But based on your auditions, Amelia, how would you like to open up tonight?"
"I could do it, too! I have more songs!" Katie added.
"Which I haven't heard," I said. "Katie, put together something you think, based on what you see tonight, will resonate with my audience. You can sing tomorrow night."
Katie huffed. "Alright. I can do that."
I rolled my eyes. Seriously, the girl was going to bitch she wasn't going first after I just told her she'd get to open up the next night?
"Oh my God," Amelia said. "I'm so nervous!"
"Do the same song you did today. I'll get the band to back you up. They'll be here any minute now. You can do a run-through with them before we open the doors for the crowds."
"Thank you so much!" Amelia said. "I won't let you down! I promise!"
I smiled. "I know you won't. And, Rose, like I told Katie. Pay attention tonight. But don't pick something that isn't you. Something that highlights your skill. A short aria would be perfect."
"I can definitely do that," Rose said. "Not a problem at all."




 Chapter Four

Amelia paced back and forth in the green room, humming "I Kissed a Girl" to herself as I applied my eyeliner. Rose and Katie were already seated in the audience. I couldn't give them front-row seats. Those were already spoken for. Purchased as a premium. But the back half of the club didn't have assigned seating. The sooner you arrived, the better seat you'd get. For that reason, most nights, the club started to fill from the middle back. Only a scattering of people occupied the front half of the club, typically, until the show began. Those were the folks, generally, who came early anyway for the sake of securing better parking. Rose and Amelia were in the first row in the general admission area. It was fine. Our auditorium wasn't huge. It used to be used to conduct funeral services, after all. The place wasn't built for the kinds of crowds we attracted. That's why we had several shows a week. And the intimacy of the club, really, added to the experience. There wasn't a bad seat in the house.
The rehearsal with the band went well. It probably didn't give Amelia the kind of background track she was used to, having only practiced in her mirror at home, but she adapted well. Everything was ready to go. I was confident she'd do great. Still, stage fright is a real thing. No amount of practice would conquer Amelia's anxieties. The only cure? To go out on stage and face her fear.
All primped up, I decided to leave Amelia to practice in the greenroom in privacy. I made my way through the half-full house to my office. I cracked open the door slowly, careful not to open it so wide that any passers-by who might have been heading for the restrooms at the end of the wall couldn't see in. A blood explosion isn't something you can easily explain away.
Devin was on his hands and knees, a bucket of water beside him, scrubbing a patch of bloodied-pink suds in the carpet. Thankfully, it was a commercial carpet. Getting blood out of anything, though, is a challenge.
Meanwhile, Malinda was sitting behind my desk, her Converse sneakers atop my desk. Predictably, she was on her phone.
"Seriously, Malinda? You're going to let him clean up your mess?"
"It's not like that!" Malinda said. "I was helping."
"She was," Devin said. "I asked her to try and figure out what went wrong with the spell."
I rolled my eyes. "You couldn't debrief with Hailey about it later?"
Malinda shook her head. "She only had a minute. And we're just texting. I'll help finish up in a second."
"Yeah, after he's got the worst of it done."
Malinda shrugged. "We got the worst of it done already before."
I looked around the room. There were still some splatters, now drying, on the walls. "You mean it was worse than this?"
Malinda giggled. "Much worse. The whole office looked like vampire heaven. Blood everywhere. Totally gross!"
I snorted. It wasn't the first time the office had been showered in blood. This was the room where I first confronted Alice. When I still intended to eliminate her. Stakes were thrown. Hearts were pierced. Most of the time, staking a vampire is accompanied by a spurt of blood. It was a nasty affair. But even then, the office didn't look as bad as it did now. And they'd been working on it for an hour already.
"Well, does Hailey at least know what the problem was?"
"Yup!" Malinda said. "I mean, she has a theory. Makes sense, you know."
"What spell were you trying to cast anyway?" I asked.
"It's sort of a divination spell. It allows me to commune with the soul of the person still lingering in the blood. So I can speak to their spirits."
"And because you were using blood bags..."
"The soul was already totally gone out of two of them. The other one, well, it was still pretty fresh."
I nodded. My former roommate, Donnie, was a pharmacist. She had connections at a local blood bank. I wasn't sure how she went about doing it, but she managed to secure a case of the stuff for Malinda to practice with.
"And you're sure that's what caused the explosion?" I asked.
"As sure as we can be," Malinda said. "The bags are dated. The one that didn't explode had been drawn earlier today. The others were a couple days old. Hailey said it made sense. Without the soul in the blood to react to the spell, the spell has to go somewhere. So. Pop! Splat!"
I snickered. "Pop and splat. That's one way to describe the blood bombs that went off in here."
"Anyway, now I know better. No blood divination on old blood. Hailey thinks I need a wand. My spells aren't as focused as they could be."
"I told her I had a spare she could have," Devin said.
"But she's a blood witch. Doesn't she need like a blood witch wand or something?"
Devin shook his head. "Doesn't matter. All spells are really an emanation of the caster's will. All the wand does is, crudely speaking, help focus or target the spell."
"Which means, you know, since I'm working with blood, there's less risk of any backfiring or spill-over."
"Spill-over?" I asked.
"Right. Accidentally hitting someone. You know, since most people except for you have blood inside of them."
"Sounds like getting a wand should have been step one. You know, before you blood bathed my whole office."
Malinda shrugged and giggled a little. "I guess that's probably a good point."
"Right. Well, now that you've figured it out, you can help Devin clean."
"But I wanted to watch the show!"
"Get it cleaned up, and you can. Besides, one of the new girls is opening in Gina's stead. You have a good thirty minutes before I take the stage."
"Thirty minutes? We can't get all this cleaned up in half an hour, Nicky!"
I turned to leave, barely cracking open the door so I could slip out carefully. "Then you'd best get to it."
The house band was already playing some light instrumentals as my patrons started filling the seats. My bartender—the third one I'd hired since Nicky's opened—was tossing bottles around, catching them, putting on a show of his own as people gathered around, applauding him while they waited for their drinks. The guy had skills. That's why he was hired.
For Joey, bartending was as much an art form as my shows were. He took pride in his work. He'd also been at it a while. He was probably pushing forty and had tended bars since he was in his mid-twenties. I couldn't take credit for finding him. Geraldo hired him while we were down in New Orleans. This was the first time I'd really had a chance to watch him in action. He really was as good as everyone said. And he had a way with his patrons. He didn't just make their drinks. He put on a show, fist-bumping and high-fiving his customers.
We usually closed the bar about halfway through my set. Mainly to discourage drunk driving. My crowds were an interesting blend between sophisticated, appreciating the finer aspects of my performances, and revelrous. They liked to party. So far, things hadn't gotten too out of hand. Only a minor incident, here and there. Eventually, though, I'd probably have to hire bouncers. To date, I'd only had to throw out a couple people. Drunk dudes treating women inappropriately. I handled them myself. Compared to wrangling with vampires, handling drunks was less hazardous most of the time. But since I couldn't just stake them—stabbing patrons is generally bad for business—getting rid of them was more difficult than slaying bloodsuckers. I'd found a way to handle it, though. A stiletto heel to the ass can be as effective to oust a drunk guy as a heel to the chest to silence a vamp.
I sneaked back to the greenroom. I was going to come back out to watch her performance. I didn't do that most nights. I liked to make a first appearance to the crowd on stage. But I wanted to give Amelia moral support. Which was why I went back to the greenroom. Poor girl hadn't performed for more than three people before her audition. Now, she was going to sing in front of a thousand.
She was practically hyperventilating as she stood in front of my vanity mirror.
"Deep breaths, Amelia. You've got this."
Amelia laughed a little. "Are you sure Katie shouldn't do the first night?"
"Honey, you've got the goods. No reason to be nervous. And what's the difference if your first time on stage is tonight or tomorrow? If I bump you to tomorrow, you'll have all day to think about it. But if you kill it tonight, trust me, you'll be on cloud nine all day tomorrow. The stage is addicting!"
Amelia took a deep breath and exhaled. "You're right. Getting up in front of people has always made me nervous."
"Sometimes I still get nervous, you know."
Amelia cocked her head. "You do?"
I nodded, smiling. "I do."
"How do you deal with that?"
"I decided to embrace it. Let the nerves fuel you rather than defeat you. Channel that extra energy into your performance. You'll be fine, Amelia. Trust me."
Amelia took another deep breath. "I'll try."
"When you rehearsed with the band, you sounded great. How'd you feel about it?"
"Pretty good. It was a little weird. Not used to singing over instruments. Usually, I sing along with Katy Perry with my pretend microphone."
I smiled. "The monitors are there so you can hear yourself. All you need to do is sing like before. Don't try to raise your voice over the band. Let the sound guy handle that. Do what you did during your audition, and I promise the crowd will love you."
"And you'll be there with me?"
"If you get nervous, look stage right. I'll be right upfront. You're going to kill it, Amelia."
Amelia smiled as she looked at herself again in the mirror. "You're amazing, Amy."
"You are!" I said. "Do you prefer Amy to Amelia?"
Amelia shrugged. "Introduce me as Amelia. But my friends, yeah, they call me Amy."
"Amelia on stage. Amy, when we're hanging out. Got it."
Amelia nodded. "Alright. I think I'm ready."
The crowd continued chattering as Amelia took the stage. A few seats were still open—most of their designated occupants still getting their drinks from Joey.
The house band finished their instrumental number. It was just background music. Most people didn't pay much attention to it. They were pretty good. A bunch of guys who'd had their heyday playing alternative rock in the nineties. Too old, now, to really make it big. But better musicians, I wagered, than they used to be. They could play almost anything. Even on short notice, they had a pretty groovy version of "I Kissed a Girl" they'd played during rehearsal. A little less poppy than the Katy Perry version, but with a touch of funk. Amelia was in good hands.
Amelia gave them a nod to signal she was ready. I stood to stage-right, as I'd promised. Amelia glanced at me. I smiled back and nodded. If the audition meant anything, she was about to come out of her shell. It reminded me of the first time I took the stage at Leotards and Lace—the gay club downtown where I had my first gig. I knew I was good. I just didn't know if the humans I was about to sing for would agree. Before that, the only humans I'd ever sung for ended up becoming a meal shortly after. The whole idea of having fans had never occurred to me. But once I sang, once people embraced me and started coming to hear me sing, it was life-altering. A thrill like nothing else I'd ever experienced in all my existence—as one of the elemental Neck or as a woman.
A part of me envied Amelia. There's nothing quite like that first time. Every performance was a thrill, sure. But there's no comparison to that initial surge of adrenaline when you realize, for the first time, that you could be a star.
The second Amelia started singing, I could almost hear all the necks turning toward the stage. The chatter stopped. Their eyes were fixed on the glorious butterfly that had just emerged from her cocoon.
That shy girl. Fading with every word she sang. Now, she was a diva. She held the microphone like a pro. A total natural. She was working the crowd. As she hit the chorus, the whole place erupted in cheers.
Amelia didn't look at me once. She was in the middle of a love affair with her new fans. She was giving them what they wanted and more. And what they gave back to her, as they cheered her through her number, was even more priceless.
When she finished, every seat in the house was empty. Not because they left. Because everyone was on their feet, cheering as loud as they did when I finished my final number. I couldn't have been prouder of the girl. I'd only known her for a couple hours. But I beamed like a parent, watching her daughter live out her dreams in front of my eyes.
I climbed on the stage, embracing Amelia, whose cheeks were covered with joyful tears. She handed me the microphone.
"Let's hear it for Amelia!"
Again, the cheers blasted from the audience so loud it was palpable.
"One more song! One more song!" the crowd started to chant.
"If you want to hear more from Amelia," I said. "Come back tomorrow. We have two more brand new performers you're going to love just as much, I promise you!"
Of course, I couldn't guarantee Katie or Rose would command the audience quite as masterfully. But I was optimistic they'd rise to the occasion. Especially now that Amelia had set the bar. These girls were good in their own ways. And while I hadn't intended for Amelia to reprise her performance the next night, well, by popular demand, it had to happen.
I watched as Amelia took a bow and left the stage. She moved to the middle of the room, where the other two girls were still standing. As Amelia walked through the crowd, I watched as the people all looked at her, staring like they'd witnessed the birth of a star. And they did. This girl had a future, and she was only scratching the surface of what might be possible. There are a lot of good singers. But they don't all have it. You can't create that quality. It's something you either have or you don't. We'd find out soon enough if the other girls had it, too.
The band started playing my first number. I started to sing. My whole show went as well as it always did.
By the time I got to my last song, the bar was closed. I noticed Amelia was gone. Where'd she go? The bathroom, maybe? To tidy up in the green room so she could fraternize with her new fans after the show? I wasn't sure. But I was eager to catch up with her after things settled down.
Before I could do that, I had to give the crowd my grand finale. I dropped my microphone, shifted into bat form, and soared around the crowd before ducking into the greenroom.
Amelia wasn't there.




 Chapter Five

Alone in the greenroom, I took advantage of my temporary privacy and resumed my usual form. I quickly got dressed—another set of heels, my Jimmy Choo stiletto boots, and a low-cut red dress.
I figured I'd find Amelia back in the auditorium. I knew the folks would love to get a chance to talk to her, maybe get her to autograph their tickets. The way I saw it, she probably wasn't long for Nicky's. I'd help her as long as I could, mold her into a performer who could go out on her own, and chances were I'd see her name on the Billboard charts sooner rather than later. She was a diamond in the rough. And I'd discovered her.
I found Rose and Katie still standing at their seats, each nursing a cocktail they'd gotten from Joey earlier in the evening. "Hey, have you two seen Amelia?"
Katie shrugged. "She said she wasn't feeling well. Maybe she's in the ladies' room."
I nodded. It made sense. Coming down off a performance high can be a little disorienting. I'd been there. I knew what she was going through. I quickly scurried my way back to the restrooms. I peeked inside. She wasn't there.
I heard a high-pitched scream. Through all the crowd noise, it's a wonder I heard it. It was coming from the parking lot.
I took off running, adding a little enhanced speed from my elemental nature, but not so much I'd appear at all inhuman. I saw Malinda staring down at the ground.
"Help!" Malinda shrieked. "She's dead! I think she's dead!"
I looked. My heart sank into my bowels. It was Amelia. I knelt beside her. I checked her pulse.
Nothing. At least not that I could feel. I wasn't totally sure if her heart really stopped beating or if I was clumsily palpating the wrong spot on her wrist.
I rolled her on her back. I placed the back of my hand beneath her nostrils. She wasn't breathing either.
I started chest compressions. I didn't know CPR. I'd never been trained or certified. But I had to do something. Amelia's ribs cracked beneath my hands as I tried, in desperation, to revive the girl.
"Someone call 9-1-1!" I shouted.
Her body was still warm. Her cheeks were still flush with blood. This wasn't a vampire attack. "Malinda. Get Devin. Tell him to meet us in the mortuary. He might be able to heal her."
"Yeah. Right!" Malinda said, panic still in her voice as she took off running into the club.
I scooped up Amelia's body. The crowds parted, silent and aghast, as they saw me carrying the young singer inside. I carried her into the greenroom, grabbed my keys from my vanity, and opened the door to my bat cave, the mortuary. I unlocked the second door, temporarily regretting the fact my mortuary was double-doored. I carried Amelia, best I could, down the steep staircase and laid her one of the old embalming tables that remained there from the days when the mortuary was still functional.
It didn't take long until I heard footsteps thumping rapidly down the stairs. Devin appeared first. Malinda showed up a few seconds later. Stairs were still a challenge for her.
"Step aside," Devin said. "I don't know if this will work. But I can try. I've only done this spell once."
"Right. Healing magic. Like you did for your mom. After she was bitten."
Devin nodded and placed his hand on Amelia's chest. He was a fire warlock. Healing wasn't his strong suit. But as he said, he had done it before.
A blast of green and gold magic flowed from his hands into Amelia's body. She didn't respond.
"I don't think she's..."
"Keep trying!" I begged. "We can't lose her. We just can't!"
Devin tried again. Still, nothing.
I sighed. I wished I knew what was wrong. I wasn't a doctor or anything. But if we knew it was her heart, for instance, maybe Devin could use his wand and focus his energies.
Then, I had an idea.
"Brucie!" I cried out. Brucie was a sprite. When I was still one of the Neck, an elemental, he was practically a part of me. What you might call a familiar. Since I'd become human, well, he took advantage of his newfound freedom to pursue a life of his own. A life devoted chiefly to carnal pleasures. A lot of booze and babes. Still, all I had to do was call his name, and if he was within a hundred miles or so, he'd show up.
"Hey, Nicky!" Brucie said, appearing in a cloud. Not because that was how he teleported. It wasn't a magic cloud. It was a cloud of cigar smoke. "Something wrong?"
"Yes!" I said. "This girl, I think she might be dead. Or barely alive. I figured, you know since you're totally water. And the body is mostly water. Maybe you could check."
Brucie nodded. "I can go inside of her, figure out what's wrong."
"Right," I said. "Exactly what I was thinking."
Brucie hiccupped. "Okay. But I'm on my third bottle of Hennesey. If I go inside of her, she might get a little tipsy."
"Look, better drunk than dead. See if you can figure out what's wrong so Devin can focus his healing spell."
"Ah, good idea," Devin said, reaching over to the wall of vampire-hunting weapons I kept down there and retrieved one of his wands. He stood with his wand in hand, ready to focus his magic once Brucie gave us an answer.
Looking something like a cherub, Brucie spread his watery wings, and circling Amelia's body, he took aim. "Open her mouth! I'm going in!"
I quickly grabbed Amelia's chin and pried it open. A half-second later, Brucie dove straight in, disappearing inside of her. Amelia's whole body shook. I wasn't sure if that was a good sign, if Amelia's body was responding to the invader, or if it was just Brucie doing his thing.
It took about a minute. Then, a torrent of water blasted out of Amelia's mouth.
Devin stood ready, healing magic already coursing through his wand.
"This doesn't make a dog's lick of sense!" Brucie said.
"What is it?" I asked.
"That's the thing. It's nothing! There is literally nothing wrong with her. Not her body, anyway."
"I have an idea," Malinda piped up. "The spell I learned before. Maybe I can draw on her soul. Amelia might be able to tell us what happened!"
"I don't know," I said. "After what happened with those blood bags."
"I wouldn't try it," Brucie said. "That is the problem. Her body is fine. But her soul. It's totally gone."
"What do you mean, gone?" I asked.
"I mean exactly that," Brucie said. " Her body should be functioning perfectly. Her heart is in great shape. No cancer. Not so much as a simple virus. This body is in ideal health."
"How is that possible?" Devin asked. "Souls don't tend to up and leave their bodies."
"No, they don't," Brucie said. "Someone did this to her. Someone stole her soul. I hate to tell you this, Nicky. But this girl was murdered."
"Murdered?" I asked. "What kind of creature sucks souls out of a person like that?"
Brucie shook his head. "I don't know. I wish I did. The only thing I can tell you is this wasn't an accident."
There was a loud knock on the door at the top of the stairs.
"See ya, wouldn't wanna be ya!" Brucie said, disappearing in a cloud of mist.
"It's the paramedics," Devin said. "It has to be."
I nodded. I quickly gathered up my weapons. The last thing I wanted to happen was for the EMTs to see a body surrounded by weapons. Sure, there weren't any wounds on Amelia's body. But it would raise questions I didn't want to deal with. I had to use my elemental speed to do it. But I gathered everything and tossed it into an unused coffin sitting in the corner.
The paramedics made their way down the stairs. There were two of them. A man and woman.
They rushed over to Amelia's body. It was all a formality now. I knew what they were going to conclude.
They hooked her up to a little machine. They tried to shock her heart. They were pumping a bulb of air connected to a mask that fit around Amelia's mouth. I didn't know what the device was called, but I'd seen television paramedics use it on medical dramas. No matter what they tried, I knew it was no use. She was gone.
"Does this back door open?" the female paramedic asked.
I nodded and opened it. "I'll have then bring the ambulance around back."
"Ambulance?" Malinda asked. "You mean, she's still..."
"I'm sorry," the male paramedic said. "I don't think. But she's still warm. So we're going to try. Unless the blood is settled or rigor mortis is set in, we'll try everything we can until we're out of options."
They quickly put Amelia on a stretcher and carried her out. "There's an officer upstairs," the paramedic said. "He'll want a statement. Needs to file a report."
I met the officer upstairs. I was praying, at the moment, that he wouldn't want to see my office. If Malinda and Devin hadn't gotten out all the blood...
Thankfully, he didn't go there. He asked what happened. I told him how she was nervous. How she told the other girls she wasn't feeling well. Figured she went out to get some air. Malinda described how she found Amelia in the parking lot. I said we took her downstairs for space. Too many people in the crowd. The officer asked a few questions to ascertain if there was any foul play.
I answered his questions honestly. I'd barely met Amelia. How was I supposed to know if anyone wanted the girl dead? The officer asked me to keep all the records from the night. Who bought tickets. Credit card records from the bar. Things like that. Just in case foul play was suspected by the coroner. I agreed. But the coroner wasn't going to find anything. If Brucie said she was in perfect health, I figured, they'd make some general claim. Heart failure, probably. Who knows. They'd come up with something. But I knew they wouldn't find anything to warrant further investigation.
That didn't mean her death wasn't going to be investigated. If Brucie was right, and I had no reason to doubt he was, someone had killed Amelia. And I was determined to find out not only who but what was responsible.




 Chapter Six

"The show must go on," I said, wiping down the embalming table with Clorox wipes.
"You can't be serious, Nicky. We can't have a show tomorrow. We should probably cancel the shows for the week."
I shook my head. "Whatever it was will come back."
"Exactly!" Devin said. "You can't use your fans as bait. People buy tickets to your shows, Nicky, expecting a fun and safe night of entertainment."
"They'll be safe. Why wouldn't they be safe? We have an advantage now. We weren't expecting anything before. Now we'll be ready."
Devin snorted. "We don't even know what it was that killed that girl."
"Amelia," I said. "Her name was Amelia."
Devin sighed. "I know. But look, you can't be ready for something if you don't even know what to be ready for."
I slammed my fist on the embalming table. "The police aren't going to investigate this as a homicide. I am the only one who knows the truth. I have to catch the killer, Devin!"
"You don't always have to be the hero, Nicky."
"Bullshit!" I shouted. "This happened in my club. I took that girl under my wing, and..."
I started to choke up as images of Amelia's brilliant performance flashed through my mind.
Devin put his hand on my shoulder. "I know, Nicky. You feel responsible. But you aren't. This wasn't your fault."
I snorted and wiped a little snot from my nose with the sleeve of my blouse. Not very ladylike, but I didn't have a tissue. "You don't understand. I do have to be the hero."
"You saved me, Nicky," Malinda said. "You're already my hero."
I pressed my lips together. "Thank you for saying that. But it's not enough."
"Not enough for what, exactly?" Devin asked.
"You don't know how many lives I took. Before I became human. How many meals... how many lives changed? Families were devastated because of me."
"That's not you, Nicky. You aren't what you used to be."
I snorted. "But I am. Deep down. There's a part of me every time I stake a vamp, even when I kick someone out of my club. There's a thrill and urge to take things further. And there's no one else who is going to avenge Amelia. I can't bring back the people I killed, the ones I ate... before... but I can get justice for her. And I can stop whatever it is that did this."
"You don't know that," Devin said. "How do you know you can kill whatever killed Amelia if you don't know who or what did it?"
I scratched my shoulder. "I don't know. But I have to try."
"Come on, Nicky. We should go home. Try and get some rest."
"You two go ahead. I have my motorcycle here. I can come home later. I'm going to go through the footage."
Devin shook his head. "We don't have cameras in the parking lot."
"I know. But Amelia told the other girls she wasn't feeling well. Maybe whatever it was that killed her did something to her in the club."
"Do what you need to do. But I'm serious, Nicky. We should cancel the rest of the week's shows. Tomorrow night, at least."
"I can't, Devin. So far, no one suspects this was a murder. It was a tragedy. But it won't stop people from coming. And I promised Rose and Katie..."
"Rose and Katie? The other two girls you hired?"
I nodded. "They're preparing to open up the other two nights this week."
Devin stared at me blankly. "They will understand, Nicky. Someone died at your club! No one will question it if you decide to cancel a few shows."
"Look," I said. "We're going on Tomorrow. There are only two more shows this week."
"Right," Devin said. "And then you'll have Sunday off anyway. You could easily cancel two shows and start again next week."
I shook my head. "But Friday and Saturday are our biggest shows of the week."
"Says who?" Devin asked. "You sell out every night during the week anyway."
"Yeah, but it's not the same. There's a different feel during weekend shows."
"More drunks, you mean?"
"Maybe that's it. But whatever. Like I said, the show must go on. And I won't let anyone else die. If something shows up to hurt someone again, I'll catch them. I swear it."
"I'll help keep an eye out, too," Malinda said.
Devin shook his head. "And what if this creature comes after you, Malinda?"
"Then I'll kick its ass!"
"Sure you will," Devin said, sighing as he scratched his head. "If you're going to be here, I need to be here, too. I won't let you out of my sight."
"Okay, daddy," Malinda said, smiling.
Devin rolled his eyes. "Alright, Nicky. Well, do what you need to do. We're going back to the apartment to get some sleep."
I nodded. "I won't be far behind you. If there's something we caught on camera, though, I need to find it. I won't be able to sleep until I've at least checked it out."
Devin nodded. "Do what you need to do."
I locked the door behind Devin and Malinda after they left. I watched, through the glass doors, as they drove off. Call me paranoid. I wanted to make sure they got to the car safely. Until I knew what I was dealing with, I had to be extra vigilant. If the killer made a move, I'd catch it. I'd be damned before I let it hurt anyone else—especially someone I cared about.
Devin had a point. It was a risk to keep the club open. But if I closed it, would that really stop the killer? There was nothing magical about Nicky's. Not technically speaking. Nothing more than the magic of good music and an exhilarating show.
Whatever this killer was, I had to believe it wasn't a coincidence it struck at my club. Supernatural killings aren't all that common. Even vampires, really, don't often kill their victims. Only younglings are prone to doing that. And when they do, the older vampires will usually stake the younglings themselves. When bodies pile up, hunters like me take notice. Most vampires who'd been turned a decade or more were keen enough to know better. As much as they craved blood, the one thing that vampires desired more than that was their own ongoing existence. That meant, more often than not, they hunted discreetly. Drinking only enough to prevent their victims from dying. Usually, they attacked people who'd been drinking. Not because they craved the taste of alcohol. Quite the opposite, in fact. A vampire's bite filtered out the alcohol content from the blood they drank. The result? With less blood in the victim's system, it raised their blood alcohol content. A drink or two was usually enough a vampire could make an intoxicated victim forget the whole incident. Such vampire victims didn't merely pass out from blood loss. They blacked out from intoxication. That meant, when I hunted vamps, clubs like mine and other bars were usually the first place I'd check if I suspected a bloodsucker was on the prowl.
But Amelia wasn't bitten. That meant it wasn't a vampire. Or was it? It wasn't the blood vampires craved. Old blood didn't appeal to vampires at all. It was human souls, contained within the blood, that satisfied their cravings. And Amelia's soul was what was missing. What if a vampire figured out a way to feed on a person's soul without biting? I shuddered, considering the possibility. If that was the case, I had no choice. I had to stop the soul-sucker. If Amelia was a typical victim, if the vampire or whatever consumed souls this way regularly, he didn't leave his victims alive. He took the entire soul.




 Chapter Seven

I opened the desk drawer and retrieved my laptop. My office still reeked of blood. I had a peculiarly keen sense of smell. It wasn't likely anyone else would notice. For the most part, though, Devin and Malinda cleaned the room up nicely.
My security cameras synced to the cloud. All I had to do was log into my account, and I could view whatever they captured.
I bit my lip anxiously while I waited for the video stream to load. Usually, if a vampire was lurking nearby, I could smell it. It was one of the many skills I possessed that made me such a deadly slayer. If there had been a vampire, and it was responsible for Amelia's death, whatever it was that allowed the monster to extract a soul without a bite must've also covered up its scent. I would have noticed it otherwise.
I usually live-streamed only one show a week. Typically a Friday or Saturday night performance. Even then, I only broadcasted portions of the show. Enough to tease potential patrons. I tried to broadcast something new so the clips might go viral. That camera, the one I used for my live streams, wasn't operating earlier that night. But my security cameras ran twenty-four-seven. I had pretty much every corner of the auditorium covered. Only the greenroom, since people changed clothes there, my office, the bathrooms, and the bat cave mortuary weren't covered. I even had a couple cameras on my parking lot. Reviewing all that footage would take some time.
I could narrow it down a little and ignore the footage recorded while Amelia was on stage. I was watching her the whole time. That still meant I had a good hour and a half of footage from several camera angles to check out. I could eliminate some of the streams when Amelia wasn't on screen. And if I had a good angle on her, I really only needed to watch the best shots that revealed whatever had happened around her.
The time stamps on the footage made it easy to switch angles if she ever moved out of view of the camera I was viewing. I watched as Amelia left the stage.
She shook a lot of hands. She went to the bar, ordered a cocktail, and fist-bumped Joey before making her way back to her seat next to Katie and Rose. So far, nothing strange. But if this soul-sucker—that's what I was calling the unidentified killer until I had more information—only needed to touch her, she'd probably shaken two-dozen hands. Even with my different angles, I couldn't identify every audience member who greeted her. Some of them were obscured by other people. And since there was nothing notable about any of these contacts, there wasn't any reason to pursue anyone further. Technically, if I needed to, I could identify every person who touched her. I could wait until that person moved into view of one of my cameras and get a face. If they happened to have seats in the front half of the auditorium, I could cross-reference the suspect with my ticket sales records. I could check their credit cards and get an address. That would mean a lot of interviews—most of which would turn up nothing at all. That would be the next step. I hoped it wouldn't be necessary. If only I found something more insidious, something obvious...
I watched as Amelia's face turned sour. She said something to Rose and Katie and got up from her seat. She went to the bathroom. She came out of the bathroom.
She said something to Joey. He was closing up the bar at the time. I'd have to ask him what she said. He was gone already by the time I finished my performance before Amelia was found.
Amelia walked out the front door. Joey followed her. Not unusual. Probably a coincidence. It was the time he typically left. But I had to follow through.
I switched to the parking lot cameras. Joey went to the back of the parking lot and got in his car to leave. I didn't think he'd done anything, but he was the last person to talk to Amelia. Nothing about his actions, though, was the least bit suspicious.
Since that was a dead-end lead, I went back and watched Amelia from when she went outside. She went to a car—I presumed it was her car since it was the only one still left in the parking lot after everyone left. A midnight blue Toyota Camry. She opened the door to her car and retrieved something. What was it? It was hard to tell until she put it to her lips. An inhaler. She must've been an asthmatic. Still, since Brucie said there was literally nothing wrong with her at the time if she was having an asthma attack, the inhaler must've taken care of it.
Amelia tossed her inhaler back into her car. Then, she stumbled. She grabbed the side of her car. Her shoulders were rising and falling—she was breathing heavily. She collapsed in the parking lot. Just beside her vehicle.
Amelia's car obscured my view of her body. I didn't have a good angle. I continued watching. The view right above Amelia's car, what I could see, lost focus. It was subtle, like a blur. It moved from the top of her car back toward the club. It was almost like a mist, a smoke of some kind. The cameras didn't capture it well—and being late at night, there wasn't any color to what I was seeing.
I tried to follow the blur. Was that Amelia's soul? If it was, whoever captured it would be the killer. My heart raced in anticipation. Then people started walking out the doors. The show was over. I tried to follow the blur but, again, too many people. I switched to the inside cameras. I didn't see any such blur pass through the doors.
"Dammit!" I said, slamming my fist on my desk.
I watched the footage of the blur as it disappeared into the crowd of people all leaving the club. Malinda was among them. She was the one who found the body. Surely not... no... she wouldn't. But why was Malinda going outside at all? We were her ride home, after all. My heart sank. Surely she didn't...
But her magic was unwieldy. She was a blood witch. Souls cohere within the blood. Had she done something, even inadvertently, that killed Amelia?
I closed my laptop and rested my face in my hands. The last thing I wanted to do was accuse Malinda of killing someone. But if she had, if her magic had gone awry and caused someone to die, we had to know.




 Chapter Eight

I picked up my phone and called Devin. It went to voice mail. I called again. He picked up.
"Hello..." Devin's voice was groggy. I woke him up.
"Devin, I need you to get Malinda."
"Nicky, she's asleep. It's three in the morning."
"I know," I sighed. "But I need you to ask her why she went outside. When she found Amelia. There was no reason for Mal to go out, Devin."
"You don't think... Nicky... surely not..."
"You could ask her," I said. "She must have an explanation. And I saw something on the footage. I think it was Amelia's soul. It disappeared close to the time when Malinda left the club."
Devin sighed. "Hold on, let me put the phone on speaker."
I listened as Devin woke up Malinda. She moaned a little—it had been a late night, and she wasn't at all a happy camper about being woken up. "Malinda, Nicky needs to talk to you."
"About what?" Malinda asked.
"Malinda," I said. "I've been watching the footage. I'm not accusing you of anything. But why did you go outside?"
"You can't be serious."
"I told you, I'm not accusing you. I thought, maybe if you were practicing a spell, maybe something went wrong..."
"I wasn't doing any spells, Mother!"
"Then why'd you go outside? You know to wait for us to close up before we go home."
"I wanted fresh air, that's all."
"Fresh air?" I asked.
"And to move my legs. My muscles were cramping. I needed to move around."
"You could have done that inside."
Malinda sighed. "Devin... I mean, Dad... look in my purse."
I listened as Devin, presumably, was going through Malinda's purse.
"Malinda!" Devin said. "Cigarettes?"
"You're smoking!" I shouted.
Malinda sighed. "Yeah. But that's all! I went out for a smoke!"
"Where did you get cigarettes?" I asked.
"I told him I wouldn't tell you..."
"Who gave you cigarettes, Malinda?" Devin asked, tapping his toe.
"Just a boy I like. It's no biggie!"
"A boy?" I asked. "At my club?"
Malinda cleared her throat. "His name is Connor, okay."
"And you met him at the club?" I asked.
Malinda sighed. "The first night I went to the club. He's cute. I like him!"
"And he comes every night, just to see you?" Devin asked.
"And to supply you with cigarettes!" I said, raising my voice.
"I've been sneaking him tickets. He gives me smokes in exchange. That's it!"
"Stay on the phone," I said, opening my laptop again. "I'm going to see if this checks out."
"It will!" Malinda said. "I went out for a smoke with Connor. I saw Amelia's body. Connor went home after that. Nothing else happened, I swear!"
I watched the cameras. Sure enough, I saw Malinda, her cane in hand, walk out of the club with a boy. They leaned against the side of the building, lit up their smokes and laughed a little. Then, ugh...
"You kissed him?" I asked.
"Mom, who cares! It was only a kiss!"
I grunted. I kept watching. Malinda and Connor stopped kissing. Then I saw Malinda's face turn. She was in perfect view of the backside of Amelia's car, where her body was found.
She tossed her cigarette down and, moving as quickly as she could with her cane. Malinda approached Amelia's body and screamed. Connor was with her. She said something to him. He said a few things back. He left.
"Why did he leave?" I asked. "You said something to him."
Malinda grunted. "Connor is on probation. He didn't want to be wrapped up in what happened, you know, since there was a body."
"You're seeing a boy who smokes and is on probation!" Devin said.
"It's not a big deal!" Malinda said. "He's not a bad guy!"
"Then why's he on probation, Malinda?" I asked. "And why would being associated with a dead body be something he'd worry about."
"His wife tried to stab him with a knife. He shoved her, and she hit her head. Got a concussion. She pressed charges. That's it!"
"He's married!" Devin shouted.
"They're separated!" Malinda said. "Obviously they would be after what happened! It's not like I'm a homewrecker or anything!"
"How old is this guy?" I asked.
"He's only twenty-five!"
"So he's six years older than you? Malinda, that's not appropriate!"
"I'm an adult! And like you're one to talk. You're like a thousand years older than Devin."
"That's different, and you know it," I said.
"Look, he was in a bad relationship. He didn't do anything wrong. He was defending himself. I promise!"
"You don't really know the whole story," I said. "All you know what he told you happened."
"Look, you know what happened now. That's it. And I only see Connor at the club, anyway. What's the worst that could happen?"
I closed my laptop. "Look, we'll talk about the situation with Connor later. But I appreciate your honesty, Malinda."
"So, since I told the truth, I can still see him, right?"
"I didn't say that," I said.
"That's so unfair!" Malinda protested.
"Like I said, we'll talk about that situation later. I'm just relieved to know you didn't have anything to do with Amelia's death."
"I still can't believe you'd think I would..."
"I didn't think that, Malinda. I had to follow up on what I saw on the camera. Like I said, my first thought was maybe it was a mistake. But I'm glad you didn't have anything to do with it."
"Whatever. I'm going back to bed."
"You coming home, Nicky?"
"Yeah. I'll see you shortly."
In truth, I wasn't ready to leave. My mind was too busy trying to think through all the possibilities. Someone in that club was the monster who'd killed Amelia. But who was it? No one smelled like a vampire. No one looked like anything other than human.
I glanced at a stack of mail piled up on my desk. I'd been chipping away at it since the New Orleans trip, but now most of it was splattered with blood due to Malinda's earlier accident. I figured, before I left, I'd quickly go through it. I couldn't have blood-stained anything sitting in plain view on my desk. After all, while the cops left without any real suspicion, there was always a chance they'd come investigating later. Not likely, of course. The coroner wouldn't find anything to suggest a homicide or anything that would require an investigation. But I couldn't be too careful. And I suspected since this was the last place she was seen, Amelia's parents would probably come around at some point. All in all, now that my pile of letters had blood on it, I really couldn't procrastinate dealing with it any longer.
Most of it was junk mail addressed to Alice. Old funeral home crap. Coffin dealers. Tombstone engravers. An issue of Mortician's Monthly. I opened the magazine out of a grim curiosity. I didn't see anything that caught my eye. I supposed most funeral directors read it for the great articles.
I pulled out a few bills. That was really all I ever got addressed to me, anyway. But I had to pull them out. I had most of them on autopay through the bank. They were all paid. But I liked to hold onto the paper copies. I stuck them in a file. Not sure why. Devin said I should, so I did.
My wastepaper basket was half-full of junk mail before something caught my eye. The return address read Lakeview Funeral Home and Cemetery. That was the one I'd visited earlier in the day—where I'd met Kevin, the funeral director. I checked the postmark. It was sent a few weeks earlier. It was addressed to Alice, of course. But out of curiosity, I hooked my nail under the envelope flap and tore it open.
I pulled out a small piece of card stock. On one side were written the following words:
You are Cordially Invited to celebrate the retirement of Lester Holcomb and his forty years of service as the senior director of Lakeview Funeral Home and Cemetery.
My eyes scrolled to the bottom of the card.
Date: August 21
Time: 4:00 pm
Location: Lakeview Funeral Home
RSVP is not required.
I glanced at my phone. That was on Saturday. In two days. I presumed Kevin, the young man we'd met earlier in the day, must've been Lester's son. A lot of funeral homes are father and sons ventures.
I still didn't have a solid lead concerning Amelia's death. But at least my time staying back at the office turned something up. Kevin might not have recognized the photo of Devin's dad because he wasn't the funeral director who handled it.
This was a retirement party. Lester might have retired sometime before. Did he retire at some point after Tom, Devin's dad, might have contacted him to bury the grimoire? Possibly. And since he was no longer working, it made sense his son, Kevin, who was probably more concerned to get rid of us than help us out, wouldn't know a thing about it. And didn't care enough to ask his father about it on our behalf.




 Chapter Nine

The wind blew through my hair as I rode home on my motorcycle. By the time I'd gone through all my mail, changed into pants (I don't recommend riding a motorcycle in a dress), and hit the road, another hour had passed since I talked to Devin and Malinda. Without any traffic on the road that time of night, though, I made it home in about twenty minutes.
I unlocked my apartment door and stepped inside, kicking off my heels. I splashed a little water in my face and brushed my teeth before spooning up behind Devin in bed.
He grabbed my arm, pulling it across his body. He muttered something. I wasn't sure what. I think he was just talking in his sleep.
I closed my eyes and drifted off.
I saw water. All around me. I looked at myself—I didn't have a corporeal body. I was water. Was this a memory? From my old life? They often came to me in my dreams. At least they used to. It had been a while. But I was never sure how many of my dreams contained true memories. Dreams are weird that way. Usually a combination of memory and subconscious desire. At least, that's what Dr. Cain told me when I explained my dreams to him back the first time I was committed to the Vilokan Asylum. I shouldn't take them as my history, but I should listen to them. I might learn something about myself. So, while I was in treatment, I kept a dream journal. Kept it up for a few months after I was released. Then, the dreams subsided and became rarer. I fell out of the habit of writing them down. But I hadn't had a dream this vivid in years.
Still, I supposed, I'd had enough of them I could recognize it was a dream even in the midst of it. I just couldn't say it out loud. Not if I wanted to see what the dream was going to show me. In the past, once I declared it a dream, I woke up.
My elemental form started to swirl. Energy welled up within me. Yes, welled up is another lousy pun, I suppose. Not exactly accurate. I didn't inhabit a well. It was a river. From the color of the waters, I could tell it was from the rivers I'd inhabited back in what's now known as Germany before the witches brought me to America.
When I took my shape, the countryside around me confirmed as much. No cars. No airplanes in the sky. A small carriage and a man, his hair cut into a monk's tonsure. He was wearing a long, black cowl.
Something like a lute formed in my hands. I started to sing.
"Nehmet, esset, das ist mein Leib... Trinket alle darus; dis ist mein Blut des neuen Testaments..."
Not the kind of diva number I'd sing at Nicky's, but a chorale appropriate to the times. From J.S. Bach's St. Matthew's Passion. They were the words Jesus spoke in the upper room when he consecrated the Passover meal.
I looked at myself. I appeared as a young boy, fair of skin. Was this truly the form this priest desired the most? That was how I always appeared to my would-be meals... to seduce them before luring them down to my watery lair. My stomach churned in disgust. Not only at the fact that I was about, in this memory, to consume a human. But because of the form I took... the one the priest could not resist.
The priest smiled at me. "You sing a Lutheran Chorale, siren. You should know I am a Catholic."
I cocked my head. So much as I could remember, it wasn't often my would-be victims questioned my song choice. Hell, I didn't even choose the songs. I usually drew them from the minds of my targeted prospects. And why was I hearing this priest in English? He should have been speaking in German, even as I sang in his native tongue.
"Take and eat," the priest said. "This is my body. Drink of it all of you. This is my blood of the New Testament."
I set my lute on the river shore, next to me.
"Who are you, priest?"
"One who cannot be tempted or tested by your spells. I am chaste. I no longer have such desires."
I bit my lip. "Then why did I take this form?"
"I desire purity of heart. The faith of a child is what I prize above all else."
I scratched my head. "Well, I suppose that's better than what I assumed."
"Indeed," the priest said, smiling at me kindly. "Tell me, siren. What is it you desire? If our roles were reversed, what form would I take?"
I rubbed my brow, looking down at the green grasses beneath my tiny feet. "I don't know... I..."
When I looked up, the priest had changed shape. He still had his hair in a tonsure. He still wore the monk's cowl. But it was Devin's face that looked back at me.
"What the heck! Devin?"
"Is he the one you desire the most?" the priest asked, still in his voice, not Devin's.
"Yes," I said. "But how did you..."
"The question is not how, siren. Perhaps it is why."
I shook my head. "This memory. Devin won't even be born for centuries. I don't understand..."
"Not all of this is memory. Some of what you're seeing is you, siren. I am a projection of your mind, am I not?"
"I suppose you are. But I still have to eat you. I'm sorry. If I don't, I'll remain in this form. I have to consume my target to return to my elemental form."
The priest smiled at me again. He extended me his arm. "Then take and eat. This is my body. Take and drink..."
I grabbed the priest's arm. I was about to sink my teeth into his flesh when I looked up at him. He'd changed shape again. Not Devin. Not the priest from before. Now, his skin had an olive tone. His hair had grown out and fell, in long chocolate curls, to his shoulder.
"What is your name?" I asked.
"Who do you say that I am?" the man asked.
"I don't know. If some of this is memory. Tell me, who are you from my past? Who were you in my memories?"
"I am who I am," the man said.
"I've read Devin's bible. I know what that means. If you are him, why am I seeing you now?"
"The grimoire you seek, it is not what many think it to be, Nicky."
I cocked my head. "You know my name?"
"I know all things."
"Then what is it? This grimoire, I mean? What is the power in the book?"
"It is not a book, Nicky. It is a scroll."
"Fair enough, I guess that makes sense. But what is it?"
"It was written with my blood. That is why it has power. But it was not written with my hand."
"Then who did it? Why?"
"It doesn't matter. What was done was done."
"Then why am I here. Why are you here."
"To warn you, Nicky. And to tell you what you must do."
"To warn me of what?"
"All things are connected. The answers you seek."
"What does that mean?" I asked.
"It means what I have said."
"And what would you have me do?"
"You must destroy the grimoire," the man said.
"And how do I do that? Devin's dad, Tom, he hid it because the book... the scroll, I mean... it couldn't be destroyed."
"Only that which has pierced my flesh can destroy the scroll."
"So I have to find a nail from the cross? The centurion's spear?"
"I have said what I said, Nicky," the man, who I now presumed to be the Nazarene himself, said as he extended his hand to me again.
"This do in remembrance of me," the Nazarene said, placing his arm to my mouth.
I bit. I ate. I drank.
Everything went black. I opened my eyes.
I was in bed, again, next to Devin. I reached to my nightstand and checked my phone. It was almost six in the morning.
"What a strange dream," I said to myself as I tried to close my eyes again. But after that, I couldn't sleep. Was that real? Was it a memory? How much of it was a memory, how much of it was an invention of my mind? I didn't know. But I was trying to tell myself something. What it was, I didn't have the slightest clue. But I remembered one thing—I didn't only have to find the grimoire. I had to destroy it.




 Chapter Ten

The coffee pot gurgled as the last drips of freshly brewed java fell into the pot. I didn't drink the stuff. I thought it tasted like mud. Devin did. Malinda might. I wasn't sure. They both had more sleep than me. But I wasn't tired. Technically, I didn't require as much sleep as natural-born humans.
The images of my dream still haunted my mind. Something like that, whatever it was, happened in my past. What I saw, I knew, was a mix between my dormant recollections and whatever my current subconscious mind was telling me. How was it Cain had explained it? Since he'd learned psychoanalysis from Sigmund Freud himself, Cain said my dreams were what the ego manifested, pulling my visions from a combination of the id and superego. It was by striving to interpret my dreams, Cain had told me, I could follow the road to a knowledge of what was dormant otherwise in my unconscious mind. A lot of mumbo jumbo psycho-babble. But the exercise, before, had been pivotal in helping me overcome my craving for human flesh. So, I didn't discount it. I had to think about it. What was I trying to tell myself?
"I smell heaven," Devin said, stumbling out of bed in his boxers and t-shirt.
"That's just my natural body odor," I said, winking at him.
"Ha!" Devin said. "When you haven't showered in a while, you smell like a stagnant pond."
"Ouch! Harsh!" I said, laughing.
"It's true! I guess it makes sense."
I grabbed a mug and poured it for Devin. I handed it to him. "I presume this was what you were referring to."
"Indeed," Devin said, taking a sip. "Delectable!"
"See, that's the sort of word you should reserve for me."
Devin snickered. "Oh, you are delectable, Nicky. But coffee... I don't know if you can compete. What if you weren't a water elemental but a coffee elemental. I'd never be able to get enough of you."
I smiled. "You already can't. Nonetheless, that's why I make sure I'm the one who provides it to you. Since you drink it black, I'm not exactly your sugar momma. Maybe I'm your coffee momma?"
"My angel of music," Devin said. "Won't you sing for me?"
"Anytime," I said. "But you know, when I do, you tend to get all hot and bothered. And the creature that lives in our apartment is bound to wake up any moment."
"The creature. Yes, we must be careful not to awaken the beast."
I shook my head. "I can't believe all this Connor shit. What is that girl thinking? A married guy six years older?"
"She isn't thinking," Devin said, taking another sip. "That's the problem."
"Found something interesting in my pile of junk mail last night," I said, sliding the invitation to Lester's retirement party over to Devin.
Devin picked it up. "Interesting. Do you think he might know something that bigot we talked to didn't?"
"First, we don't know if he's a bigot. But I'm not going to argue with you about that again. Second, yes, that's what I'm thinking. What if this was the guy your dad talked to. Kevin didn't know because he wasn't the one who dealt with it."
"And you want to crash this funeral director's retirement party?"
I nodded. "More or less. Not the sort of party I'm usually inclined to crash. But you know."
Devin chuckled. "We'll stick out like sore thumbs. I doubt a funeral director's retirement attracts a huge crowd."
I shrugged. "You might be surprised. Funeral directors deal with a lot of people at vulnerable times in their lives. I bet there will be more people than you think. Hopefully, it's enough people it won't be weird when we show up. We'll be able to blend in. All we have to do is find this Lester guy, ask him about what he might know, and be on our way."
Devin nodded. "Well, that's tomorrow. Thankfully it won't conflict with the show. Presuming I still haven't convinced you to cancel it."
I shook my head. "This is all connected. I don't know how. But Amelia's death, her killer, and the grimoire. Something ties all this together."
Devin cocked his head. "Why do you say that?"
I bit my lip and shifted my eyes back and forth. "Jesus told me."
Devin rolled his eyes. "Jesus. Seriously, Nicky? You sound like my mom."
"I'm not making this up. I had a dream last night. And in my dream, Jesus told me everything is connected."
"And you want to know what I dreamed about last night? I had a dream about walking into my classes totally naked. Like, I totally forgot to get dressed after my shower. Do you think me being naked is connected to all this, too?"
"First," I said. "I know you're taking graphic design classes. I didn't know it was that graphic. Can I sign up?"
Devin chuckled. "No. You don't have time for school right now."
I smiled. "Second, your dreams aren't like mine. You know this."
"Yes. Cain said your dreams are your old memories, from your old life, coming out. So you're saying you met Jesus in your old life? Like he was, you know, taking a stroll out on the lake like he likes to do, and you popped up hungry?"
I bit my lip. "Not exactly how it happened. But some of my dreams are memories. Some of them are my subconscious mind trying to tell me something. I'm not sure which parts really happened and which ones didn't. But the Nazarene did say we had to destroy the grimoire."
"How, exactly, did he propose we do that since we can't find it and the thing can't be destroyed?"
"It can. He said we have to find something that pierced his flesh. A nail from the cross. The centurion's spear. Maybe a thorn from his crown. Something like that."
Devin snorted. "So now we both have to locate this book..."
"Scroll," I said. "Jesus told me it was a scroll, not a book."
"Whatever. We have to find the grimoire and also some two-thousand-year-old relic that probably doesn't exist anyway?"
"Pretty much," I said. "And since it's connected, we still have to find Amelia's killer."
Devin snorted. "Why don't we just add the fountain of youth to the list while we're at it."
"Honey, I am the fountain of youth. Come and get me."
Devin smiled wide. "Tempting. Really, it is. But you know. The creature is awake."
Devin glanced to his right. I followed his eyes. Malinda was standing there smirking.
"Y'all are gross!" Malinda said.
"Why do you say that?"
"You're talking about making love in front of me! No one wants to think about their mom and dad doing that!"
I rolled my eyes. "Well, we aren't your real mom and dad. Therefore, not gross."
Malinda stared at me blankly. "Still gross."
"How long were you standing there anyway?" I asked.
Malinda shrugged. "Pretty much the whole time. So you're talking to Jesus now?"
I sighed. "I don't know. It was a dream."
"I get it. As a witch, I've had the Morrigan appear to me in dreams before."
"Really?" I asked. "What did she tell you?"
Malinda bit her lip. "Mostly happened when I was in the asylum. She told me to be patient. I still had a purpose. Some shit like that."
"Language, Mal!"
"Shut up, Nicky. You cuss all the time."
"That's fucking different!" I said.
Malinda giggled. "And how is that different?"
I snorted. "It just is. And don't tell me to shut up."
Malinda stared at me and smirked. "Shut up, Nicky."
"See, now you're being a smart ass," Devin said. "We still have to talk about this man you've been seeing."
"What's there to talk about?" Malinda asked. "He gets me smokes and drinks, and I flirt with him a little in exchange."
"He gets you drinks, too?" I asked.
Malinda bit the inside of her cheek. "Oops. I need to really learn to shut my mouth when I'm ahead."
"Ya think?" Devin asked. "Even if what you're saying is true, Malinda. You're using him if you're not into him like he is into you."
"So?" Malinda asked. "He's a dude. He likes to be used."
"That's not always true," Devin said.
"Are we going to skip past this whole alcohol thing? Yes, you're technically an adult, Mal. But you're not of drinking age yet."
"It's only a cocktail here and there," Malinda said. "I'm not getting drunk or anything."
"Just don't hide it from us, Malinda," Devin said. "I'd rather you be honest. If you want to drink, tell us. Make sure we know."
"Excuse me?" I asked. "If minors are drinking in our club. And more than that, we're responsible for her."
"You aren't responsible for me," Malinda said. "Like you said, you aren't really my mom."
"Well, you're the one who wanted to call me that. I never asked for it."
Malinda shrugged. "I figured if you're going to act like a mom, I might as well call you that. And Devin's the cool dad who trusts me enough to let me do the same things most the other girls my age do already."
I glared at Devin. "You see what you've done? You've let me be the bad guy. Or girl. You know what I mean."
"Bad, bad girl," Devin said, smirking. "Would you like to be punished?"
"Oh my God!" Malinda said. "G.R.O.S.S. spells y'all nasty as fuck!"
"No, it doesn't. You need to go back to school. Devin doesn't your community college have a G.E.D. program?"
Devin nodded. "It does. And that's not a bad idea. I can take you today, Malinda. We'll get you enrolled."
"I have physical therapy today!" Malinda said.
"Yes, while I'm in class. We'll go early and enroll you before your therapy."
"Damn!" Malinda said. "I thought you were the cool parent."
"Going to school was Nicky's idea!" Devin said.
"Hey! Not cool, Devin!" I protested, snapping my finger through the air.
"Oh shit," Malinda said. "She finger snapped. You're in trouble now, Dad."
"See," I said, firmly placing my hands on my hips. "She knows what is!"
"So what are you going to do today," Devin said. "While we're doing all of that."
I sighed. "First, I'm going to call Hailey. See if she can get me in touch with Cain. He's dealt with infernal objects. And he's the only person I know who was alive when Jesus was around. Maybe he'll know where we can find one of the relics we need to destroy the grimoire."
"Good thinking," Devin said. "And you're still committed to the show tonight?"
I nodded. "I still have a few questions to ask Joey. And the other girls."
"The new girls?" Malinda asked.
I nodded. "Amelia said something to Joey before she went outside. I want to know what it was. Probably nothing. But maybe it'll give us a clue. And the other girls were sitting there with Amelia when she started feeling ill. They might know more than they said. Since, you know, everyone was in quite the panic last night."
"Sounds like a plan," Devin said. "If it's all the same, I think we'll skip the show tonight."
"No!" Malinda said. "Connor will be there!"
"Yeah, exactly," Devin said, grinning ear-to-ear.
"See, now who's the bad guy?" I smirked.
"You will be. Because I know when you see this Connor guy, you won't be able to keep your mouth shut."
"Damn straight!" I said.
"Please don't say anything to him!" Malinda said. "I promise I'll stop smoking."
"Do you promise you'll stop talking to Connor?" I asked.
Malinda grunted. "No."
"Then he and I will definitely be having words."
Malinda shook her head. "So embarrassing! Why can't you be my friend? The one who used to talk to me all the time at the asylum?"
"Stop smoking, drinking, kissing married men, and blowing up blood bags in my office. You were easier to talk to back then."
"Because I was catatonic? That's seriously fucked, Nicky!"
"That's not what I meant," I said. "Look, Mal. I get it. You were robbed of your teenage years. Guess what, so was I. I didn't have a childhood at all. I just went from being what I was to being a grown-ass woman."
"Cry me a river, Nicky. Or don't. If you did, it would feel like going home."
I snorted. "I'm going to choose not to take that personally. Look, Mal. What I'm trying to say is I get it. I know you didn't have much in the way of parents."
"Yeah. Understatement of the century. My parents murdered my friends."
"I get that," I said. "I'm saying acting out isn't completely unexpected. I just don't want you to do anything you'll regret."
"You've gotta live to learn," Malinda said. "Let me live!"
I nodded. "I will. But when I see a train coming at you, I will pull you off the tracks."
"You didn't have anyone doing that for you. When you became human."
I chuckled. "Not true. I had Donnie. She taught me what it means to be trans. She showed me how the world works. If it wasn't for her, trust me, I never would have made it."
Malinda sighed. "Alright. I get it. But could you try to, you know, ease up on the helicopter parenting a bit?"
"How do you even know what that is?" I asked.
"I googled overbearing moms. That's what came up."
I laughed. "Alright, fair enough. I won't helicopter parent you. But I might bat-shift parent you a little."
Malinda rolled her eyes. "Fine, but keep your distance. And don't guano all over my fun."
I smiled. "I do have to talk to Connor. But I promise I'll be cool about it, okay?"
"Pinky swear?" Malinda extended her hand, pinky-finger extended.
I hooked my pinky finger into hers. "Pinky swear. Totally cool. I'll be the coolest of cools ever."
Malinda smiled. "By the way, Mom. Saying that? Totally not cool."




 Chapter Eleven

I called Hailey. She was going to track down Cain. I gave Hailey the basic rundown of all that had happened. I told her about my dream. She and Annabelle, the Voodoo Queen, were doing research into the grimoire. And how to stop a legion of angels if, worst-case scenario, Mina got the scroll before I did. So far, they hadn't turned up much. But the notion the grimoire might not have been written by the Nazarene but was called as such since it was penned in his blood was something. She was going to run it by Annabelle and see if they could come up with anything. Meanwhile, I had to wait. Hailey was a vampire, after all, and she couldn't make the trek to Vilokan to find Cain until sunset. Hadn't thought of that. Should have. I'm a vampire hunter, after all. But Hailey was a friend. I hardly thought of her as a vampire at all. Shame on me for not thinking through the obvious.
I decided to call Geraldo. Since he was dealing with a family emergency, I didn't want to be intrusive. Still, I wanted to offer moral support and let him know about everything that was happening. He probably wouldn't know anything, I figured, but since he worked there, I didn't want him coming back to discover all the shit that had hit the fan in his absence.
Geraldo also didn't know about what I really was. He knew I was a trans woman. He just wasn't aware of what I used to be. He also didn't know my bat shifting trick wasn't really an illusion. He'd pressed me on it more than once, wanted to know how I did it, where I kept the bat when I wasn't on stage, things like that. All I could think to say was a magician never reveals her tricks. It didn't satisfy his curiosity. But we hadn't been back from New Orleans long anyway. As busy as things were at the club, he hadn't had much of a chance to press me on the matter further.
"How's your mom doing, Geraldo?" I asked.
There was a long silence on the phone. "She's dead, Nicky."
"Oh my God! I'm so sorry!"
"Happened the night before. I'm sorry it took me so long to call in. I just..."
"No, I get it. Makes total sense. What happened, if you don't mind me asking?"
"My mom came to the show Wednesday night. Her first time to see me on stage."
"She did? I didn't know."
Geraldo sighed. "She didn't want to make a big deal about it. She wanted to blend in, you know. The club wasn't exactly her scene."
"I get that," I said.
"Strangest thing," Geraldo said. "She was in excellent health. Not that old. She was only sixty, you know? But on the way home, she stopped breathing... and..."
Geraldo was sobbing through the phone.
"I'm so sorry."
"Took her to the hospital. But we were too late. The thing is, the doctors couldn't find a damn thing wrong. They said it was like her heart just stopped beating. I guess it happens sometimes."
I bit my lip. "There's something I need to tell you... it might only be a coincidence."
"What is it?" Geraldo said, sniffing.
"Last night, you know I was auditioning background singers, right? Well, I let one of them open up for me. And afterward, the same thing. She had a great performance. Brought the house down. She was fine. Better than fine. But then, she keeled over in the parking lot. No one knows why she suddenly died. The coroner hasn't examined her or anything. At least not that I'm aware of. But I'm not family, so I doubt they'll tell me what they find, if anything."
"And you think it's connected?" Geraldo asked.
"Like I said. I don't know. But maybe? They were both in the club."
"Maybe a virus?" Geraldo asked.
"I don't know. So far as I know, nothing like that has happened to anyone else who was at the shows on either night. It would be weird if a virus hit two separate people on different nights apart."
"My mom had a drink. Did the girl have a drink, too? Maybe a poison in one of the liquors or something?"
I sighed. "She did have a cocktail. But you know how much people drink. If there was poison, I'd still suspect there'd be more than two people affected."
Geraldo sighed. "We're down in Joplin right now. For the funeral. It's where my dad was buried, and she wanted to be buried beside him. But I should be back in a few days."
"Alright," I said. "Well, if the funeral home notices anything about her body, let me know. I assume it's too late for an autopsy."
"I think so. We didn't order one. Damn. Maybe we should have. I never thought foul play, you know?"
"I get it," I said. "Like you said, sometimes these things happen. It's sad. And I hope it was a coincidence. But in case it wasn't, I thought you should know."
"Right," Geraldo said. "I'll ask the mortician. But you know, I don't know if they look for things like that, so I doubt anything will turn up."
"I don't think so, either. I just wanted to call and check in on you. And to let you know what was going on."
"Thanks, Nicky. One more thing. We should have a new shipment of booze arriving today around noon."
"I'll throw out all the old bottles, just in case."
"Exactly what I was thinking."
"You hang in there, okay? Again, my condolences. I'm so sorry this happened."
"Thank you for calling, Nicky. Means a lot. And like you said, I hope you're wrong. I really hope this was nothing but a regrettable coincidence."
"Me too, Geraldo. You take care, alright?"
"Yeah, you too."
I hung up the phone and stared at my apartment wall for a minute in thought. It wasn't a coincidence. At least, I was about ninety percent sure it wasn't. And if that was the case, it meant I could narrow it down to people who'd been at the club both nights. I got dressed and left for the club. I wanted to check the video. To see what I could come up with. I could also cross-reference the ticket sales between both nights. I could significantly whittle down my list of suspects that way. Not to mention, I needed to get there by noon to let the delivery guy in with the new stock of booze. And, I had to dump any opened bottles we already had. I seriously doubted poisoning had anything to do with it. After what Brucie said about how Amelia's soul had left her body, and after seeing it happen on camera, I knew I was probably tossing good alcohol down the tubes.
Still, it was something I could do. And since I told Geraldo I'd do it, I had to stick to my word. If he came back and saw old bottles there, it would look like I wasn't taking the only semi-rational explanation for what had happened seriously.
I went into my office at Nicky's and opened my laptop. I pulled up the records of ticket sales from the two nights in question. How many people would come to see the same show two nights in a row? I knew there were some regulars. I saw them in my audience frequently. But even they weren't likely to come two nights in a row. A couple times a month, maybe. It would be odd for anyone to attend on consecutive nights.
I exported my sales records into a spreadsheet. Didn't know how to use the damn program. A lot of buttons on the top of the screen that might as well have been hieroglyphics. Devin usually handled this kind of crap. Keeping records and whatnot. I did know that the spreadsheet could alphabetize things. I figured that would help me cross-reference the names.
I had two spreadsheets open. I knew there was a way to move one column from one document into the other one. That kind of shit was beyond my pay grade. It took all I could to figure out how to highlight the column and alphabetize the names. Eventually, I figured it out.
I checked the list twice. Sort of like Santa Claus. No matches. But two tickets were sold the night Geraldo's mom died to a name that did stand out. Someone I knew was there the night Amelia died: Katie Troyer. The redheaded singer.
Surely not...
But there was one more person I knew had been there two nights in a row. Someone who didn't buy tickets because someone had been giving them to him under the table.
Connor. The guy Malinda was flirting with. If the guy was trying to get to me, somehow killing people in my club, what better way than to feign an interest in Malinda? The way she talked, I was sure she'd told him she lived with me.
So much for pinky swearing I'd keep it cool. "Brucie," I called out.
"Hey, Nyxie!" Brucie said, appearing out of thin air. I hated when he called me Nyxie. But I'd given up trying to convince him not to.
"I think I have, like, three suspects. But there's one I'm especially suspicious of."
"Gotta light?" Brucie asked.
"You're smoking cigars every time I see you. You mean to tell me you don't have one yourself."
"I do. But it got wet. You know, because I touched it."
I snorted. I fiddled in my desk drawer and found a candle lighter. I lit it in front of Brucie as he lit his cigar, took a puff, and, of course, blew it right in my direction.
I wafted my hand through the air to clear the smoke as I coughed. "Can't you turn your head or something when you blow that shit?"
Brucie took another puff. Then he turned his face up and puffed out several donuts of smoke in a row.
"Much better."
"I just mastered that one last week. Pretty cool, eh?"
"Yeah, it's awesome."
"So who's the unlucky villain?" Brucie asked.
I sighed. "Some guy named Connor. Malinda, the blood witch you met the other night. She's been flirting with him. But I think he's been using her to get close to me. Anyway, Geraldo, who performs as Gina, his mom was here the night before, and apparently, she died the same way. Suddenly. They couldn't explain it. Connor is one of a couple people who were there both nights."
Brucie extended his hand, reached around into, well, what looked like nothing, but his hand disappeared into it. Like a little portal or something. He pulled out a half-empty bottle of Captain Morgan and took a swing. Then he burped.
"I don't know how you can chug that stuff."
"It makes me feel alive!"
I chuckled. "You should be glad you don't have a liver. Or lungs."
Brucie shrugged. "If I ever did have some, I don't know, that's for damn sure!"
"So, we still don't know what creature could have done this. If it was a supernatural at all."
"Might not be," Brucie said. "Some kind of witch, perhaps. Or someone with an enchanted object of some kind. I don't know. When you're dealing with supernatural shit, there's pretty much, like, no limit to what something might be."
"Do you think you could help me figure it out? Here's the thing. If I'm wrong, I don't want to accuse the man. Especially since I pinky swore to Malinda I'd be cool if I talked to him."
Brucie took another swig from his bottle and chased it with a puff from his cigar. "If he's not human. I can figure that out easily. I can become mist, let him breathe me in a bit. I can check out his insides."
I nodded. "That could work."
"What about your other suspect?" Brucie asked.
I smiled. "If it comes down to it, I'll have you do the same. Just try to be inconspicuous, alright? If people see a drunken Cupid flying around here..."
"Cupid? C'mon Nyxie! Cupid's a pussy! All about that lovey-dovey shit. I'm like the heavy metal Cupid. All the girls love me. And they can't wait to take a ride on my crazy train."
"Your crazy train?" I asked.
"It's what I nicknamed my penis!"
I snorted. "You have a penis?"
"I'm made of water. I take whatever shape I want, Nyxie. And mine, well, have you ever seen a fire hose?"
"I have. I'm not sure I want to know more."
"Want a shower, Nyxie?"
"No! And don't you dare pull that thing out!"
Brucie chuckled. "I don't have to pull it out. I just have to... you know... envision it. What is it that other angel said in that baseball movie."
"I don't know what you're talking about. I don't really watch a lot of movies these days."
"With Kevin Costner. Come on. If you play with it, it will come. That's the story of my..."
"I don't think that's what the angel in that movie said, Brucie."
Brucie took a long draw from his cigar. "I know it was something like that. Old movies. Nothing better for getting chicks than old movies."
"I wouldn't know. I don't do chicks, Brucie."
"You're missing out! Anyway. Old movies are the best because they're so boring. Plus, with baseball movies, it's easy to make the transition to other games, if you know what I mean."
I sighed. "I'm not sure I do."
Brucie gulped down another quarter of his bottle. "It's like this. I look at the girl. She's taken with me right away because, you know, I'm so damn cute. I stroke her cheek gently. And then I lean into her ear, and I whisper. Wanna play with my bat and balls?"
"You don't actually say that!"
"I do! And I'm telling you, it leads to a grand slam every time. If you know what I mean. Wink. Wink. Nudge. Nudge."
I shook my head. "I don't know how you go about picking up girls or where you find girls who go for things like that. Not to mention girls who are willing to hook up with a creepy little sprite. But please, remind me to never go there."
Brucie smiled. "It's really your kind of place, Nyxie. You've been to one."
"I don't know about..."
"The looney bin!" Brucie said. "That place has all the freakiest chicks!
"All this time, you've been picking up girls at the psych ward?"
"Hell yes!" Brucie said. "Lots of hot chicks. And the thing is if they tell anyone about me, people think they're crazy anyway! Then, they have to stay there longer. More fun for me!"
I laughed. "That's so wrong. But why am I not surprised?"
"It's not the only place I go. I get around the convents, too."
I scratched my head. "I'm not even going to ask. Look, can you just check out this Connor guy for me? He'll be here tonight looking for Malinda. She's not coming."
"Yeah. But I can't read minds, Nyxie. Other than yours, of course. I don't know how to pick the guy out."
I scrolled around on my computer. I'd taken some screenshots of the video before. I found one of Connor with Malinda and showed it to Brucie.
"That guy?" Brucie asked. "Why is Malinda into him? She's way too hot for that guy."
I bit my lip. "I don't know. He gives her smokes and drinks. And he flatters her. She's not used to the attention."
"My kind of girl!"
"Stay away from Mal, Brucie."
"Oh, come on, Nyxie. You're no fun! I promise I'll treat her real nice."
"That's exactly what I'm afraid of. Look, just check out Connor, like I said. Make sure he's human. Look for anything that might suggest he's up to something. Follow him around. Stay hidden in the mist. Don't want to freak anyone out. This is all about reconnaissance."
"Got it, Nyxie! No one will even know I was here."
I nodded. "Thanks, Brucie."
"No problem. But you'll owe me one."
"What do you want?" I asked. "More cigars? Booze? I have a bunch of bottles I need to throw out."
"Don't throw them out! I'll take them."
"Anything behind the bar right now is yours. Take it wherever you keep your stash."
"Appreciated! But I was hoping you could help me get something else, too."
"A whole bar's supply of liquor isn't enough for you?"
"Get me a stack of romance novels. And by a stack, I mean, like twenty of them. Look for the ones with shirtless dudes on the cover."
I snorted. "What? Seriously, Brucie?"
"What can I say? I'm all about the steam. It's my favorite phase!"




 Chapter Twelve

It took Brucie about three minutes to clear out the bar. He took a gulp out of every bottle before pushing it through whatever kind of portal he made to where he was storing it. I wasn't sure how he could fly, much less exist, after consuming so much booze. But it clearly didn't affect him like it did most people. Hell, I couldn't drink much at all. When all your blood is water, well, the dehydrating effects of booze never set well with me. Brucie was somehow different, despite being totally made of water like me. It was a mystery, I suppose. But certainly not on the top of my list of things to investigate.
He got it cleared out just in time for the new stock that arrived, as Geraldo had told me, at noon. I spent most of the afternoon reviewing more video footage. This time, from two nights before. The night Geraldo's mom died.
I was looking for any contact she might have had with any of the possible suspects. I couldn't confirm any physical contact. But she did brush shoulders with Connor briefly as he made his way over to Malinda in the back row. Rose and Katie were together the whole time. That must've been the second ticket Katie had purchased. For Rose. I had assumed they didn't know each other. Apparently, I was wrong. They came together. They left together. They must've been friends. They certainly fooled me. The two girls couldn't be more different. Especially when it came to their singing styles. Whatever. Stranger things had happened, I supposed. Especially in my world. Ultimately, I didn't see anything definitive. The club was small, considering the numbers we usually drew. A lot of people bumped shoulders. I closed my laptop. I wasn't really any closer to identifying the killer than I was before.
Joey showed up a little earlier than usual. Probably because he expected the new stock to arrive and needed to organize it all. He had his own key, so, really, it wasn't surprising he came in on his own.
"Hey Joey," I said, stepping up to the bar.
"Hi, Nicky. You're here early tonight. What happened to all the other booze?"
"After what happened last night, I wanted to eliminate any possibilities."
"What do you mean?" Joey asked. "You think the alcohol had something to do with what happened to that girl? What as her name, Emelia?"
"Amelia," I said, correcting Joey's subtle mispronunciation of the girl's name. "They couldn't figure out what happened. One theory was poisoning."
Joey looked at me in wide-eyed shock. "Someone might have snuck poison in one of my bottles?"
"I'm not saying that's what happened. I highly doubt it. But you know, even if there was the slightest chance, I couldn't take any risks."
Joey shook his head. "You could have asked me what she drank. We didn't have to get rid of everything."
I bit my lip. "Yeah, sorry about that. I got a little overzealous. I'm a little on edge about it all."
Joey nodded. "It's okay. Your booze, your dollar."
"Speaking of Amelia. I was reviewing the video from last night. It looked like she said something to you. Just before she want outside."
Joey nodded. "I congratulated her on her performance. Asked if she wanted a drink on the house. Figured you'd be cool with that."
"Yeah, of course. But what did she say to you?"
"She took me up on the offer. Long Island Iced Tea. But said she was having a hard time breathing. Said she was going to get something from her car and would be right back. But she never came back. Ended up giving her drink away."
I nodded. "That tracks. She went to her car and used her inhaler. Then she collapsed."
"Asthma attack, maybe?" Joey asked.
I nodded. "That's probably what it was. Much more likely than poisoning. But you know, the possibility was on the table so..."
"I get it," Joey said. "Glad I got here early. Hopefully, the stock will be enough to get us through the night."
"Yeah, hopefully. Anyway, I'll leave you to it."
Joey nodded. "Since it's a Friday, do you still want to close the bar at the usual time?"
I nodded. "I might add a few songs to my set, so you can probably keep the bar open another fifteen minutes or so."
Joey nodded. "Will do."
I heard a knock on the front door. Rose and Katie were standing there, ready to come in. I was glad they came early. Tonight was Katie's turn to open. It meant she'd have a chance to rehearse. I wanted to hear what she'd come up with, anyway, since her mashup during the auditions wasn't exactly on point.
I unlocked the door. "You two come together?"
"Sure did," Katie said. "We go everywhere together these days."
I smiled. "I didn't realize you two were friends."
"Yup! New besties!"
Rose rolled her eyes. "We met a few weeks ago, actually. We're close. I'm not sure besties is the right word."
"A few weeks ago? I saw you two were both here the night before the auditions."
"We were doing research!" Katie said. "Rose hadn't heard you sing before. I thought it would be good, you know, to get a handle on the vibe so she could ace her audition."
"So both of us could do well," Rose said.
"Right," Katie said. "But you know, I knew I was going to kill it."
I snorted. "Well, I hired all of you. So, I guess it worked out."
"I can't wait for you to hear what I planned! But after what happened, I really wasn't sure we were still on track."
I nodded. "The show must go on. Speaking of all that. Did Amelia say anything else to you guys? I know you said she told you she wasn't feeling well. But did she say anything about, you know, maybe someone doing something to her? Anything out of the ordinary?"
"Wait," Rose said. "Do you think someone killed Amelia?"
By the tone in her voice, I could tell the whole notion made her understandably uneasy. "I don't know. I'm only trying to figure out what happened. There was another lady the night before when you both were here. She died, too, after the show. I found out about it earlier today."
"Seriously?" Katie asked. "How strange is that!"
"How didn't you know about it until today?" Rose asked.
"Apparently, it happened after she left on the way home. It's probably just a horrible coincidence but, you know, two dead in two nights. It's unusual."
"Totally weird," Katie said. "I feel bad for her. I mean, I totally didn't expect it. She was so inexperienced. But when Amelia sang. Hell, even I was a little jealous!"
I bit my lip. "Yeah, she did great."
"She killed it!" Katie said.
"Katie!" Rose said. "Word choice!"
Katie winced. "Yeah, sorry. I didn't mean..."
I smiled. "I know what you meant. And you're right. It's such a shame. So much talent, so much life ahead of her."
"Yeah. I'm a little freaked out about it. It makes you think, you know, life is short."
"I agree, Katie. Make the most of every moment."
Rose nodded. "Live each day like it's your last. Because it just might be."
I bit my lip. "On that note. How do you feel about performing tonight, too, Rose?"
Rose raised her eyebrows. "I could! I didn't expect it. But I guess, you know, if Amelia could do it on such short notice, I'm sure I can pull it off."
I smiled. "I think that would be nice. Sorry for springing it on you. After last night, I guess I want something to celebrate. So why not you two?"
"We could sing together!" Katie said. "Like when we practiced."
Rose sighed. "I don't know. Our styles are so different. I don't want to be a distraction to you."
"Why don't we do it all. It's a Friday night. I usually extend the show a bit on Fridays and Saturdays. You can each sing a solo and a duet."
"Deal!" Katie said. "Want to hear what we've got?"
I nodded. "Go ahead and take the stage. We have an hour or so before the band arrives. Let's make the most of it."




 Chapter Thirteen

The girls rehearsed their numbers. They both showed a marked improvement over their auditions. After seeing what Amelia did, I suppose they knew they had to take it to the next level. My mind wasn't in it. Between two deaths at my club and the grimoire episode, not to mention the dream I had about it, my thoughts were all over the place.
I still had a good hour before dark which, since New Orleans is in the same time zone as Kansas City, was the soonest Hailey could get to Cain to let him know to give me a call. Why not call Cain directly? The Vilokan Asylum was in an underground Voodoo world, beneath a city already below sea level and protected by a magical firmament that kept the place from flooding. They didn't have cell service.
Still, I figured there had to be a more efficient way to get in touch than having to depend on a vampire to reach out. We'd have to come up with something.
There was some natural chemistry in Rose's and Katie's duet. Not the romantic kind. But I was pleasantly surprised how well their styles blended. They'd clearly practiced. I didn't think the girls would rock the crowd so well as Amelia did—she was a unicorn, a one of a kind—but they'd do well. They continued singing even as my mind drifted.
I took a deep breath. There was tension in my chest, anxiety. I didn't get nervous hunting vampires. Why now? It was the unknown of it all that haunted me. Vampire hunting always had an element of mystery to it. But at least when it came to hunting vampires, the "why done it" was obvious, the "who done it" was usually evident, and the only real question to investigate was "where the hell did the bloodsucker go?"
This mystery hadn't revealed any of the above questions yet. I didn't know who killed these people. I had a suspicion it was this Connor joker. I hoped Brucie could prove it by the end of the night. I certainly didn't know why. What did an older lady and a young, aspiring singer have in common? Of all the people in my club, why these two? Presuming there really was an answer to the question. Maybe the killer chose victims randomly.
Perhaps the question that perplexed me the most, though, was the how question. Namely, how in the world were these killings connected to the missing Grimoire of the Nazarene? Presuming, of course, that my dream wasn't total bull crap. Could have been. Maybe the connection was a manifestation of my worries and fears rather than a revelation from the divine.
I stood and applauded when Katie and Rose finished rehearsing their duet. I didn't have much feedback. My mind had wandered, and shame on me, I wasn't focused. But for the most part, it sounded great.
"Good job, girls," I said.
"Thanks!" Katie said.
Rose nodded. "Appreciate it."
"Alright, well, the band will be here shortly. Let them know what you'd like instrumentally and practice a couple times to be sure you're on the same page. I have a few things to take care of."
"Got it, Nicky! Thank you so much for this opportunity!" Katie exclaimed.
I nodded and smiled. I wasn't sure how much of an opportunity it was, honestly. My shows had a pretty good following online. That was the best chance any of us would ever be discovered. But even I didn't have a record deal or anything like that. Not like I'd have the time for it if I did. For me, it was all about performing. I never felt more like myself than when I was on stage. Sure, a record deal would come with money, maybe a tour, and things like that. But I was satisfied with what Nicky's gave me. I could sing almost every night. I was free to hunt vampires and whatever other supernatural baddies might be on the horizon during late-night.
I snuck back into the greenroom. I had to get ready. It was probably going to get dark right around the time the show began. That meant, more than likely, Cain would call in the middle of the show. I'd need to take it. I put on my face. I zipped up my stiletto boots. I brushed out my hair. I looked fabulous—even if only on the outside.
"Brucie!" I called.
The sprite appeared, sitting on my vanity. I could only hope he wouldn't puddle all over it. "Hey, Nyxie! You ready?"
I nodded. "Need to see the photo again?"
Brucie ashed his cigar right on my vanity. And I was hoping to avoid a puddle. "I've got this. I'm a professional. Photographic memory."
I nodded. "Hey, Brucie. How far back does that memory of yours go?"
Brucie shrugged. "All the way. Though, like anyone else, I mostly remember only the big things. It's not like I remember every fish we ever passed in the streams or things like that."
"But big things, you don't forget, right?"
Brucie nodded. "So long as I wasn't drinking at the time! "
"Is that why you drink so much?" I asked. "To stop remembering?"
"That's a part of it, Nyxie. After a while, there's so much in my mind it's overwhelming."
I sighed. "Sometimes, I wonder if it's a blessing I can't remember everything. You know, from back then."
Brucie nodded. "You probably wouldn't want to remember all of it. Trust me."
"But there's one memory I need to ask you about."
Brucie coked his head. "From our past? When we were together?"
I nodded. "Did I ever try to eat Jesus?"
Brucie laughed. "Jesus? You are old, but not that old, Nyxie."
"So the answer is no," I said.
"Trust me, I'd remember that!"
I chuckled. "I suppose so. How about a monk. One I maybe couldn't seduce. Because he didn't have desires."
Brucie furrowed his brow. "You remember that, huh?"
I smiled. "Had a dream, that's all."
Brucie nodded. "Strangest thing, that was. It was like he was hunting you. Sure, you targeted him. But he expected you. Even let you take a bite out of his arm after you chatted with him a bit."
"The form I took, when I appeared to the monk, it was as a boy, wasn't it?"
Brucie took a puff on his cigar. "Well, how about that. Those dreams of yours really are helping you recover your memories."
I nodded. "Thanks, Brucie. Just trying to sort out what from that dream was real. Clearly, some of it was my own mind manifesting things."
Brucie snorted. "Like Jesus. Why Jesus? It's not like you're religious."
"I think it has something to do with the grimoire I'm looking for. Anyway, never mind that. Why don't you go check and see if Connor is here? Don't let the guy out of your sight. If anything weird happens, if you sense anything, let me know."
"Got it, Nyxie!"
Brucie disappeared, and, of course, he left a puddle behind. Mixed with ash. I grabbed a paper towel from my drawer and wiped it up.




Chapter Fourteen

I made my way out to the front of the room, stage-right. My head wasn't in the game, but the girls deserved the same support I'd given Amelia before. I surveyed the auditorium. It was filling up quickly. It always did on Friday nights. Apparently, news of someone dying the night before either hadn't spread or, since no one else suspected foul play, it didn't deter anyone from coming out.
I looked through the crowd to the bar in the back of the room. Connor was there. Looking around, likely trying to find Malinda.
Poor dude, I thought to myself sarcastically. He'd be disappointed tonight. She wasn't coming.
Brucie appeared behind Connor, gave him peace-sign bunny ears, and vaporized again. I shook my head, laughing. Sneaky little booger. Must've known I was looking, and no one else was.
The drinks were flowing as Joey put on his show, flinging the bottles around like a juggler might bowling pins. Where Connor sat, in the back corner, he was hard to see. But he still hadn't given up looking for Malinda.
Joey slid him a drink. He took a sip and put it back on the bar.
Brucie appeared again, pulled out his... firehose... and pissed right in Connor's glass before turning back into mist.
I had to cover my mouth to stop myself from laughing as Connor picked up his glass and took another sip, looked at it with a furrowed brow, and set it back on the bar again.
I doubted Brucie's urine was at all like human urine. If anything, due to Brucie's typical WAC (Water Alcohol Content), he probably just made Connor's drink stronger.
I had my phone stuffed in my bra. I was violating my own policy. No phones during the show. Not for workers. But hell, this was Nicky's, and I was Nicky. I could get away with it.
I did my best to re-focus my attention on the girls. Katie went first. "Roar," by Katy Perry. I snickered. I suppose she was trying to one-up Amelia's song choice from the night before. A bit tacky, honestly. But Katie redeemed herself when, after she sang, she announced she dedicated the song to Amelia. What I thought was an insensitive song choice proved to be anything but.
I stepped on stage and introduced her to the crowd. Everyone cheered. Not the standing ovation Amelia had the night before. But people enjoyed it. Katie graciously bowed as Rose took the stage. I recognized the song. I'm not sure how. Most likely, again, dormant memories lurking in my mind from centuries gone by. "Casta Diva" from Bellini's Norma. It had quite an edgy feel to it with an electric guitar rather than a violin backtrack. I loved it! So did the audience. Not what they expected. Not what I expected, frankly, despite knowing Rose was an opera singer. When I announced her name, the people sprung to their feet with cheers.
My phone vibrated against my chest. I was going to miss the duet. I wasn't thrilled by that, but at least Cain didn't call in the middle of my set.
I snuck back to the greenroom and retrieved my phone from my brassiere.
"Hailey told me about this dream you had," Cain said. "I have to admit, it's quite curious."
"Do you have any idea where I can get something like that? Something that could destroy the grimoire?"
"Something that pierced the Nazarene's flesh? I hate to say this, Nicky, but so many fake nails, thorns that supposedly pierced Christ's brow, and even a dozen or more heads of the spear that purportedly pierced his side, have been exhumed through the years. Most of them are in possession of the Vatican. Getting your hands on any of them, much less knowing if any of them are genuine, would be an impossible task."
I grunted. "I was afraid of that."
"But more curiously," Cain said. "Have you given thought to the significance of the dream?"
I sighed. "Quite a bit. I checked with Brucie. The sprite, you remember, who used to be a part of me. He said the monk from my dream was real, but the rest..."
"From the way Hailey described your dream, it was quite vivid."
"It was," I said. "More than most of my dreams."
"Consider what messages might be there for you. What the monk and Nazarene told you, what you did. There might be more answers there than you realize."
"I don't know. I never knew about this grimoire until a few weeks ago. How could my subconscious mind tell me anything of use?"
Cain laughed. "There are other powers, other influences, that might speak through your dreams than your subconsciousness, Nicky."
I snorted. "Like the Nazarene, himself?"
"Stranger things have happened. But consider, for a moment, the significance of the fact that the grimoire might not have been written by the Nazarene as we assumed. It is a grimoire of the Nazarene, but the word of can mean many things in the genitive case. Perhaps there is some truth to the idea the scroll was penned in the blood of the Nazarene rather than written by him. In that case, the use of such power would be an abomination."
"So you agree, I do need to find a way to destroy it."
"It sounds to me your subconscious mind agrees with that sentiment. I cannot disagree."
"But how? If I can't get ahold of those relics?"
"I can't tell you that. I'll be working with Annabelle to see if we can come up with something. But if not, Nicky, the answer cannot be far from you."
"In my dream, the Nazarene said everything is connected. Two murders recently in my club. I don't know how, but my gut tells me the Nazarene was right. There is a connection here, somewhere."
"Your dreams do not always give you all the answers, Nicky. Not directly. But the answers are usually there, buried in what your mind is telling you. Have you written down the dream in your journal?"
I grunted. "I should have. But no. Still, the details are pretty fresh in my mind."
"If you are at a loss for what to do next, I suggest you start writing. The act of putting pen to paper has a way of stimulating the mind. A detail you may have overlooked might become evident."
"I'll do that. Thank you, Cain."
"I'm sorry I couldn't be of more help. If I happened to have a relic that would work, trust me, I'd get it to you. But in the meantime, do you have any leads as to the grimoire's location?"
"Maybe," I said. "One of the local funeral directors recently retired. I happened to get an invitation sent to the club, intended for Alice. I think there's a chance he might be the one Devin's dad spoke to."
"Keep me posted on what you find out."
"How's Debbie doing, by the way? Devin will want to know. He's been worried about his mother."
"Quite well, in fact," Cain said. "Her cravings are subsiding. She's still being fed regularly, but I believe she's eager to embrace her new life."
"That's good to hear," I said. "Will she be discharged soon?"
Cain sighed. "With new vampires, it can be a two steps forward, one step back, sort of process. I'd say, if she continues to progress, we're looking at two more months minimum."
"Not too bad in the scheme of things," I said.
"Not at all. I'll try to call you weekly with updates."
"We really need to find a better way to get in touch," I said. "If there's an urgent matter, it's quite the hassle to wait until Hailey can get to you."
"Agreed," Cain said. "We're working on another satellite for the Asylum. One that's above ground. Mostly for werewolves and other such creatures who might cause problems if they get loose in Vilokan. I should have my office there up and running within the week. My phone line there will be wired directly into my line in Vilokan. I'll text you the number as soon as it's set up."
"Thanks, Cain," I said. "That's very helpful. And exciting to hear! Sounds like progress."
"Indeed," Cain said. "It's been in the works for some time now. I'm quite thrilled to see my vision is becoming a reality."
I heard cheers from the crowd through the greenroom door. "Well, thanks again. It's time for me to take the stage. I'll let you know if my lead turns up anything. I should know something tomorrow."
"You do that. Take care, Nicky."
"Thanks, doc. You too."




Chapter Fifteen

I took the stage as quickly as I could. Most folks, if they went to concerts, were used to a pause between sets. But we were a nightly show. I hated leaving the crowd with silence, even for a minute. There wasn't usually any reason to pause, anyway. I didn't have elaborate sets to change. The house band was the same no matter who was on stage.
My goal was usually to take the stage before the applause from the opener died down. This time, the sixty seconds of crowd buzz between sets felt like an eternity had passed. Didn't take long, though, for the crowd to cheer me on as I broke into my opening number.
I was off. I was too distracted. Connor was in the back of the room, still at the bar. Flirting with Katie and Rose as they snagged a complimentary drink from Joey. What a creep. Sure didn't take him long to move on from Mal. The difference was Katie and Rose hadn't been in a coma for years. They weren't eager for attention. Not like Malinda. At least not the kind of attention Connor offered. I was grateful. Especially since he was my prime suspect.
I continued singing. I was on autopilot. I started making the connection. Connor had been there all three nights—including tonight. In some way, it seemed, my opening act was impacted by every kill.
It made sense he didn't get to Gina. First, Gina was a drag queen. Drag queens aren't necessarily transgender. Gina was a persona, but Geraldo did not identify as a female. What if Connor targeted his mother because it was a female associated with Gina. Then, he went straight for Amelia. Finally, he tried to flirt with Katie and Rose, both.
I could only be thankful he hadn't attacked Malinda. Perhaps, being a witch, whatever soul-sucking ability Connor had didn't allow him to get to her.
And I knew all it took was a touch. A brush of the hand. If Amelia touched Connor, that's all it was. Had Rose and Katie touched him at all?
I couldn't risk it. They'd both ducked into the ladies' room. I'd be damned before I let that guy kill another one of my girls.
I dropped the microphone and took off down the aisle.
I'm not sure if the crowd was stunned by what happened or what. But they were mostly silent as they turned and watched me run at what was admittedly a speed most humans couldn't approach—in heels, no less.
I burst through the bathroom door. Katie and Rose were both standing in front of sinks in front of the mirror.
"Are you two okay?" I asked.
Katie cocked her head. "Yeah. Totally. Shouldn't we be?"
I sighed. "Sorry. False alarm, I guess. After what happened last night. I thought maybe that guy you were talking to..."
Katie snorted, almost choking on her tongue. "What a creep, right?"
"What did he tell you two?"
"Nothing I haven't heard from guys like that before," Rose said.
"He propositioned us for a threesome," Katie said, giggling. "Can you believe it? Like we'd ever..."
I sighed. "Yeah, he's a creep for sure. Just steer clear of him, okay?"
The girls suddenly screamed.
I whipped my body around and saw Brucie floating in mid-air.'
"What the hell, Brucie!"
"I'm sorry! But you said to let you know if that guy... well..."
"Shit," I said. "Sorry girls, this is Brucie. I'll explain later."
"Nicky wait, it's..."
I didn't stop to listen. I ran out the door and saw Connor hunched over the bar, his face in his hands. I grabbed him by his jacket and yanked him off his stool.
And his face fell to the side. His eyes were wide open. He didn't even blink.
Connor was dead.




Chapter Sixteen

I'd never seen the club empty out so fast. Joey called 9-1-1. It's said the show must go on, but two bodies in two nights were too much for most people to take. It didn't take long, after all, for the word to travel through the crowd. I'd have to refund their tickets, which was the least of my worries.
Connor wasn't the killer. Could it really be Katie or Rose? I couldn't find them, either. They were probably as freaked out about encountering Brucie, if not more so, than the fact that another person they recently talked to died in the club.
It briefly crossed my mind that telling Malinda Connor was dead was probably going to go over about as well as a lead balloon. I'd have to face that later.
I pulled Connor into the greenroom. No sense hauling him all the way down to the mortuary. No one was here. No one except Joey, and he was cleaning up the bar.
Come to think of it, why hadn't I suspected Joey? He was hired while I was in New Orleans. I didn't interview him. I hadn't even seen his resume. I had it in my office, probably in his employee file. It tracked. Geraldo's mom. Amelia. Connor. They'd all had a drink before they died. A drink served by Joey.
Brucie appeared in the green room. "Want me to check the body out?"
I nodded. "I suspect you'll find the same thing."
I pried open Connor's mouth and Brucie, turning himself into a stream of water, poured himself inside. Again, Connor's body shook as if he were alive and having a seizure. Then, Brucie blasted out of Connor's open mouth like a geyser before retaking his cherub-like shape.
"Sure enough," Brucie said. "Nothing wrong with his body. Only his soul is missing."
"Thanks, Brucie. I'll let you know if I need any more help."
I left the greenroom just in time for the EMTs to arrive, a couple police officers along with them.
"Right this way," I said as one of the officers pulled Joey aside. I was going to question him. I couldn't believe it hadn't occurred to me until now. But as much as I didn't want to admit it, a lot of the evidence was pointing in my bartender's direction.
The EMTs and paramedic followed me into the greenroom.
As before, it didn't take them long to determine that Connor was likely dead. Still, they were going to try to revive him no less.
"Excuse me, ma'am," a voice said from the door. I turned. It was one of the officers. "Mind if I ask you a few questions?"
I nodded. "Of course"
I followed the officer through the auditorium. The other office was still getting a statement from Joey.
"Is there a place we could talk?" the officer asked.
"My office?" I asked.
"That will work."
I was glad I'd cleaned up my office and got rid of my pile of blood-splattered junk mail. I couldn't blame the officers for wanting to investigate further. Two nights in a row, two bodies would raise suspicions to anyone looking at the situation objectively.
"Apologies, officer. I'm a bit shaken by all of this."
"Understandable. You're the owner of the club?"
I nodded. "Yes, I'm Nicky. But technically, I don't own the building."
"I'm Officer Cavanaugh. A detective with the Lee's Summit Police department."
"Is there any information on Amelia? The girl from last night? I've been worried sick ever since."
"She was confirmed dead shortly after being taken by the paramedics. She was employed here, correct?" Officer Cavanaugh asked.
"Not technically. She's not, I mean she wasn't, an employee. Just a performer. And I hadn't done any paperwork yet. She performed last night off the books."
"Off the books?" the officer asked.
"Right. We didn't have a contract in place. So, technically, she was performing voluntarily."
"And the gentleman tonight, do you know much about him?"
"The guy who died? His name is Connor. That's all I really know. He has been acting a bit inappropriately with some of the females in the club, so I had an eye on him."
"Do you have the names of any of the women he interacted with?"
I nodded. "One of them is a girl I'm taking care of. Recently woke from a coma and didn't have any family, so I took her in. Then, tonight, he was flirting with a couple other performers."
"Their names?" the officer asked, taking down notes on a small paper tablet.
"The girl who lives with me, her name is Malinda Malkovich. The other two girls, Katie and Rose. I have their last names here on their resumes."
"Could I see them, please?"
I nodded, reached into my desk, and pulled out the two resumes the girls had given me the day before. I handed them to the officer.
"And were these ladies here both last night and tonight?"
"Malinda was here last night. Not tonight, though. Rose and Katie were here both nights."
"Do you have a guest list, by chance? Any names I can cross-reference to see who might have been here on both nights in question?"
"I can get that for you," I said. "I'll take my computer home tonight and e-mail it to you if that works. It'll take some time to dig up from the records."
The detective slid me a small business card with his name, phone number, and e-mail address. "And the bartender? Do you happen to know if Amelia and Connor both consumed anything he gave them?"
I bit my lip. "Yes, they both had mixed drinks. You don't suspect Joey..."
"We have to cover our bases, ma'am. It is ma'am, correct?"
I nodded. "Thank you for asking."
The officer grinned at me kindly. "We're not accusing anyone of anything. But when two young people, in good health, die mysteriously at the same place, two nights in a row, we can't rule anything out."
"You don't think they were murdered, do you?" I asked.
"We don't know. Like I said, we have to consider anyone who was here on both nights in question as a possible suspect."
I sighed. "Including me, I suppose."
"Again, Nicky, we have to do our due diligence."
"Understandable," I said. "It's so strange."
Cavanaugh nodded. "Without any obvious cause of death, I have to warn you, this might get a little messy. We're going to have to secure your place as a crime scene."
I snorted. "So no more shows?"
"Not here," the officer said. "I apologize for the inconvenience. Do you have any identification, a driver's license perhaps?"
I nodded. "It's with my stuff in the greenroom. I can get it for you."
"Please do," the detective said.
I got up from my chair and, my heart racing a million miles per hour, made my way back to the greenroom. I could still smell the blood in my office. I didn't think the officer would find any evidence of blood, at least not tonight. But if they started investigating, I wasn't sure what might turn up using their black light. My only saving grace, I supposed, was that the place had been a funeral home. I could only hope if they found any blood, it might be explained as part of the facility's prior status. Of course, even then, blood in the office would be strange.
But that wasn't my biggest concern at the moment. My identification, for obvious reasons, had been manufactured. Cain secured it for me when I was discharged from the Asylum. The Voodoo world had connections. I wasn't sure how they pulled it off, but my driver's license was in the name of Nicholas Williams. Cain even managed to secure me a matching Social Security number. If the police really started digging into my background, though, they wouldn't find much beyond five years before. From what Cain told me, I was considered a naturalized citizen. At least, according to the record. That meant, I hoped, that any dead-end they reached when investigating my history would be explained by the fact I was considered an immigrant. Technically speaking, I was. I could only hope that however Cain went about inventing my identity and background, it was thorough enough not to raise any red flags.
I retrieved my Missouri driver's license and brought it back to Officer Cavanaugh.
"We'll run your identity and return this to you shortly," Cavanaugh said.
I nodded. "Do what you need to do. Is there anything else I can help you with?"
"I see you have cameras. Do you have any footage from the last two nights we could review?"
I nodded. "It's all on the cloud. I'm sure I can get you access."
The detective nodded. "That makes it easier. If you don't mind giving us your log-in information, it would be helpful. A lot easier than if we have to get a warrant for it. You'll just have to sign a form for us indicating you're granting us access."
"Again, that won't be a problem," I said.
"And any keys to any locked areas on the property," the detective added.
"Right," I said, biting my lip. My mind went immediately to my vampire hunting weapons in the basement. If they found all of that... crossbow bolts and stakes stained with vampire blood... "I can get that for you."




Chapter Seventeen

I didn't know how long it would take for the officers to secure the place. I knew it would be a risk if I tried to sneak in, myself, and take anything out of the premises. Removing weapons from a crime scene would undoubtedly cast suspicion in my direction. I brought my keys to the detective, and he returned my driver's license. He said they'd be there a while, but I was free to go. In fact, he encouraged it. The longer I was there, or anyone other than the officers roamed the place, the more likely we'd contaminate the potential crime scene.
I mounted my motorcycle and drove a couple blocks away. I needed a place out of view. I pulled between two brick buildings.
"Brucie!" I said.
The sprite appeared behind me on my bike. "Come on, Nyxie! I'm trying to get my drink on!"
I snorted. "I need one more favor if you don't mind."
"I'm listening, Nyxie."
"I have a lot of weapons down in the mortuary. If the police find them..."
"Yeah, that wouldn't be good," Brucie said, taking a swing from a bottle of rum.
"However you took those bottles before. Could you do the same with my weapons? Get anything that might cause me any problems and take them someplace else."
"You got it! I can take it all to your apartment if you'd like."
"That would be perfect. I owe you, Brucie."
"That you do," Brucie said. "Don't sweat it, Nyxie. I'll take care of it!"
"Thanks, Brucie," I said. "The sooner, the better. They'll probably be focused on the auditorium first. But especially since that's where Amelia's body was when they came last night, I imagine they'll be taking a look down there soon."
"No worries, Nyxie. Brucie's got this!"
Brucie disappeared in a cloud of mist. At least I had that covered. I was still worried about the bloodstains. Devin and Malinda used chemicals Alice had left behind, specifically meant to clean up biohazardous waste. I had to hope they did a good enough job to avoid any problems with the police. But since Devin and Malinda cleaned up in a rush the night before, my confidence wasn't as high as it could have been.
"One worry at a time, Nicky," I muttered to myself as I fired up my Thruxton RS. My next worry? How would Malinda take the news? I was dreading her reaction almost as much as whatever the police might turn up. Really, though, I hadn't done anything illegal. I didn't kill anyone. My only saving grace, I supposed, was that I hadn't interacted with Connor at all. That meant I hadn't broken my promise to Malinda. With respect to the police, though, it was good I hadn't talked to him. I hadn't touched him. Still, suppose the detectives viewed the cameras and saw him kiss Malinda the night before. They knew I was protecting her. In that case, they might be able to hypothesize a motive. Again, one worry at a time.
I walked into the apartment and into a pile of vampire hunting wares. I suppose I didn't tell Brucie not to put it all just inside the front door. Looking past the small mountain of weaponry, I saw Malinda on the couch, tears in her eyes, as Devin consoled her.
"Why didn't you listen to him!" Malinda cried. "Devin told you to cancel the show!"
I sighed. Brucie apparently broke the news. I should have figured as much. What were the chances he could unload my entire armory in the apartment without so much as an explanation?
"I'm sorry," I said. "If it helps, Connor was flirting with other girls right before he died."
Malinda looked at me, her jaw dropped. She stomped one foot, banged her cane into the floor, and disappeared into her room, slamming the door behind her.
"Seriously, Nicky?" Devin asked. "Did you really think telling her Connor was flirting with other girls would help?"
I shrugged. "I assumed, you know, if Mal realized Connor was a creep, maybe the loss wouldn't hurt so much."
"Two different kinds of pain, Nicky. Now she has to deal with being upset about Connor being into other girls while trying to figure out how she feels about the fact that he's dead."
I snorted. "I guess I wasn't thinking. If it means anything, Nicky's wont be open again for a while."
"Since the police shut you down."
I nodded. "They're looking into my background. Probably the whole background of the club, which means they'll be looking into Alice, too."
"That could get messy."
"I've never had any problem with my ID before. I pay taxes. I pay off my speeding tickets. But no one has ever looked into my background with such a critical eye."
"Let's hope whatever evidence they find, or don't find, sends them down another path."
I nodded. "I think the detective will zero in on Joey. All the victims had drinks shortly before they died."
"With no obvious cause of death, some kind of poison, something untraceable, would probably be a leading theory."
"My thoughts exactly," I said, sighing. "The problem is there are only three people left alive who've had contact with the victims and were there on all three nights. Joey, Katie, and Rose. And none of them seem like anything other than human. At least there's no evidence I can sense to the contrary. It feels like we're missing something. And my gut tells me it has something to do with the grimoire."
Devin shrugged. "If your dream was right. It could just be a dream, after all."
I shook my head. "My dreams are never just dreams. There's always significance to them. Cain agrees."
"Maybe I can help," Malinda said, wiping her eyes as she leaned on her cane at the doorway to her bedroom.
"You're not still mad at me?" I asked.
"No, I am. But I'll get over it. I know you were only trying to catch the killer."
"How do you think you could help?" Devin asked.
"I was talking to Hailey about it. Hear me out, okay?"
I nodded. "We're listening."
"My spell I was practicing the other night."
"When you exploded the blood bags?" I asked.
"Yeah, that one. Anyway, the reason that happened was there was no soul left in the blood. Whoever or whatever killed these people is stealing souls. What if the souls are still trapped in the killer's body?"
"You think you could use your spell to communicate with Amelia, Connor, even Geraldo's mom?"
"Hailey thinks I could do more than that. If their souls are still intact, I might put their souls back in their bodies."
Devin and I exchanged glances. I scratched my head. "You're talking about resurrection?"
Malinda shrugged. "Hailey says it might work. But I have to practice. I'd have to make sure the whole soul gets put back into the body. If any soul is missing, well, they might not be totally themselves if they come back."
"What do you think, Nicky?" Devin asked.
"I think it's risky. Like you said, if any of the person's soul is left behind or consumed, there's no telling what they might be when they come back."
"They might lose something of themselves," Malinda said. "But surely that would be better than being dead, having their souls trapped by some kind of soul collector. Either way, Hailey is researching it. Trying to figure out if it's a viable option."
"She has a point," Devin said. "What's the worst that could happen?"
I sighed. "I don't know. It depends on how much of the soul has been consumed. I need you to be a hundred percent sure you can do it and that Hailey knows what risks there are. Also, if we try to extract the souls from the wrong person, I want to make sure you don't, you know, take the wrong soul out of the body."
"Shouldn't be a problem," Malinda said. "Hailey said I need a little DNA from the person whose soul I'm collecting. The soul will be naturally attracted to it like a magnet. I shouldn't be able to pull any soul other than the one I'm targeting."
"You'll need to practice, somehow," I said. "You need to work on this with Hailey until you're sure you can pull it off. The last time you cast a spell targeted by DNA..."
"That was different!" Malinda said. "I was using my parent's DNA when I did that. That's why it backfired on me. Because I was their daughter. I'm not related to any of the suspects in this case."
I nodded. "Alright. Well, I want you to focus on this. Spend as much time practicing with Hailey as you can."
"So then, I can skip my GED classes?" Malinda asked.
I laughed. "I didn't say that."
"You still need to do your therapy and go to school," Devin added.
"Damn. Well, you can't fault a girl for trying, right?"




Chapter Eighteen

Malinda got a break. It was a weekend. She wouldn't start her classes until the following week. Also, she didn't have therapy on Saturdays. I called Geraldo to appraise him of recent developments—no reason to rush back since Nicky's would be closed until further notice. He was grateful. He decided to take another week off. Malinda spent most of her day on video chat with Hailey. Devin and I left her alone. If this spell they were working on had any chance at success, she needed to be confident in the particulars. I didn't know much about witchcraft, certainly not bloodwitchery. I understood enough, though, to know that the slightest miscalculation could drastically impact the results.
I spent most of the day sorting through my weapons, organizing them in my closet, sharpening my stakes, and replacing the string on my crossbow. I hadn't encountered any vampires recently, but it never hurt to be prepared. Bloodsuckers tend to show up at the worst of times. And this was one of those times.
I wasn't sure of the proper dress code for crashing a retirement party. Devin was wearing a three-piece suit.
"Dapper Devin," I said, brushing my long, white hair in the mirror as I caught his reflection.
Devin chuckled. "Is that my new nickname?"
I smiled. "Today, it is. Damn, boy. You look good!"
"Thanks! What are you wearing?"
I shrugged. "It's a retirement party, not a funeral. Do you think I need to wear black?"
"Probably not," Devin said. "I hope I'm not overdressed. I just hope we can blend in."
"I don't think I could even if I wanted to," I said, grabbing my makeup kit from the drawer in my vanity. "So, why try?"
"Fair point," Devin said, chuckling. "Did I ever tell you how good your butt looks in those leather pants?"
I nodded. "Every time I wear them. But you know, it's more about the heels than the pants. The higher the heels, the higher the ass."
"Well, if you wore heels any higher than that, your ass would probably smack you in the back of the head."
I giggled. "I love these Louboutins! Been thinking about going a little higher. James Syiemiong makes a twenty-inch platform boot I've been eyeing."
"Twenty inches?" Devin asked, raising an eyebrow. "Isn't that a little much?"
"Too much heel? Please. That's like too much fun. Too much money. Too much sexy. No such thing!"
Devin snorted. "Not sure how useful those would be in a vampire hunting situation."
"True," I said. "The heel on Syemiong's design isn't particularly sharp. But they'd be fun to perform in!"
The retirement party was being held at Lakeview. A funeral home was a strange place for a party, but, you know, it made sense in this case. I imagined the party was likely on a scale comparable to a post-funeral reception.
A catering truck from Fiorella's Jack Stack Barbecue was parked outside. I clapped my hands in excitement as Devin parked the car.
"Sweet! I hope they have burnt ends!"
Devin snorted. "I don't know if they'll serve us. The invitation was meant for Alice, after all."
I sighed. Barbecue was my weakness. It was a stroke of luck I happened to live in a city renowned for its smoked meats. Transitioning from my former diet of human flesh to barbecue was a lot easier than, say, trying to become a vegan or something. Plus, the sauces aside, barbecue was relatively low-carb. It was good for my girlish figure. At least that's what I told myself. Sounded reasonable, so I rolled with it.
"What are you two doing here?" Kevin, the funeral director we met before, asked as we walked through the glass-paned double doors of the place.
I flashed the invitation I'd received in the mail. "We were invited!"
Kevin cocked his head. "I don't think that invitation was meant for you."
I turned the invitation around and looked at it. "I don't see a name on here."
Kevin rolled his eyes. "You only received it, most likely, because Alice's funeral home was in our address book."
"We're here to honor Lester's career," Devin said.
"Right," Kevin said, scratching his head. "I don't think..."
"Welcome!" an older man said, stepping in front of Kevin. "I don't know if we've had the pleasure."
"I'm Nicky," I said. "And this is Devin. Alice sends her regards."
"Ah! Alice! How is she doing these days? Still something of a night owl, I suppose?"
I laughed. "Something like that. She's been busy with her newest venture. But, so far as I know, she's doing well."
"Just as well. If you want my honest opinion, a young girl like that getting into the funeral business was a bit unorthodox. Still, it's always nice to find young folks interested in our line of work. No matter, any friend of Alice's is a friend of mine! She came to me for advice when she was setting up her home. I'm Lester, by the way."
"I assumed as much," Devin said. "I think you knew my father, also."
"Your father?" Lester asked.
Devin nodded, pulled out his phone, and retrieved a picture of his dad. "Yes. Thomas Miller."
Lester cocked his head. "That name rings a bell."
"Take a look," Devin said, showing Lester the image on his phone.
"Oh yes!" Lester said. "How could I forget! How has your family coped after your loss?"
I had to hide my grin. I wanted to scream "jackpot," but that would have been inappropriate.
"We're doing well," Devin said. "But you know, a loss like that, it strikes a little close to home."
"I thought you didn't know the name of the deceased," Kevin said, turning to Lester. "They came to me a few days ago inquiring about some kind of book buried with someone. But they didn't know the name of the deceased."
"Yes," Lester said, waving his hand through the air. "Not a surprise. Mister Miller indicated he hadn't seen his sister in years."
Devin nodded. "It's true. I don't know the whole story, but it did impact my dad pretty hard. He actually passed away shortly after the funeral."
"I'm sorry to hear that," Lester said. "My condolences."
I nodded. "I know this might not be appropriate. This is your retirement party, and we came to pass along Alice's well wishes. But since Devin's dad died so suddenly, we were trying to do a little digging into his family background. You don't happen to have a bulletin from his sister's funeral or something like that, do you?"
"The program should be saved on your computer, Kevin," Lester said, pulling a pen from his pocket. "Mind if I borrow your invitation?"
"Certainly," I said, handing it to Lester.
He wrote the name Heather Morgan on the back of the card then handed it along with his pen to Devin. "We don't have any paper copies. We recycle all the leftovers. But we can certainly e-mail you the digital file."
Devin smiled and wrote his e-mail address down on the card, and handed it back to Lester. Lester handed the card to Kevin. "Make sure to send this to them as soon as possible, Kevin."
"Thank you, sir," I said.
"We really appreciate it," Devin added. "It will be nice, you know, to make contact with my extended family. I don't have any family left, you know, since my dad died."
Lester smiled and nodded. "It's my pleasure. Don't forget, Kevin."
Kevin snorted. "I'll send it to you tomorrow. Funny, really. You're the second person this week to request that bulletin."
I bit my lip. "Really? That is a strange coincidence."
Kevin nodded. "What was her name. It was an older lady. Stopped by shortly after you two did the other day."
I snorted. "Was her name Mina, by chance?"
"That was it!" Kevin said. "Odd you'd know her if you don't know the rest of the family."
Devin grunted. "I, uh..."
"We came up with her name trying to research the family," I said. "What a funny coincidence."
"Yeah," Kevin said. "Funny."
"Lighten up, Kev," Lester said. "Excuse my son. He has a lot to learn about customer courtesy."
Kevin snorted. "They aren't our customers."
Lester shook his head. "Son, everyone is a potential customer. You know, eventually."
I chuckled. "Well, hopefully, we won't be your customers for several more years."
Lester laughed. "I could drink to that! Come on in. Help yourself to some barbecue!"
I smiled. "Thank you. Since you insist."
"I do!" Lester said. "Like I said, since you're friends with Alice, I couldn't possibly turn you away."




Chapter Nineteen

"Did you get the e-mail yet?" I asked, shining my flashlight on the various grave markers in the Lakeview cemetery.
Devin scrolled through his phone. "Not yet. But he said he'd send it tomorrow."
"Well, we can't wait. If Mina is on the trail, we might be too late already."
"Just look at the newer stones. We know this Heather Morgan wasn't buried long ago, so we can rule out a lot of them."
"Good thinking," I said, shining my light on another tombstone. "This could take all night. A lot of graves to search."
Devin was still scrolling through his phone. "One second."
"Come on, Devin. We don't have all night. This will go a lot faster if we are both looking."
Devin snorted. "One second. I have an idea."
I cocked my head and took a deep breath. Lester gave us enough information to confirm the grimoire was, in fact, buried with someone named Heather Morgan. Locating the grave was step one. Retrieving the grimoire was another matter. Digging up a grave probably wasn't something I could do quickly, even with my enhanced elemental speed. Not to mention, I was pretty sure it was illegal. Not like I needed any police attention, given the fact my club was already under investigation. But I had a plan. If, of course, I could convince Brucie to go along with it.
"Here we go," Devin said, staring at his phone. "Her gravesite is this way."
I followed Devin as he used his phone light to illuminate the path in front of him. "How do you know that?"
Devin chuckled. "The cemetery has a directory and map online. Convenient, right?"
I scratched my head. "I hadn't thought of that. Good thinking."
"I know, right?" Devin kept walking, turned down a path between two rows of graves, then down another. He looked around to get his bearings then started counting the gravestones as we walked past. "Should be the twelfth grave in this row."
We counted our way to the plot. It was a good thing Devin found the map online because the twelfth spot in the row didn't have a permanent grave marker. A tiny, temporary, plastic plaque stuck into the ground. I shone my light on it. "Sure enough. Heather Morgan."
"I think it takes a while, sometimes, to get the stones in place. But this is definitely it."
I touched the ground. The grass hadn't totally regrown over the rectangular space where the grave had been dug. The dirt was a little loose. "I can't tell if this has been disturbed recently or if the grass still hasn't grown here yet."
"Only one way to find out," Devin said. "We need some shovels."
I chuckled. "Hopefully, we won't. You might have the skills navigating the interwebs..."
"Interwebs? It's called the Internet, Nicky."
"Whatever," I said. "But I have connections."
Devin cocked his head. "What do you mean?"
"Here, Brucie, Brucie, Brucie!" I said with a sing-songy tenor to my voice.
Brucie appeared. "Dang, Nyxie! What is it, you needy bitch?"
I chuckled. "Wondered if I could get another favor from you."
Brucie stared at the grave. "You can't be serious."
"We think the grimoire is in there. Can't you, you know, do your teleportation thing and go get it for us?"
Brucie sighed. "You still owe me a stack of romance novels. When are you going to pay up?"
I shrugged. "Next time I'm at the store."
"Why don't you get a Kindle?" Devin asked.
Brucie snorted. "They don't do well in water."
"Not true," Devin said. "They make a waterproof one, now."
"Seriously?" I asked. "Who reads books in the water anyway?"
Devin shrugged. "Sitting on the beach. By the public pool. Whatever. I'm sure people do."
Brucie shook his head. "But I want my covers! That's the best part of most of the books!"
"You can see the covers on the device," Devin said.
"Fine!" Brucie said. "Get me one of those, load it up with as many steamy novels as you can find. And I'll get you your grimoire."
Devin tapped on his phone a few times. "Done. It'll be at our place in a couple days."
"Sweet!" Brucie said. "Give me a second. I'll be back in a jiffy."
Brucie disappeared and, in a cloud of mist, settled into the ground beneath our feet.
I felt the dirt start to unsettle beneath where I was standing. My heels sinking into the soil. I stepped aside to firmer ground just in time for the dirt all around us to collapse in.
The next thing I knew, a whole vault was sitting on the ground in front of us. Brucie was perched on the top of it as he put a cigar to his lips.
"Hey, warlock. How about a light?"
Devin rolled his eyes, snapped his fingers, and a small flame appeared on the tip of his thumb. He held the flame next to Brucie's cigar as the sprite took a puff.
"I only wanted the grimoire, Brucie. Not the whole casket!"
Brucie took a draw on his cigar and exhaled a puff of smoke. I didn't think you were supposed to inhale cigars—but Brucie didn't do anything by moderation. "These things are waterproof. I couldn't get inside. So, I figured, I'd bring it to you."
"How in the world are we going to get this thing back in the grave?" Devin asked. "All the dirt is caved in."
Brucie shrugged. "Not my problem. You going to take a look or not?"
I shoved the lid off of the vault. I opened the coffin, holding my breath, expecting the worst.
"Shit," I said.
"What is it?" Devin asked, leaning over. "Oh. Yeah. Shit. Where is the body?"
"Or the grimoire," I said, shaking my head as I directed my light to the inside of the empty casket. "Wait, what is this? Does that look like burn marks?"
Devin reached in and touched some of the singed fabric. "It does. Almost as if the body was set on fire."
"Or just the heart," I said. "But these aren't black burns, not like you'd make if you used actual fire. It's the kind of burn that might result from celestial light."
"Like what Alice's crucifix used to be able to cast. I know from my experience with the Order, a lot of hunters have objects like that."
I nodded. "It seems Miss Morgan wasn't a random body. She was a vampire. And Mina staked her and killed her already."
"Which means she already has the grimoire," Devin said, sighing.
"Welp," Brucie said. "That sucks a fatty. Don't forget, I want my Kindle loaded up with books!"
I sighed. "Steamy romances. I won't forget. Can you at least help us get this coffin back in the grave?"
Brucie tossed his half-burned cigar butt onto the sinkhole of the grave. "You'll need a shovel for that. Ta-ta, Nyxie!"




Chapter Twenty

If Mina had the grimoire, there was no telling how long it would take her to figure out how to use it. Most spells require some preparation. Very few work on incantation alone. Something like commanding a legion of angels, I presumed, would take time to prepare. How much time? That, I didn't know. I kicked off my heels. "Go get some shovels. I'm going to try and get started."
"I think Walmart is open twenty-four hours. I'll go get a couple. Be careful, Nicky. You sure you don't want to come along?"
I shook my head. "I know it's not efficient. But I don't want to waste any time. I'll get started doing what I can do."
Devin nodded. "Alright. But be careful."
I chuckled. "Honey, as Nyx, I've faced a lot worse at night than a graveyard."
"Don't be reckless. If the police think you're a suspect for those deaths, the last thing you want to be caught doing is digging in graveyards."
I smiled. "I understand. If anyone shows up, I'll run. I'm fast enough no one will be able to identify me. Just hurry, okay? If I break a nail digging in the dirt, it could be the end of me."
Devin chuckled. "One of the inscrutable signs of the impending apocalypse."
I chuckled. "And you know, if I really need to flee, I always have bat form."
Devin nodded. "Enjoy playing in the dirt."
I rolled my eyes. "Wish we had some rain. At least we could have a little fun in the mud."
"Oink, oink, baby," Devin said, snickering.
"Piggy style?" I asked, dropping to my knees and tossing a hunk of dirt out of the grave.
"If that's what you're into," Devin said with a wink. "But mud wrestling in grave dirt would be a little macabre, don't you think?"
"Go get the damn shovels," I said, laughing under my breath as I continued digging with my hands. "I can already tell. This is going to suck."
I could move fast. But I could only grab so much dirt at a time. The soil was so loose, having been obviously disturbed both when Heather Morgan was buried and again when Mina came and stole the body it was hard to get more than a handful at a time.
This didn't make sense. Or did it? The whole idea of burying the grimoire with a vampire. Since Devin's dad was under Wolfgang's thrall at the time, I supposed it might have made sense he'd have the scroll placed under a vampire's protection. That wasn't the confusing part. If that's what happened, why was this vampire still in her grave when Mina found her? Only youngling vampires lay in their graves. It's supposed to help with the transition, to ease some of those initial and insatiable blood cravings. But if Heather Morgan was a youngling vampire, why would Wolfgang command Tom to bury it with her? Younglings were reckless. Most didn't make it past their first few months. Other vampires, or hunters, usually took them out if they didn't get a handle on their cravings. Hunters did so for obvious reasons. Other vampires, though, who weren't keen on drawing attention to their kind had their equally compelling reasons for staking out-of-control newbie vamps.
Still more, I could only assume Mina had slain the vampire during the day. That's the only reason I could imagine a vampire, even a youngling, would be in her coffin.
I also didn't know if the grimoire was there. Sure, I had reason to believe it was buried with the body based on what Lester said. But if Heather Morgan was a vampire, it was just as likely she moved the grimoire somewhere else as it was that she had it with her.
The only thing I did know was the grave was empty. No body. No grimoire.
I cupped my hands together to try and get a bigger scoop of dirt and tossed it aside.
A warm summer breeze struck me in the face. I inhaled. I gagged. The scent of a vampire.
I sprung to my feet, grabbing each of my nine-inch stiletto heels as I surveyed my surroundings.
There was a bloodsucker nearby. At least one. Maybe more. Hard to tell how many based on scent alone.
I sniffed at the air like a bloodhound. Vampires were predators. But when Nyx was on the prowl, they were my prey.
I tip-toed through the grass, moving closer to the source, the smell, the vampire.
The breeze stilled, but I could still smell it. I turned around, checking my right and my left. The smell wasn't coming from only one direction. The vamps had me surrounded. It wouldn't be the first time. I knew how to handle it. I had to move first. I couldn't wait until they closed in on me.
I took off toward the first one I smelled. I moved like lightning. I'd be on the vamp before the thing knew what hit it.
I jumped over a gravestone as I closed in on the first vampire. As he saw me, he turned to run. He was dressed in black—a long, black cloak. This wasn't just a vampire. It was a nightwalker. One of the vampires created by and working for the Order of the Morning Dawn. And this one wasn't particularly adept. Did he actually think he could outrun me?
I caught up to him, grabbing him by the hood on the back of his cloak.
He whipped his body around, flashing his fangs. I couldn't be turned. I didn't have blood. But a bite would spring a leak. And it didn't take me long to drain out if the would was deep enough. The only way to heal the wound? Sew it shut with a strand of my hair—it retained my elemental properties, it would heal the would instantly. But I couldn't afford to risk that while at least two other vampires were closing in on me.
I jumped back. The vampire shook free of my grip.
Then he tried to run. Big mistake.
I ran at full speed. It only took a few paces. This time, I grabbed him by the hood and reached around him at the same time, plunging my nine-inch heel into his heart.
The first vampire collapsed to the ground. The problem? There were more vampires than I had shoes. I only had one "stake" left.
I turned. There were two more vampires. But they weren't coming after me. They were accompanied by someone in a radiant, gold cloak.
Like the one Mina wore. It protected her against most magical attacks. We'd only found one way to overcome her defenses before. Her cloak was enchanted with celestial power. It took massive doses of infernal power to counteract. I didn't have access to that.
The two vampires, one on either side of her, looked at me, snarling through their exposed fangs. They were about to charge my position. I couldn't take them both. But I could evade their attacks.
I was about to shift. My only escape was to fly away. Then Mina raised her hand. The two nightwalkers stopped. Mina glanced into Heather Morgan's open coffin. She shook her head and laughed. Then, lifting her hand, she summoned a flash of celestial light. When it faded, she and her two bloodsucking lackeys were gone.
At least I got one of them. But why did they leave like that? It wasn't like I could take them. I certainly couldn't take down Mina. Of course, they weren't going to take me out either. They knew I could fly away. Opportunism, I assumed, was the best explanation. They were hoping to take me by surprise. Now that I saw them, they had to regroup. If it hadn't been for that gust of wind that alerted me to the vampires' presence, they might have succeeded.
I picked up the stiletto-staked vampire's feet and dragged him across the grass back to the grave I was digging. Well, re-digging, technically.
I figured I'd wait to start digging again. Mina and her nightwalkers knew I was there. It wouldn't take much for them to come back at me if I was distracted. I suspected, if they had the chance, they'd try to rescue their fallen comrade. I wasn't going to let that happen. If Mina did have the grimoire, this staked nightwalker might have information we could use. He probably wouldn't talk right away. But I had my methods. I could make him talk.
I saw Devin's headlights as he pulled back into the cemetery. He parked about a hundred feet or so from Heather Morgan's gravesite. I watched intently. I didn't want to leave the staked vamp behind. But I needed to make sure the coast was clear, that Devin would be safe.
He got out of his car, retrieved two shovels from his trunk, and started walking toward me.
So far, so good. No sign of any more nightwalkers.
"What the hell?" Devin said, seeing the staked body at my feet.
"Mina showed up. Along with three nightwalkers. I took down one of them."
Devin leaned over and got a closer look a the vampire. "Holy crap."
"What is it?" I asked.
"I know him. At least, I used to."
"You know vampires?" I asked.
Devin shook his head. "Back when I knew him, he wasn't a vampire. His parents were a part of the Order, like mine. We grew up together."




Chapter Twenty-One

"Those bastards," Devin said, shaking his head. "I can't believe they turned Nicholas into a friggin' nightwalker!"
I sighed as I tapped down the last bit of dirt, covering up what used to be Heather Morgan's grave. "Not uncommon. If an Order hunter gets bitten, they do that pretty frequently."
Devin grunted. "Maybe that's what happened. One of the catacomb vamps, more than likely."
I shrugged. "We'll ask him. Maybe he'll be more willing to talk. You know, since you two are buddies."
"Used to be buddies," Devin said. "I'm pretty sure he'll consider me an apostate. You know, being a warlock and... you know..."
"Being with me," I said, nodding.
"Right. We need a place to take him. Can't go to Nicky's."
I bit my lip. "Don't want to take him to the apartment either. Not just because I don't want to put Malinda at risk. But really, if he ever gets free, I'd rather no vampires and especially no nightwalkers know where we live."
Devin nodded. "Good thing the apartment's still in Donnie's name."
"For now. I'm pretty sure she'll want me to take over the lease sooner or later. Though maybe not. Since she knows about me. She understands. Thing is, the cops know where our place is. It's on my driver's license. I wouldn't want them to show up while we're interrogating a vampire, either."
Devin smiled. "Any word on when Donnie's wedding is?"
I shrugged. "I think they plan to go to Vegas. Elvis is going to officiate."
Devin chuckled. "Sounds like something Donnie would do."
"Come on," I said. "I have a place we can question the nightwalker. An old warehouse not far from the apartment."
Devin nodded and grabbed Nicholas' hands. I grabbed his feet, and we carried him to the car. We put the back seat down, opened Devin's hatchback, and slid him in, careful not to dislodge my heel from his heart.
I hadn't used the warehouse for any vampire interrogations since the first time I captured Wolfgang. Come to find out, he allowed me to capture him. All part of his plan, at the time, to lure me to his cause, to force me to consume Alice's blood so I'd be able to shift into the form of his long-lost love. He intended to use his compulsion ability to wipe my mind, make me think I was the woman he used to love a few hundred years ago when he was human. I thwarted that plan. Ended Wolfgang's existence.
The warehouse was unused this time of year. In October, they turned it into a haunted house attraction called the Edge of Hell. Not all that frightening. Not to me, at least. But for most humans, who weren't accustomed to encountering real horrors, it offered something a lot of folks crave. A temporary scare within the confines of something they knew, deep down, was totally safe. Little did anyone know I made a habit of using the same facility for interrogating real vampires when the haunted house was out of season. We picked up a few "tools" back at the apartment. Garlic cloves to weaken the vamp. Syringes filled with garlic oil. Chains. Stakes, just in case. A UV lamp. An old CD player with "Barbie Girl" by Aqua inside. My standard torture package.
"Did you have to grab the CD player?" Devin asked. "This guy used to be my friend, you know. I thought you'd go easy on him."
I shrugged. "This is going easy. I was going to grab the Ricky Martin album."
"Late nineties pop. It's brutal."
I shrugged. "At least it still serves a purpose."
"You know," Devin said. pulling up next to the Edge of Hell. "You could stream these songs on your phone."
I shook my head. "One, I'm not going to leave my phone with the vampire. And two, I'm sure as hell not going to be in the room when those songs are playing. Besides, got this old boombox at Goodwill. It was cheap."
Devin raised an eyebrow. "You actually shopped at Goodwill? I've never known you to wear anything that didn't have a name on it I couldn't pronounce."
I smirked. "Always looking for diamonds in the rough. You never know what you can find at thrift stores. The best part is, the people who work there don't know the difference."
"What have you bought from a thrift store that you've actually worn?" Devin asked.
"My pink fur coat!"
Devin snorted. "You got that from Goodwill?"
I nodded. "Absolutely. And it's fabulous, don't you think?"
"On you, yes. On anyone else? Not so much."
I smiled. "I'll take that as a compliment."
There was a window in an alley with a broken latch that opened up into the basement of the haunted house. I went to check it first. I hadn't used the spot for an interrogation in a while. There was a chance someone might have fixed it. They didn't. In fact, the same folding chair I'd used for my last vampire interrogation still sat in the middle of the room.
I was in my element. Yes, when I'm on stage as Nicky, I feel more like myself than at any other time. The one exception to that was when I was on a hunt or interrogating a vamp. Devin and I carried Nicholas to the open window. We lowered the vampire to the floor through the window. I jumped inside. I'd grabbed another pair of shoes at the apartment. The basement level of the Edge of Hell wasn't clean. Metal shavings, bits of broken glass, even a few nails were scattered on the floor. I didn't like going barefoot generally. Doesn't do much for my pedicure. With one of my shoes still in the vampire's chest, I needed a second pair.
We set the vampire in the folding chair and wrapped him up in chains. I stuck cloves of garlic through the links. I was eager to try out the syringe. Injecting garlic oil was a trick I picked up from Dr. Cain back at the Vilokan Asylum. It weakened vampires. Made them easier to handle and, if the vampire had any latent abilities I wasn't aware of, it muted those skills. Since I'd encountered vampires with compulsion abilities before, even though this was a relatively new vampire who probably didn't have such a skill, I wasn't inclined to take any chances.
I stuck the needle into the vampire's arm and injected a few cubic centimeters of garlic into his system. I pulled my heel out of his chest.
The vampire gasped. He opened his eyes wide, his red irises catching a little light that shone through the window from a streetlight.
"Hello, Nicholas," Devin said. I paced back and forth, twirling a wooden stake in my hand.
"You..." Nicholas said, a tone of disgust in his voice.
"Come on, buddy. We were friends once," Devin said.
Nicholas spat at Devin. He missed. But the message was clear—he had no love lost for his old friend. "You're an apostate!"
"Am I?" Devin asked. "My faith remains unshaken. Nothing about my beliefs has changed."
"You're a witch! Suffer not a witch to live!"
"The book of Exodus, right?" I asked. I knew the answer.
"The twenty-second chapter, eighteenth verse," Devin said. "But my craft isn't at all like what witches were doing back then. I've never sacrificed a human, for one. If you insist on taking verses out of context, you can condemn a lot of people."
Nicholas snorted. "You shall not lie with a man as with a woman. It is an abomination!"
"He quotes Leviticus, too!" I said. "Good thing I'm a woman!"
"Doesn't matter," Devin said. "If you read that in context, it speaks to incestuous extramarital relationships. It basically says don't sleep with your male or female relatives as one would with his wife. The point is you can't find loopholes to cheat on your wife by sleeping with a man on the side."
"Interesting," I said. "Funny how context changes things. What about those passages about not consuming blood? I take it you've done that, haven't you, Nicholas?"
"I am an abomination! I don't deny it! I will find salvation in service to the Order!"
"Really?" I asked. "Because you know, Mina is a witch, too."
"She wields only godly power!"
I snorted. "Really. You realize the Grimoire of the Nazarene wasn't given by Christ, right? It was written in his blood. Used by others who warped his power, tried to extract it and use it for unholy purposes."
Nicholas furrowed his brow. "How could you possibly know that?"
I smiled. I wasn't inclined to detail my dream to the vampire. Still, I could tell him enough. "I've been around a while. You pick up things through the centuries."
"Where is the grimoire, Nicholas?" Devin asked. "Where has Mina taken it?"
Nicholas laughed. "Don't you wish you knew?"
"Why would you protect her?" I asked. "You realize she left you behind. At the cemetery. After I staked you, she and the others didn't even try to save you."
"I don't believe that."
"It's true," I said. "Why do you think they changed you, to begin with?"
Nicholas grunted. "The nightwalkers are blessed. Even as the cross was evil and redeemed for a holy purpose, so am I."
"Standard Order of the Morning Dawn bullshit," Devin said. "You realize, the celestial magic, what she calls miracles, was taken from the Grimoire of Pope Honorius? The same book contains infernal spells. Complete instructions to perform both brands of magic with encouragement to use both, to wield them in balance."
"Says who?" Nicholas asked.
"It's true," I added. "I've seen the book."
"I don't believe you."
"Think about it," Devin said. "If Mina uses the Grimoire of the Nazarene to command angels, isn't it an abomination to harness legions meant to be commanded by God alone?"
"But she intends to wield it for a holy purpose!"
I snorted. "To act as the judge of others? Judge not. Isn't that in the Bible, too? It says God, alone, should judge mankind."
Nicholas sighed. "I don't know what she means to do with it."
"Think about what she and the Order promised you," I said. "To be redeemed by killing others. Even if I were to agree vampires are reprehensible creatures, where in your Bible does it say anyone can be saved by judging others, even vampires?"
Nicholas sighed. "It doesn't."
"When you were staked," I added. "What was it like in vampire hell?"
Nicholas stared at me with wide eyes. "How did you know..."
"I know a lot about vampires. And where they go when they are staked."
"It was horrific..."
"And how many vampires have you killed as a nightwalker?" Devin asked.
Nicholas shook his head. "I've staked my share."
"But you still went to vampire hell," I said. "Tell me, how many do you have to kill before you'd go somewhere else when you get staked?"
Nicholas sighed. "I don't know."
"But when you were bitten and nearly died," Devin continued, "you had faith, did you not?"
"Of course..."
"And the Order brought you back as a vampire. If you weren't destined for hell already, they set you on that path."
"I don't think that's what they meant to do..."
"Look," I said. "I know vampires who've redeemed themselves. I can't say what will happen to them one day when their existences are ended. But I do know the path you are on will not merit the salvation you seek."
Devin stepped toward Nicholas. "Nothing the Order does is about redemption or salvation. It's all fueled by hate for witches and vampires. One thing I know for sure about the Bible is hate is the furthest thing from grace."
Nicholas snarled and clenches his fists. "Then what choice do I have?"
I shrugged. "Help us. We can stop Mina from unleashing the power of that grimoire. But we have to find it and destroy it. You should want that too. If the Grimoire of the Nazarene was not, as I told you, given by Christ but was an abuse of the power in his blood, shouldn't you want to see it destroyed as well?"
"If you're telling the truth. Then yes. I suppose so."
"Then tell us where Mina took the grimoire!" Devin urged.
Nicholas sighed. "She doesn't have it. If it wasn't in that casket you dug up, then she doesn't know where it is any more than you do."
I cocked my head. "She doesn't have it?"
"Did I stutter? I said that Mina does not have the book!"
Devin and I exchanged glances. Devin looked back at Nicholas. "Someone took it."
"It wasn't Mina! And she was afraid it would be gone."
"The body that was in that grave," I said. "There's evidence it might have been a vampire. There were burn marks, like those produced by the crucifixes that Order members wield."
Nicholas shook his head. "That's not what caused the burns."
"Then what was it?" Devin asked.
Nicholas sighed. "It's believed one who holds the grimoire in death will be raised, as was the Nazarene."
"Are you certain?" Devin asked.
Nicholas nodded. "It's in your father's old reports. If he buried the thing with that woman, he knew it would bring her back to life. Mina expected that. It's why she came wearing her cloak. To protect her from the woman in the grave. She hoped the woman might still be alive, resurrected but trapped in her coffin."
"And what did Mina think this woman might be able to do that she needed protection, but you didn't?" I asked.
"I asked the same thing," Nicholas said. "The Order has issued similar cloaks to nightwalkers before. But Mina insisted we wouldn't need it."
"Why not?" Devin asked.
Nicholas sighed. "Because vampires don't have souls. Those who are resurrected by the grimoire are vampires of a sort. But they don't drink blood."
"They consume souls," I said, looking at Devin. "I don't know who this Heather Morgan is. But she's the killer."




Chapter Twenty-Two

We let Nicholas go. I wasn't in the habit of freeing vampires I'd staked. He offered to return to Mina to infiltrate the Order and report back to us whatever he turned up. I doubted Nicholas' sincerity. Devin insisted, though, that we allow it as a gesture of good faith. I figured it was a relatively low-risk but high-reward gamble if Mina didn't know who Heather Morgan was or how to find her. The worst Nicholas could do was let Mina know Heather Morgan had killed people in my club. Now that the police had the place locked down, though, the chances of her showing up again at Nicky's were slim to none. Even if Nicholas told Mina about it, we were several steps ahead of her in terms of identifying who Heather Morgan was or, at least, who she was pretending to be.
I fired up my laptop as soon as we got home. It didn't take long to rule out the fringe possibility Heather Morgan had purchased tickets under her own name. If she was smart, in fact, she'd probably used several different aliases. I couldn't eliminate the possibility she came to the club with tickets purchased under three different names. We were, for all intents and purposes, back at square one.
While I had the files open, I quickly sent them off to Detective Cavanaugh. The last thing we needed was for him to show up at my apartment looking for what I'd promised him. Not to mention, it wasn't like the lists would help his investigation. The only people I had identified so far who had been there all the nights in question hadn't purchased tickets all three nights. From what I could tell, based on the detective's suggestion poisoning might be to blame, Joey would be his prime suspect.
Unless Heather Morgan resurrected as a dude, however, Joey wasn't the killer. My only hope, at this point, was the funeral director would keep to his word and send us the bulletin from the funeral. I found an obituary from Heather Morgan online. Unfortunately, it didn't include a photo. Some obits did. Others didn't. I did learn, however, that she was eighty-two years old at the time of her passing.
Devin went to bed at that point. I stayed up to review the camera footage again. We attracted an eclectic crowd at Nicky's, but our show appealed to a younger demographic for the most part. If I could find an older lady on camera who was at the club all three nights in question, who interacted with the victims at some point, I could probably get a good visual identity of the killer.
Two hours of scouring video revealed nothing. In fact, I didn't see anyone in the club on those nights north of fifty. What was I missing? Heather Morgan had to be the killer. A resurrected soul-collector on the loose was too great a coincidence to dismiss.
Devin was already sawing logs in our bed. Not literally. Though a lumberjack roleplay might be fun. There has to be a joke about "handling wood" there somewhere. On second thought, though, lumberjacks chop wood, right? Maybe I need to rethink that idea.
I curled up next to him and fell asleep.
More dreams. Not as vivid as before. Not a continuous vision. Instead, a flash of the Nazarene standing, again, in the place of the monk who'd called me from the waters. He spoke, his lips moved, but I couldn't hear his voice. Three shadowy figures appeared behind him. I couldn't make out their faces. They appeared like shades. A crowd of other shades appeared behind them, but their forms were so blurred I couldn't begin to count how many there were.
"Save us!" they screamed, their voices shrill. "You are our only hope! Destroy the scroll, destroy the grimoire!"
Again the Nazarene looked at me, compassion in his eyes. I still couldn't hear his words, but I focused on his lips. Take and eat. Again, he lifted his wrist to my lips. As I pressed my teeth into his flesh, I woke up. My body was in cold sweats—the water that was my blood seeping from my pores.
I rolled out of bed, my body trembling. What was happening to me? What did these dreams mean?
I removed my clothes and stepped into the shower. The water cascaded down my body. My tremors ceased.
The answer might be in the details. That's what Cain told me. I tied a towel around my waist, sat down on the couch, and opened my laptop. All I needed was a word processor. Something I could journal with. I wrote down everything I could remember. The colors. The light. The sound of the shadow voices. There were three, and then more. Were the three shades the trapped souls of the ones who died? Geraldo's mom. Amelia. Connor. That was my best guess. But who were the rest? They all spoke as one as if their plea was the same. If I was right, if these were the souls of those who'd been killed by Heather Morgan, who were the others? All I could figure was more had died. Others, who I didn't know. The figures, in my dream, blended together. How many were there? I didn't count them. I couldn't count them. It was like their forms all blended into one, even as their voices cried in unison.
I didn't know how I could do it. But if I did, could I bring these people back to life? What did they want me to save them from? Being consumed, trapped within the resurrected body of Heather Morgan. If I found her, I hoped she'd lead me to the grimoire. But even if I found it, without a relic that pierced the Nazarene, how would I destroy it? They said I was their only hope. Was it on account of my former nature, my elemental self, that I could do it? Even if that was the case, I wasn't inclined to give up my humanity. And even if I could, I wouldn't do it. There was only one way to return to my elemental form. I had to consume the one whom I last targeted, the one who gave me the form he most desired. I'd have to kill Devin. It didn't matter how many people Heather Morgan killed. I wouldn't do that. There had to be another way.




Chapter Twenty-Three

I had the coffee brewing. Devin and Malinda would be up any time. Of course, it was a Sunday. If they wanted to sleep in, I wasn't going to wake them early. Kevin, the funeral director, was supposed to e-mail us that bulletin. But again, it was a Sunday. I doubted he'd be in his office. We might have to wait another day if Kevin remembered to do it at all.
As the coffee pot gurgled, depositing its last drop into the waiting pot, I sat on my couch and turned on my laptop. No response to my e-mail I sent the detective. It was just as well. I opened my browser and typed in "Heather Morgan" to the search bar.
Apparently, the resurrected soul-collector shared a namesake with a country music artist. I'd have to scroll a few pages to find anything about the woman if there was any record of her online at all. As an older woman, I suspected, there wouldn't be as much as if she was younger. All I'd found the night before was her obituary. Of course, then, I'd added the word "obituary" to the search query. This time, I figured, I'd try a broader search. Maybe she had some social media profiles. Some records, somewhere, that might be accompanied by a photograph.
The second page of search results was still populated by articles and blogs about the country singer. I clicked over to the next page. More of the same. Eventually, I found Heather Morgan's obit again. There were a few references to various people with the same name on different sites, but nothing turned up any helpful information.
I heard some shuffling back in the bedroom. I closed my laptop as Devin stumbled out into the kitchen area and, like a zombie seeking brains, went directly for the coffee pot.
"Good morning, sunshine," I said.
Devin yawned. "Morning, babe. Find anything on your computer?"
I shook my head. "Couldn't find anyone in the club who remotely resembled a woman in her eighties. Google wasn't much help, either. I'm guessing we won't even get that e-mail from Kevin today, either, since it's a Sunday."
Devin took a sip from his cup. "Probably not. But let me check my phone."
Devin grabbed his phone off the counter where he had it charging. He tapped at the screen a few times. "Well, how about that."
"What?" I asked.
"He sent it over already. I'm opening the file."
I stood up from the couch and walked over toward Devin. His brow was furrowed.
"What is it?" I asked. "Is there a picture?"
Devin nodded. "And I've seen this woman before. But her name wasn't Heather Morgan."
Devin handed me the phone. An old woman in black-and-white, her hair in a perm, stared back at me. I had to admit, though, that something about her was familiar. Had I seen her before and didn't realize it? "How did you know her?
"She was a member of the church where the Order meets. Remember, when you first met me, that group of quilters?"
I chuckled. "Couldn't forget. That's when I first met Mina, too."
"I knew her as Mary. She wasn't a part of the Order, so far as I knew. Maybe she was. But she used to knit and crochet with those women who were members of the Order. Only she died a couple weeks before we met."
"But her name wasn't Heather Morgan?" I asked.
Devin shook his head. "Mary Mattina, I believe. She knew about the Order, of course. Couldn't be a part of that group without sharing in the gossip. She was especially close to my dad."
I bit my lip. "That would explain, perhaps, why he chose her. Why he buried the grimoire with her."
Devin nodded. "Still doesn't answer how she might be connected to the deaths at the club."
I cocked my head. "Something about this woman is familiar. Can you zoom in on the image at all?"
Devin grabbed the phone, made some kind of gesture with two fingers on the screen, and enlarged the image. He handed it to me.
It was more apparent, now, why I recognized her. "She had a birthmark at the corner of her eye."
Devin nodded. "I suppose she did. But you know. Older folks have a lot of age spots. It wasn't something I really paid much attention to."
I shook my head. "She's more wrinkled here, so it's not as clear to make out. But it's vaguely shaped like the state of Florida. Rose, one of the new singers, had a beauty mark like that."
"Rose? But she's what, maybe twenty-five at most? I didn't get a good look at her. But she certainly wasn't even half the age of Mary or, I suppose, Heather Morgan."
"You said her name was Mary Mattina?" I asked.
"Right," Devin said. "Not sure why she'd have a different name."
"I'm not sure how I know this. Probably from my former life. But Mattina is the Italian word for morning. Morgan, though spelled a little, differently, is the German word for the same."
"Connected to the Order of the Morning Dawn, perhaps?"
I shrugged. "Maybe. And are you sure her name was Mary? What if it was Rosemary?"
Devin shrugged. "It's possible, I suppose."
"Heather is also a kind of flower. And I remember on Rose's resume, her last name was Madina. Not Mattina, but it's close enough. I can't help but think it's connected. What if Rosemary Mattina is Rose Madina. And, follow my reasoning here, what if that wasn't her real name at all? Rather, something she derived based on her true name as something of an alias with the Order?"
Devin nodded. "A lot of hunters in the Order use pseudonyms. My dad didn't, too proud and self-assured, I suppose. But it's not uncommon. Since hunters tend to have a lot of enemies, a lot of them use different aliases with the Order to protect their families."
"It's only a theory. But given the fact she has a beauty mark like the Rose I auditioned at the club, and since Rose was there all three nights in question, what if she's the same person?"
"But sixty years younger?" Devin asked.
I sighed. "I don't know how to explain that. But we're talking about some kind of resurrection spell, right?"
Devin pressed his lips together. "Biblically speaking, the resurrection of the body is supposed to be our hope at the end of days, when our bodies are fully restored. What if the resurrected body is restored to its prime rather than the age at the time of one's death?"
"Yes!" I said, a bit more enthusiastically than I should have, considering we were identifying a murderer after all. "I suppose that makes sense. Why would anyone want to be raised into a new body for eternity that was old and decrepit? And Rose struck me as an old soul. She sang opera, old arias. Even her resume was odd. Again, mostly operas. And she sang the national anthem at a preseason Chiefs game."
Devin shrugged. "Who knows how many years ago that might have been."
I sighed, "I gave those resumes to the detective. They were the only copies I had. But Katie, the other singer, said they recently met but quickly bonded. She acted like they were best friends. Rose sort of discounted that idea, almost like she found Katie a bit annoying."
Devin nodded. "Perhaps she was using Katie to get closer to you? Maybe she knew Katie had plans to audition, and she buddied up with her to learn more, to join her on the audition?"
I shook my head. "We have to find Katie. If that's what happened, and Rose was only using Katie to give her some kind of cover to get into the club, I'm worried Katie might not be safe. Especially now that the club is closed and neither of them will be getting in any time soon."
"And if Rose really is collecting souls, and if she needs them to stay alive, she'll have to eat, pardon the expression, eventually."
"Katie might be easier to find," I said, sliding Devin's phone back to him. "You're better at this stuff. Can you see if you can find a Katie Troyer somewhere local?"
Devin tapped at his screen a few times. "She's on Facebook. Want me to send her a message?"
I nodded. "See if you can get an address. So we can meet up with her. I can only pray she's safe. That Rose hasn't gotten to her already."
"So you found the killer?" Malinda asked. I didn't know how long she'd been standing behind me. I turned around. Her hair was all over the place. I knew better than to comment on it. Hell, my bedhead could be just as bad, if not worse.
"I haven't found her yet," I said, shaking my head. "But I'm pretty sure we know who she is."




Chapter Twenty-Four

Katie responded to Devin's message in a matter of minutes. Of course, she did. Young people these days and their phones. It's just a matter of time before the things are hooked right into the brain, and escaping the devices becomes impossible.
It was a relief. I half-expected we wouldn't ever get a reply. That we were too late.
Devin got her address. Malinda insisted on going along with us. Not a bad idea, I supposed, to keep her nearby. So long as Rose, aka Heather Morgan, was on the prowl, we couldn't be too safe. Especially since I suspected that, for whatever reason, she was fixated on me. Now that the club was closed, if she was sucking souls from people in my orbit, I certainly wasn't inclined to leave Malinda home alone.
"I call shotgun!" Malinda shouted as we approached Devin's car.
I shook my head. "No, you don't."
"But I just did!"
"I'm six feet tall. You're barely over five. You're sitting in the back."
"You're such a heightist!"
I snorted. "I don't think that's a thing."
"Actually, Nicky," Devin said. "I think it is."
"What? I've never heard of that."
"Then Google it!" Malinda insisted, tossing me her phone.
I typed "heightism" into the search bar. Sure enough. It was a thing. And it actually made some sense. "Do we really need a word for every kind of possible bias or discrimination?"
Devin shrugged. "Labeling something is the first step in identifying it."
"Why can't we just say that most people suck, at some unconscious level? This article says even babies start to associate height with power and authority. It's not like babies are bigots."
"It's not about bigotry," Devin said. "There's a difference. Bigots embrace their discrimination and articulate their hate. But you're right. We all have unconscious biases. Labeling it helps us recognize it so we can consciously try to overcome our biases."
"As Cain would say about dreams," I added, "it's good to bring the subconscious mind into the domain of the conscious. So we can gain an understanding of ourselves and others." "Exactly," Devin said. "You heightist, you."
Malinda giggled.
"Shut up. I wasn't being heightist. I was being practical. If anyone's heightist, it's whoever designed the backseat of this car. They must hate tall people."
"The other way around," Malinda said. "They knew that 'the man,' the system dominated by tall people, would force shorties, like me, into the back. Put us in our place."
"Damn the man!" Devin shouted, shaking his fist.
I smiled. "Of course, it's not like this is the only car available on the market."
"Right!" Malinda said. "Devin, I mean Dad, if you bought a minivan, there'd be plenty of space for Nicky in the back. And I could ride shotgun!"
"Wait," Devin said. "So now it's my fault?"
"Heightist!" I shouted, shaking my fist back at Devin, mimicking the gesture he made before.
"That's not fair!" Devin protested. "I bought this car when I was a single dude. I didn't care about the back seat! I wasn't thinking about whether tall people could fit back there. I was thinking about gas mileage."
Malinda giggled. "Let me guess, you don't see height. Isn't that sort of like saying you don't see color? Trying to make yourself sound like you have no bias as a way of discounting the history of discrimination against oppressed persons?"
Devin rolled his eyes. "I don't think extra tall people have been historically oppressed the same way as racial minorities. It's different."
"You don't think the system, from the height of doorways to the backseats of cars, doesn't implicitly favor people of average height?"
"Yeah," Devin said. "I think systems generally favor the majority. It wouldn't make sense to made doorways eight feet tall just in case Andre the Giant happens to come to visit."
"What about ceiling fans?" I asked. "A passive-aggressive trap instituted by the man in a conspiracy to behead the tall!"
"Or placing the most desirable products at the supermarket at the eye height of average people," Malinda said. "They're trying to starve short people! Or relegate us to generic brands!"
Devin rolled his eyes. "I think it's a pretty small percentage of the population who can't reach the Raisin Bran and have to settle for the toasted flakes with raisins."
I snorted. "You know. I hear that a lot. Why worry about trans rights? It's only, what, like one percent of the population?"
Devin sighed. "That's not what I'm saying, Nicky."
"But you have to ask, what's the threshold? How many people have to live within a system that doesn't accept them before reaching a high enough percentage of the demographic that warrants accommodation? I don't know about super tall or super short people, but whatever percentage of the population happens to be trans doesn't change my experience in the world."
Devin nodded. "I know that. But you're the one always trying to discount people's hate. Like when that funeral director was obviously looking at you with disdain, and you thought he was into you."
I sighed. "Look, I know he wasn't into me like that. But why should I let someone who doesn't understand my lifestyle rent space in my head?"
"You shouldn't," Malinda said. "Doesn't mean he was right to look at you like that."
"Of course it wasn't," I said. "But Devin, in your bible, doesn't it say to kill with kindness? Like, if people hate you, be extra nice, and it will be like tossing burning coals on their heads?"
Devin nodded. "In not so many words."
"I think it's wise. There will always be people who harbor biases and discriminations. I can choose to react with anger if I want. But what good will that do? I go for the burning coals approach. I gave Kevin tickets to my show. In my mind, if I believe love should conquer all, I have to allow love to overcome my anger. So, I choose to challenge people who don't accept me by offering them an invitation into my world, opening them up to new experiences that might confound their assumptions."
"But you still hunt vampires, Nicky."
I nodded. "But I also have some vampire friends. Like Hailey and Mercy. Even Alice, which I never thought would be possible."
"And my mom," Devin said, sighing.
"It's not what someone is that defines them. At the end of the day, everyone, even vampires, can choose to either embrace the worst of one's nature or fight against it."
"That might be true concerning vampires," Devin said. "But what about a soul collector, like Heather Morgan? If her ongoing existence depends on killing people, consuming their souls... I think we have to be willing to admit there are evils in the world that can't be loved into change. Sometimes evil has to be resisted."
"Like the Order of the Morning Dawn," Malinda added.
I nodded. "I agree. But even then, is Heather to blame personally for what the grimoire did to her? Is Mina not still a person who could change? Heather isn't the one who is evil. Neither is Mina. It's the grimoire. It's the Order and its warped ideology. You saw it last night with Nicholas. We saw it happen with Alice. Redemption is possible."
Devin pulled his car up next to what I assume was Katie's house. "But there isn't some ideology, some motivating speech, that you can give Heather Morgan to change what she is, what she's doing."
I nodded. "Which is why the answer isn't in defeating Heather Morgan. The answer, as I was told in my dream, is to destroy the grimoire."
"Even then," Devin said. "Heather isn't without blame. She could recognize the truth and help us destroy the grimoire. Even if it means her life, as she currently experiences it, would end."
I nodded. "You're right. But asking someone to give up their life for what is right, for the sake of others. That takes character. It takes a love that transcends one's very nature."
"I think you're right about the grimoire," Devin said.
"That we have to destroy it?" I asked.
Devin took his keys out of the ignition. "That, too. But I mean that the grimoire was not written by the Nazarene. His blood was shed, at least according to the Bible, for the sake of love. He gave up his life for others. What this grimoire does, warping the power in his blood, is the opposite. It creates creatures, soul collectors, who steal life."




Chapter Twenty-Five

Katie lived in a small house in Raytown—a suburb between Kansas City, where I lived, and Lee's Summit, where my club was located. It was an old house, circa the nineteen seventies. Some of the brown paint on the trim was peeling. The concrete steps leading to her front door were crooked and cracked.
I pressed the doorbell. It ding-donged. About five seconds later, Katie opened the door.
"Nicky!" Katie said. "Good to see you!"
I nodded and glanced past her. The house looked like it had been decorated circa the nineteen seventies. Pea-green couch. Doilies all over the place. Even some vases and pictures on the wall didn't fit Katie's youthfulness and spunky style. "You, too. I suppose you heard Nicky's is closed for now, right?
"Saw it on your Facebook page. Not surprised, really. I mean, how freaky is that? Two people two nights in a row?"
"Are you doing well? And have you talked to Rose?"
Katie bit her lip. "That's the thing. I don't know. I mean, I thought we were like besties. But I can't get hold of her."
"How well do you really know her, Katie?"
Katie shrugged as her eyes shifted back and forth. "Pretty well. We met at another audition. She thought, you know, maybe we could try out together at Nicky's. Since my music is more your style. Thought it was strange. You know, since her music isn't exactly what you'd expect in a club like yours."
I smiled. "That's true. I suppose I have a pretty open mind about trying new things."
"But she did great, I think! And our duet was killer!"
I snorted. "Right. Killer."
"Could you let us know if you hear from her?" Devin asked.
"Sure. I could do that. Is something wrong?"
I sighed. "There might be..."
"They think there might be a virus of some kind," Devin interjected with a lie. He bit his lip. "And we think she was exposed."
"Right," I said. "So we wanted to be sure you were feeling okay. And that you weren't around her recently."
"Thanks for the warming. Oh my God! Must be something serious if it kills people so quickly!"
"It is," Devin said. "Just let us know if she reaches out. Find out where she's at. You know, so we can send professionals to check her out."
"But don't tell her too much," I said. "Don't want to freak her out."
"Is she going to die? If she has the virus?"
I bit my lip. "We don't know. But since she hasn't so far, well, it seems like this thing strikes pretty quickly. So she might have a resistance to it. But you should still stay clear of her."
"Do you know where she lives?" Devin asked.
Katie shook her head as she fiddled with the pleat on the edge of her shirt. "She's kind of weird about that. I think she's ashamed. Of where she lives, I mean. Not like I have the nicest place in town either. She mentioned a shelter. In the basement of some church somewhere. But I got the impression she used to be there. If I imagined she lived there now, wow, I would have let her stay with me."
I nodded. "Probably best you didn't. You know, just in case."
"I sent you a message with my phone number," Devin said. "Let us know if you hear from her at all, will you?"
"I can do that. Thank you for stopping by and checking on me! Nicky, do you think I can open up again? You know, once the club is back open?"
I shrugged. "Gina will be opening, more than likely. But I'm sure we can find a place for you."
"Thanks, Nicky!"
Devin and I made our way back to his car. Malinda was still waiting in the back seat. "That was a little odd," Devin said.
"Why do you say that?"
"Well, she didn't invite us in, first of all."
I shrugged. "We did show up unannounced. Maybe her place wasn't in order. Or, you know, maybe she lives with someone else."
"Like Rose?" Devin asked.
I cocked my head. "Do you think Katie is hiding her?"
Devin shrugged. "Just a hunch. She seemed nervous. But don't have any real reason to think so."
"He might be right," Malinda said. "Someone peeked between the curtains when you two were talking to Katie."
"So someone else is there," I said. " Doesn't mean it's Rose."
"Doesn't mean it isn't Rose, either."
I nodded. "Katie did seem to hold their friendship in higher regard than Rose did."
"That's something Rose could take advantage of," Devin said.
"We have to keep an eye on her place," I said. "At least for a while. If someone else does live there, it's probably a matter of time before they come out of the house. Most people don't stay inside all day."
Devin shrugged. "It is a Sunday. So, whoever lives with Katie, be it Rose or anyone else, might not have to go to work or anything. We might be waiting a while."
"Isn't it weird a girl like Katie lives in an old house like this? In this part of town? She strikes me as the sort of girl who grew up spoiled. Like she has a rich daddy or something."
I scratched the back of my head. "She does sort of give off that vibe. Well, go ahead and pull away. It'll look strange if we're sitting here too long."
"I'll circle the block," Devin said. "I wonder if the recorder of deeds or property tax office has a database we could search. I'm curious how long Katie has lived here."
Malinda chuckled. "I was catatonic for what, have a decade? Funny how sometimes the Internet complicates things."
"What do you mean?" Devin asked. "Before, you'd have to go to the assessor's office, or maybe the local library to dig up old property records."
"Yeah," Malinda said. "Why don't you ask the neighbors?"
I chuckled. "That would probably be simpler."
Devin shook his head as he pulled around the block and pulled along the side of the street a couple houses down from Katie's.
"What exactly would we say. Strangers asking questions about the neighbors is odd, to say the least." "Find what you can," I said. "Maybe it will give us some information we can use if we ask the neighbors."
Devin and Malinda both searched their phones. I had a phone, too, of course. I wasn't great with it. I kept mine tucked into my bra. No need to duplicate their efforts at a much slower pace. Besides, someone needed to stay on the lookout watching Katie's house.
"This county website sucks," Devin said. "Trying to search by address but can't find it."
Malinda giggled. "Well, according to Zillow, the house changed ownership a few months ago."
I cocked my head. "If Katie recently bought the place, you'd think it would reflect her style. She had doilies. No one in their twenties decorates with doilies.
"I have an idea," Malinda said, opening the door and stepping outside. "Follow my lead."
Devin and I exchanged glances. We shrugged simultaneously and got out of the car.
"You said the style inside looked dated, right?" Malinda asked.
I nodded. "From what I could tell, yes."
"But it did have a style, right? Like someone had at one time tried to make it a home?"
"I'd say so."
Malinda grinned. "I've got this."
We followed Malinda as she approached the front door of the neighbor next to Katie's house. She rang the doorbell.
An older woman opened the door. She eyed all three of us briefly before fixing her gaze on Malinda, who stood front and center. "Can I help you?"
"Yes, ma'am," Malinda said. "I know this is a little weird to ask. I've been away for a while at school and was trying to find a friend of mine. Do you know what happened to the lady who used to live next door?"
The woman signed. "I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news, sweetie. But Miss Morgan died a few months ago. Her granddaughter lives there now. I'm sure she'd love to meet an old friend of her grandmother's if you'd like to introduce yourself."
I bit my lip. "We saw a younger girl living there. Didn't expect they were related."
"Thank you," Malinda said. "We appreciate the help. I'm so sorry to hear that. She was such a nice lady."
"Were you a member of her church?" the lady asked.
"I wasn't," Malinda asked. "Why do you ask?"
"Oddest thing. Another lady from her church came by asking the same thing a few days ago."
"Mina?" I asked.
"Well, yes. I think that's what her name was. She said they were great friends. Hadn't seen her at church for a while. Strange, I thought, she'd die and her church wouldn't know about it."
I nodded. "Not as strange as you'd think. Thank you, ma'am, for your help."




Chapter Twenty-Six

It made a lot of sense. Rose was Katie's grandmother. Katie was probably covering for her. How else could she explain her grandmother coming back to life? And as a young person, no less? Perhaps Rose was using Katie to get into my club, to get an audition. Again, I wasn't totally sure why Rose wanted to get close to me. If her agenda was merely to harvest souls to survive, it would make more sense to act randomly. And if Rose was somehow connected to the Order but hadn't given the grimoire to Mina, she must've had another agenda. Perhaps Devin's dad had something planned, something he told her before he died. Maybe even under Wolfgang's compulsion. That would explain why Rose was reluctant to turn over the scroll to the Order.
It also made some sense why Rose, or Heather, may have targeted the victims she did. Eliminating Geraldo's mother meant Gina would take a leave of absence and give Katie a chance to perform. Amelia took the spotlight first. She was so good Rose might have figured she was a threat to Katie's aspirations. After all, Katie was a longtime fan of mine. Connor, in turn, had flirted with the two girls inappropriately shortly before he died. Killing him was probably less a matter of trying to fulfill Katie's dreams as a performer and more about smiting a man who'd behaved lewdly toward her granddaughter. The more I thought about it, being a vampire hunter or a former elemental probably had nothing to do with why Rose and Katie came to Nicky's. Katie wanted the gig. She thought my club might give her some notoriety. Rose was doing what she could to remove any barriers to her granddaughter's aspirations.
Did Katie realize what was happening? She had to. That meant, at least complicity, she was as guilty as her grandmother.
Mina must've also figured this stuff out. How much longer would it be before Mina put two-and-two together. She knew Katie was Heather Morgan's granddaughter. As of the night before, Mina knew Heather and the grimoire were no longer in the grave. She'd suspect what we did. If we didn't get the grimoire from them soon, Mina and her nightwalkers would probably show up come nightfall to search Katie's place themselves.
Three police cars pulled up next to Katie's house as we sat in Devin's car thinking about it.
"Shit," I said. "They must suspect something, too."
"Maybe," Devin said. "Or, they're here to ask some questions."
"With three squad cars as backup?" I asked. "That doesn't sound like routine investigation."
We watched as the police officers approached the door to Katie's house. They showed her a piece of paper. A search warrant? Since six separate officers went inside, I had to assume that was the case. What were they looking for? A kind of poison, perhaps? I imagined the officers had seen what I'd seen—that Katie and Rose were at the club both nights. That they had interactions with the deceased shortly before they died. If the bottles behind the bar were untainted, they probably hit a dead-end with Joey. And since Rose Madina didn't technically exist, they were probably acting on the only solid lead they had.
Devin's phone rang as we watched the house from afar. Devin picked it up. The call connected to the Bluetooth system in Devin's car.
"Nicholas?" Devin asked. "What's up?"
"Something strange is happening with the Order. I can't go anywhere. You know, since it's daytime. But I thought you should know."
"What is it, Nicholas?" Devin asked.
Nicholas sighed. "People are dying. Order members. They're falling over dead with no explanation."
"Just Order members," Devin said. "No nightwalkers?"
"Right," Nicholas said. "Do you think it has to do with the grimoire?"
"It definitely does," I said. "Where is this happening?"
"All over the place. But now Mina and the rest are holed up at the old church."
"At the God Hates... you know..."
"Not that church," Nicholas said. "The one where the inner circle conducts their rituals."
"Where my father died?" Devin asked.
"And where he's buried."
"Where's Mina now?" I asked.
"She's all over the place. Practically pulling her hair out trying to find the killer. She believes it's the woman from the graveyard. The one whose coffin was empty."
"Thanks, Nicholas," Devin said. "I have to say, I wasn't sure we'd hear from you again."
Nicholas took a deep breath. His exhale was audible through the car speakers. "I don't know what's right anymore. But I think I'm coming to terms with the fact the path of the nightwalker is not going to lead me to the redemption they promised."
"For what it's worth," I said. "Your help, now, goes a long way."
"I hope you can destroy that grimoire. Whatever Mina wants it for, I'm sure it isn't good. And if that grimoire really is the abomination you said it was, no one should be using it."
"We'll be in touch," Devin said. "If I text 'hey,' that's me. I don't want to send anything obvious. In case someone else intercepts our messages. But if you get the message, call me back."
"Will do," Nicholas said.
The police were still busy searching Katie's house. I shuddered to think what would happen if they found Rose—but now that bodies were turning up at the Order's cathedral, I suspected she wasn't at Katie's at all.
"Are you sure someone was looking at us through the curtains?" I asked.
Malinda shrugged. "I saw the curtains move. I can't say for sure."
"Could have been a cat," Devin suggested. "But I think Rose, well, Heather Morgan has turned her sights on the Order now. If we want to catch her and find the grimoire, I think we need to follow the trail of bodies."
I sighed. "Are you sure we can trust Nicholas? He could be leading us into a trap. Trying to pull us away from Katie's house."
"I don't know," Devin said. "But I've known Nicholas my whole life. He's never been a good liar. When it dawned on him, no pun intended, the Order of the Morning Dawn was using him as a pawn, that the redemption they promised him was a lie, the look on his face told the truth. He was hurt. Betrayed. He was angry. I think he's shooting straight with us."
"I hope you're right," I said. "Because if you aren't, we may be leaving Rose and the grimoire here for the taking."
"Mina won't come here with her nightwalkers until nightfall, anyway," Devin said. "Since the police are ransacking the place now, it might be as good a time as ever to leave."
"Not to mention," Malinda added, "the last thing we want is for the police to catch us here. That would raise a lot of questions."
I nodded. "You're right." I never thought we'd be going to that damned cathedral again. At least I prayed we wouldn't. But if the soul-collector is harvesting members of the Order, now, we need to figure out what she's up to. She's the only one who knows where that grimoire is. If we are going to find it, we need to follow her."




Chapter Twenty-Seven

As Devin pulled onto the gravel road that led to the cathedral, my chest tightened with nerves. It wasn't just that this was a hidden outpost from the Order of the Morning Dawn. It wasn't even that they had catacombs hidden beneath the cathedral where they used to collect staked vampires. It was a combination of what I'd gone through there the last time I was there and the fact there was only one bumpy road out of there if we had to escape. I could bat-shift and get away easy enough. But Devin and Malinda didn't have that luxury. Push came to shove, though, they could get nasty. Devin with his fire magic and Malinda with her bloodwitchery. Then again, Malinda was still hobbled. Her strength was coming back quicker than any of us anticipated. But she couldn't run, either. I wanted to take her home. She insisted she come along. She wanted to help. It went against every instinct I had, but I knew, at the end of the day, she was probably safer with us given all that was going on—especially if we weren't back before the sunset—than she might be at home. And since the police had a warrant for Katie's place, I half-suspected they might have one for my apartment, too. That meant, quite possibly, they might find my weapons.
I summoned Brucie as we drove. He agreed to keep an eye out on my apartment. This time, in exchange for a hundred bucks in Amazon gift cards. You know, so he could buy even more sultry romance novels. After I basically gave him nearly a thousand dollars worth of liquor, you'd think he'd be satisfied. But Brucie knew how to drive a hard bargain. If the police showed, he agreed to hide my stuff. At least that was covered.
We pulled up next to the cathedral. We weren't the only ones there. Confronting Mina right now could be disastrous. But from what Nicholas said, she was beside herself. At the moment, we had a common goal. We had to stop Heather Morgan. I could only hope Mina would see it that way.
We swung open the heavy, oak, double doors that opened to the nave of the cathedral.
Mina and three others turned, their eyes wide, as we stepped through the doors.
"What are you doing here?" Mina asked. "Did you come to die?"
"No," I said. "And we come unarmed. We've come to help."
"To help?" Mina asked. "You seriously expect me to believe you want to help us?"
"We both seek the grimoire," I said. "And right now, the scroll has unleashed a horror that's affecting both of us."
Mina narrowed her eyes. She wasn't wearing her cloak. She was vulnerable. Devin could have blasted her to hell if he wanted to. But he didn't. I had to admit, it was a tempting opportunity. "How do you know what's happening here?"
I smiled. "How many times are you going to underestimate me, Mina? I've taken out more vampires in the last few years than all your hunters combined. I'm nothing if not resourceful."
Mina grunted. "What do you know?"
"You first," Devin said. "What do you know about Heather Morgan. Or, should I say, Mary Mattina?"
Mina shook her head. "So you've figured that part out. I shouldn't be surprised she'd turn on us. That your father set her on this path before he died."
"Why is that?" Devin asked.
"Mary Mattina... perhaps we should call her Heather Morgan. She was once the Order's chief elder. Back before you were even born, Mister Miller, she was one of our most accomplished hunters. She despised vampires with everything that she was. But she turned on us."
"What do you mean she turned on you?" Devin asked.
"One of her last acts as the chief elder was to disband the nightwalkers. After Alice's last mission to New Orleans, when she attempted and failed to eliminate Mercy Brown, Heather convinced the elder council to change their policy. Even Alice, then, became a target."
"So that's when Alice and Wolfgang turned against the Order?" I asked.
Mina nodded. "After centuries of service, they were understandably furious. What Heather unleashed on the Order was an utter nightmare. As her successor, it took everything I had to hold the Order together."
"And my father was opposed to disbanding the nightwalkers?" Devin asked.
Mina shook her head. "Not at first. But then Wolfgang infiltrated our ranks. Under his compulsion, the Order did a lot of things we'd never do."
"When did my father come into possession of the Grimoire of the Nazarene?" Devin asked.
"Right before Wolfgang returned to us. He intercepted your father, in fact, the very night after he returned to us with the scroll. We'd intended to use it. We were close to acquiring all the ingredients we needed."
"To call forth the legion of angels to slaughter everyone?" I asked.
"It was initially our best chance at taking out Alice," Mina said. "But certainly, we had plans more ambitious than that."
I bit my lip. "Of course you did. But then Wolfgang made Tom Miller hide the scroll."
"We never would have imagined he'd bury it with Heather Morgan. But I suppose it made sense. When Heather was deposed of, and I took over, she vowed vengeance on the Order. Now, it seems, she's making good on her promise."
I grunted. "Well, in that case, perhaps we should leave her to it. If she finished you all off, well, that would take care of a lot of problems."
"You realize, with every soul she harvests, she gains strength? From what I've learned, she's already taken a few of your own. Five more of ours today."
"I believe the deaths in my club were for other reasons. I have no reason to suspect she'll be coming back any time soon."
Mina sighed. "With every soul she takes, she becomes more monstrous. She loses more of her humanity. And her hatred of vampires and witches is no less now than it was when she lived. If she survives, even if she kills all of our Order, do you think she'll stop?"
"I could wait and take her out after she finishes the job."
Mina laughed. "She already died once! You can't kill her again. Staking her will do nothing. Remove her head from her shoulders, and she'll pick it up and put it back on again. There's only one way to stop her."
"By destroying the Grimoire of the Nazarene," I said.
Mina shook her head. "That scroll is as indestructible as she is. The only way to kill her is to use the grimoire. To call the angels, as we planned to do before, to carry her to hell."
"Let me guess," Devin said. "We need you to do that."
"I know how to use it," Mina said. "Like I said, we'd figured it out and nearly had everything we needed to do so before your father took the scroll and hid it under Wolfgang's thrall."
"And you expect we can trust you to do that without turning the angels against us?"
"All I can do is give you my word. As I said before, Heather hates vampires and witches alike. I do not think she will make an exception for these two witches you've brought to us, Nyx. It's only a matter of time before she kills the both of them."
I sighed. "If we help you, no magic cloaks to protect you. You will use the grimoire to eliminate Heather Morgan. And then, you will give it to me so I can see it hidden where no one will ever be able to use it again."
"My cloak protects me from her," Mina said.
"But without it, you're vulnerable to us. If you want our help, those are my terms."
"Why shouldn't I proceed as I was? I can find her myself."
"And how many more members of the Order are you willing to let die when you try? I'm not human, Mina. She can't kill me like she does the others. No more than she could kill one of your nightwalkers."
"She haunts us under daylight when our nightwalkers cannot come to our aid. If you can do as you said and retrieve the grimoire from her, I will stand by my promise. But I want more from you than that."
"What are your terms?" Devin asked.
"Let the Order resume its duties without interference. Nyx, you've become quite the thorn in our side as of late. What I'm proposing is an eternal truce. Help us eliminate Heather Morgan, and you can have the grimoire. But you must also stay out of our way."
"And you must agree the Order will nevermore come after my friends or me."
"You and your witches will remain off-limits."
"Can we have a moment to confer with one another?" Devin asked. "In private?"
Mina nodded. "Certainly. But every minute we waste, Heather Morgan is out there harvesting more souls and gaining strength."
"We'll be quick," Devin said.
"Very well," Mina said. "You may have your privacy."
Mina gestured to her fellow Order members, and they stepped out of the chancel into a room behind the altar.
"I think we should do it," I said.
"I don't trust her," Devin said. "She might be an old lady, but she's conniving."
"I don't trust her either," Malinda added. "But if she can help us find Heather..."
"And if she uses that grimoire, even if just to take out Heather, there's no telling what hell might ensue."
"But she is as desperate as we are," I said. "Ultimately, we need to get that grimoire. If we don't agree, and she gets it anyway, we're all fucked."
"And not only us," Malinda said. "Every witch. Every vampire."
"And everything they deem a sinner," Devin added. "A lot of people we care about."
I nodded. "At the end of the day, truce or not, there are others who can fight the Order even if we don't. But none of those who might stand against the Order will exist anymore if we don't get the grimoire."
"You're seriously going to let her use the thing to kill Heather?" Devin asked.
I sighed. "My plan remains what it always was. I don't know how I'm going to do it. But if I get my hands on that grimoire, I will destroy it. One way or another. But there's something I need to tell you."
"What's that?" Devin asked.
"To do that, I may have to return to my natural form. Something in my last dream suggested it."
"And for you to do that... since I'm the one whom you last targeted, who gave you this form..."
"I don't think I have to kill you," I said. "Remember, before, when we were here... Wolfgang made me drink Alice's blood. It didn't kill her. But it did give me back my natural abilities for a while."
"So you'd need to drink some of my blood?" Devin asked.
I nodded. "I think that might work. Somehow, in my natural form, I think I may be able to destroy the scroll."
"And you learned this from a dream?" Malinda asked, raising her left eyebrow.
I nodded. "Cain told me the truth is in my dreams. He said what I needed was there. I think that's the answer. I think it's why the Nazarene in my dream kept telling me to take and eat."
"To take and eat... me?" Devin asked.
"Right," I said. "And since I was still one of the Neck in my dream, that has to be the answer."
"We still need something more from Mina to ensure she'll stick to her word. If she does get the grimoire, and she unleashes those angels..."
"I have an idea, Devin. I don't know if she'll agree to it. But it's worth a shot."
I stepped into the room behind the altar.
"Are you agreed?" Mina asked.
I nodded. "But I must make one more request. I need to be certain you will stick to the agreement and only command the legion to attack Heather Morgan."
"What is your demand?" Mina asked.
"Give me your cloak."
"But if I do that, I'll be vulnerable to Heather if she comes after me."
"You aren't wearing it now," I said. "That leads me to believe you're safe here."
"This is consecrated ground," Mina said. "You're right. This sanctuary is protected. She cannot siphon a soul here."
"Your nightwalkers are of no use to hunt her at night. I'm the best chance you have. Stay here, in your sanctuary. Tell me where all the bodies were found. I'll track her down."
"And if you fail?" Mina asked.
I shrugged. "Then we're back at square one. If I do not return with the grimoire before nightfall, send your nightwalkers after her."
"But how can I be assured you'll return with the grimoire and not abscond with it if you happen to find it?"
"Because we will stay here with you," Devin said.
"We will?" Malinda asked. "Seriously?"
Devin nodded. "If Nicky does not return as promised, you'll have two witches here in your sanctuary."
"Devin, I..."
"You can do this, Nicky. I believe in you."
"Do you agree to this, Malinda?" I asked.
Malinda bit her lip. "You saved me before. I would still be trapped, catatonic, in that asylum if it wasn't for you. I have faith in you, too."
"Very well," Mina said, reaching into a wardrobe and retrieving her cloak. I leaned over to make sure she didn't have any spares. She didn't. She handed it to me.
I took it, folded it up, and tucked it under my arm. I didn't like this agreement. Not one bit. If I was going to destroy the grimoire, I needed Devin's blood. That meant I'd have to do it in the cathedral. Mina wasn't going to take that turn of events too kindly, I imagined. But it was the best chance we had.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

Mina gave me a run-down of the bodies that had been found. Where all the Order members who Heather had killed were taken. The most recent one was seized on his way to the cathedral. That's where I intended to start. The trail of bodies, in fact, led closer and closer to the place. That meant Heather was closing in on the cathedral. She was probably nearby, waiting for Mina to show her face.
One thing she couldn't do was fly. I could survey the area in bat form quickly. Flight plus elemental speed. If Heather really was closing in on the cathedral, I'd find her. I didn't know what her plan was. Just because she couldn't siphon souls within the sanctuary didn't mean she couldn't kill. And since she couldn't be killed, I liked her chances.
I shifted into bat form, used my bat feet to kick my clothes under some brush, and grabbed Mina's cloak. I flapped my wings hard. Even a little extra weight required a noticeable extra effort. I managed to fly to the top of the tree-line and dropped Mina's cloak in it.
I knew the approximate location where the most recent victim was found. My plan was to circle the cathedral, expanding my path every time. I'd gradually work my way out and cover the perimeter. My bat vision wasn't as keen as human vision, but my hearing was acute. I might not be able to see Heather lurking below. Flying mostly above the canopy of the forest, I probably wouldn't. But I would hear her. If she so much as breathed. If she took a step. If she even had a beating heart in her chest.
Flapping my wings, I circled the cathedral. So many sounds. Small animals scurrying in the bushes below. Birds chirping. The buzz of bees in hives. Even the sound of deer, their hooves smashing dried leaves still on the forest floor from last fall. Human footsteps, though, were different. It's not hard to tell a run from a prance, a gallop, or a scurry. I had to listen for the patterns, something that sounded like a person moving through woods.
I heard something. Maybe only five or six steps. Could have been nothing. It was about a hundred yards, give or take, from my position. I twisted my body and, spreading my wings, glided toward the sound. I didn't hear any more steps. But I smelled it.
What the... in the middle of the day? Why was I smelling vampire?
My sense of smell was always keen. As a bat, though, it was like my already acute sense of smell was amplified exponentially. Heather wasn't a vampire. Or was she? She didn't drink blood. But vampires, strictly speaking, fed on souls much the same way. Perhaps I just couldn't smell her in my usual form. That must've been why I never suspected Rose when she'd assumed that identity and came with Katie to my club.
I dove between a few branches and landed on a branch, peering down on a figure I presumed must have been Heather. She was wearing a long, black cloak. Not unlike those Order members often wore—similar to Mina's golden cloak but not imbued with celestial magic.
I had to be careful. She had a crossbow strapped to her back. Made sense. If she intended to assault the cathedral, she'd have to resort to conventional methods of attack. And since she'd once been a hunter, during her natural life, it was a weapon she was likely familiar with. Few weapons are as effective at staking vampires from a distance as a crossbow. Of course, humans were even more vulnerable. A bolt from a crossbow could kill a human every bit as quickly, if not easier. If she shot it at a human, after all, she wouldn't have to hit the heart to incapacitate or kill.
But crossbows are only effective at a range. If I dove on her quickly, she wouldn't have any way to hurt me other than her fists. I dove off the branch, shifted into my human form, and dropped behind her. I wrapped my arms around her body.
She threw an elbow, nearly striking my gut. She lifted a leg to try and catch me between the legs. She hit her mark. I winced. I may have been only an elemental, but I had all the human parts. Once again, those dangly bits proved to be more than an inconvenience. It was enough to loosen my grip. She slipped out of my arms.
I grabbed the back of her hood to pull her back. She fell onto the ground, her hood now removed...
But it wasn't Heather Morgan.
I cocked my head. "Tom?"
Devin's dad looked back at me. His eyes were red like a vampire's. He smiled, flashing his fangs.
"Hello, Nyx."




Chapter Twenty-Nine

"You aren't Heather Morgan," I said as Tom returned to his feet. I suspected he'd run. But he didn't.
Tom laughed. "I suppose I'm not."
"I don't understand. You're a vampire. And the sun, it isn't hurting you."
Tom smiled, flashing his fangs. "I was killed by vampires. Raised by the power of the Nazarene. I suppose I'm the best of both worlds."
"I don't understand. I thought that Heather Morgan was..."
"She is," Tom said. "After she was raised by the grimoire, she brought the grimoire to my grave."
"So the members of the Order that were killed, whose souls were consumed. That was you?"
Tom nodded. "My eyes are up here. I know what you're thinking. If I'm a vampire, not vulnerable to sunlight, can I be staked? If you'd like to borrow my crossbow, you're welcome to try."
I shook my head. "I need to know where the grimoire is."
Tom laughed. "Seems to me you'd do well to find some clothes first."
I glanced down at my naked body. I sighed. "The perils of being a shifter."
"I know you brought my son to the cathedral. Tell me, Nyx. How is he?"
"He's well. I can't believe you're..."
"I need you to remove Devin from the building. I do not wish to see him harmed."
I cocked my head. "But you were a part of the Order. I know Heather Morgan has a vendetta against them. But why would you attack them?"
Tom grunted. "I think you know the reason. When I was raised, I attempted to return home. I hoped to see my wife."
"You figured out they turned her."
"Mina had her attacked in her effort to locate the grimoire. After a lifetime of service to the Order, for her to turn against my own wife in such a way. It's unforgivable."
"I agree," I said. "But if it means anything, your wife is well."
"Is it true?" Tom asked. "That she's been taken to the Vilokan Asylum?"
I nodded. "Devin and I took her there to protect her."
"At least she's safe from Mina. For now. But if Mina gets the grimoire..."
"I need the scroll, Tom."
Tom shook his head. "I cannot risk it falling into her hands. She will not only use it to eliminate Heather and me. Even Vilokan's protections will fail if she unleashes a legion of angels."
"If I don't return with the grimoire, she won't release Devin."
"If you give her the grimoire, she will kill him. Probably you, too."
"She's agreed to use it only to eliminate Heather Morgan. She does not know you are the one who has been killing the members of the Order."
"And you trust her to keep to her word?"
I shrugged. "I have her cloak. She's vulnerable. Devin could kill her himself if she reneged on the deal."
"Fools!" Tom shouted. "That cloak might protect her from me. But she has other ways of protecting herself from common magic. You've gravely underestimated the power she commands!"
"Celestial magic," I said.
Tom nodded. "It is not my own death I seek to avoid. But there are others whom I love, from my former life, who would also die if Mina acquired the grimoire."
"You've taken lives already," I said. "Do you not realize what that's doing to you? How it's changing you?"
"I know it well, Nyx. The urges I feel, the monstrous desires. They grow stronger with every kill. But I cannot stop until Mina is dead."
"If the grimoire is destroyed, this can end. All of it."
Tom nodded. "To destroy the grimoire would be to kill me. But accomplishing that is nearly impossible."
"Difficult," I said. "But not impossible. I can destroy it. If you'll give it to me."
"I would like to see it destroyed. But I cannot until I've secured my vengeance. Still, my resolve to see the grimoire destroyed fades with every kill."
"Then give it to me," I said. "I will not stop you from going after Mina. But if I have the grimoire, I will see it destroyed after the deed is done."
Tom stared at me for a moment. He nodded, reached into his cloak, and retrieved a long, brass tube. "This is the Grimoire of the Nazarene. I need your word, Nyx. No matter what happens, Mina cannot so much as touch the scroll."
I nodded. "I promise. She won't get it."
"Even if it costs you your life," Tom said. "She can never use this scroll."
"I'll guard it with my life," I said.
"I know you will," Tom said. "Take it."
I reached to grab the scroll. But Tom didn't loosen his grip. I cocked my head.
A sharp pain struck my gut. Tom held a knife in his opposite hand, now plunged into my abdomen. "Consider the cost, that of your life, already paid."
Water poured out from the would as Tom removed the knife from my gut. I fell to my knees. I gasped for air.
Tom looked down at me, smirking, as everything went black.




Chapter Thirty

I opened my eyes. I recognized the green hills around me. The water running across my toes. It was the same place where I'd appeared in my dream before when the monk and then the Nazarene first appeared.
"Look at me," Nicky.
As I turned toward the sound of the voice, the Nazarene appeared out of thin air.
"Am I dead?"
"Nearly," the Nazarene said. "Based on the depth of the wound, I'd imagine you have a few minutes before you're fully drained."
"I don't understand," I said. "Why am I here?"
The Nazarene shrugged. "This place is of the making of your mind, Nicky."
"But why are you here?" I asked.
"Because you have yet to complete your commission. You must destroy the grimoire."
"But how?" I asked. "If I'm going to die, it's over."
The Nazarene smiled. "Who said you're going to die?"
"You just did. In a few minutes, I'll be totally drained. Nothing but a desiccated shell of who I was."
"You must destroy the grimoire, Nicky."
"Again, I don't know how! Even if I somehow managed to survive, I'm not sure what to do. I could drink Devin's blood. I could become an elemental again. But even then, I'm not sure how I'll do it."
"You're not listening to me," the Nazarene said. "Again, I bid you take and eat."
The Nazarene held his arm again to my lips. "Wait, only what has pierced the Nazarene can destroy the grimoire."
"Take and eat," the Nazarene said again, still smiling.
"So you're not just a vision. Not some manifestation of my subconscious mind?"
"I work in mysterious ways," the Nazarene said.
I bit his arm. He pulled it away. Blood mixed with water poured from his wound.
"Now, take and drink."
I opened my mouth. I tasted nothing. It was like drinking water. Life-giving water. I gulped it down. A tingle consumed my body.
The Nazarene placed his hand on my head as I drink. "Wake up, Nyxie."
"Nyxie?" I asked as the Nazarene pulled his arm back into his body and stepped away.
Again, the world around me faded to black. I opened my eyes again.
"There you are!" a gravelly voice said. I felt a dull pain in my scalp. As if someone had yanked a tuft of hair from my head. I looked down at my gut to see Brucie, with my hair threaded through a needle, sewing the wound in my gut.
"Brucie!" I said. "Thank God!"
"Maybe that's who you should be thanking. I heard a voice call to me, much like I do when you call my name. But it wasn't your voice. Someone was looking out for you."
I chuckled. "It was the Nazarene."
Brucie chuckled. "If that's what you want to believe. I don't know who it was."
The tingle I felt in my body before, when I drank from the Nazarene, was now focused on where my wound had been. The elemental power that remained in my hair was healing me.
"I didn't know you could sew," I said.
Brucie laughed. "I didn't either. Pretty shitty stitch job, but I think it's working."
"It is. Thank you, Brucie."
"Interesting timing. The police had just arrived at your apartment. My apologies. I had to bring your things here."
I looked to my right side to see my crossbow, my stakes, all of my vampire hunting tools. I chuckled. "I'm not sure I believed in divine providence until today. I'll need some of those weapons."
"Did a vampire do this to you?" Brucie asked. "It's the middle of the day."
"Yeah," I said. "But this vampire isn't your run-of-the-mill bloodsucker."
"Was it the killer?" Brucie asked.
"One of them," I said. "But not the one who killed the people at the club. Either way, he has the grimoire."
Brucie nodded. "I'm going to need you to double the amount you promised on that Amazon gift card."
I chuckled. "I'll triple it. Hell, I'll give you my Amazon log-in. Buy as many smutty books as you'd like."
"Score!" Brucie said, spreading his wings. "Thanks, Nyxie!"
I smiled. "You saved my life, Brucie. It's the least I can do."
Brucie disappeared in a mist. I shifted into bat form, flew to the tree-top where I'd stashed Mina's cloak. I wrapped it over my body then retrieved my clothes.
Cloak without clothes beneath... the last thing I wanted to look like was a flasher.
With my stilettos back on my feet, and the rest of my clothes on my body, I raced back to my pile of weapons. I could only hope I'd make it back to the cathedral before Tom. He wouldn't hurt Devin. Mina might. And Malinda wasn't safe either.
Even if I arrived before Tom, a fight was destined to ensue if I showed up without the grimoire. Only now, with Mina's cloak and my trusty crossbow in hand, I was prepared.




Chapter Thirty-One

I opened the cathedral doors and stepped into the nave.
Devin and Malinda were bound in chains on the altar. Not conventional chains. Chains of magic. Celestial magic.
Mina stood front and center, a wide smug smile splitting her face. "You look good in gold, Nyx."
"I look good in anything," I shot back. "Now, let them go."
"Give me the grimoire, and, as promised, they will not be harmed."
I stepped into the nave and took aim with my crossbow. "Let them go first."
"Come now, Nicky. I thought we were getting along so well. There's no need for violence."
"And there was no need to bind them to your altar."
"Consider it an insurance policy. As I said, give me the grimoire, and I will uphold my end of our agreement."
"I can't," I said, maintaining my aim.
"Because you don't have it?" Mina asked.
I grunted. "I know where it is."
"But you don't have it."
"Not yet. But I will."
"I told you if you do not return with the grimoire, there would be a cost." Mina raised her hands. The chains around Devin and Malinda glowed. They screamed in pain.
"Stop it!" I shouted. "I told you, I'll get it!"
"Too late for that," Mina said. "You've failed."
I shot my bolt at Mina. It struck her in the heart.
Mina grabbed at the bolt and, laughing, pulled it from her chest. A golden glow consumed her body, healing her wound. "You really shouldn't have done that. I was going to kill them quickly. Now, they'll suffer."
I took aim again. She healed once. Could she heal twice? How much magic could she access? Eventually, I hoped, she'd run out.
I fired another bolt.
It struck her again, this time in the shoulder.
Mina yanked it out, healing herself again. Then, she raised her hand. The chains binding Devin and Mina glowed hotter this time. They screamed in pain.
I was about to charge after them, to try and wrest them free from the chains. But the glass on two stained glass windows on either side of the nave shattered. Two cloaked figures leaped through, firing more bolts of their own at Mina.
They both removed their hoods as they fired another round of bolts at Mina. One caught her in the chest. Another one struck her leg.
It was Tom and Heather. Only Heather, who still looked like the Rose I knew from the club, was paler than before. Purple veins were spiderwebbed across her face. She wasn't the same Rose I met before. She'd killed again. How many souls had she taken? There was no telling. But she was barely human if she'd ever been human at all post-resurrection.
Mina pulled the bolts out of her body, healing each of her wounds with celestial magic.
Extending both hands, she fired blasts of celestial magic at Tom and Heather. They stumbled, but it didn't stop them.
Tom and Heather dropped their crossbows and retrieved daggers from their cloaks. They charged Mina.
I ran as fast as I could around them as they struggled on the floor. Every time they stabbed Mina, another explosion of celestial power blasted from her form.
The bindings on Devin and Malinda faded from a blight glow to a dull hue. This was my chance. While Mina was focusing her magic on thwarting Tom and Heather, I might be able to free them from their bindings.
I grabbed Devin, but I couldn't pull him free. The chains were still too strong. I tried to free Malnda but didn't have any more success.
Another blast of magic exploded from Mina's body. I watched as Heather flew back into one of the pews, breaking it in half.
But Tom remained on Mina, his body now wrapped in the same kind of chains that held Devin and Malinda.
A bright glow of celestial magic surrounded Mina and Tom. When it faded, they were gone.
Heather screamed with rage as she charged the spot where Mina and Tom had been. In a fury, she pounded the tile on the floor.
The chains on Devin and Malinda were gone. I quickly helped them off the altar. Malinda held on to me. She was weak before, now she could hardly stand.
"We have to get out of here," Devin said.
I shook my head. "If we leave, we'll be vulnerable to Heather."
"If we stay, we won't be able to kill her. She can't die."
"She can't die outside either," Malinda said. "Nicky is right. Our best chance is to trap her here. Somehow."
Heather stood up and stared at us. Her eyes were black. She wasn't a resurrected vampire. Not like Tom. But she was a monster.
I didn't bother firing a bolt at her. I knew it wouldn't work.
"Rose!" I shouted. "Or, should I say, Heather? You don't have to do this."
Heather laughed. "Such a shame. My Katherine had so much promise. But you had to favor that Amelia bitch."
I snorted. "I gave Katie her shot. You didn't have to kill her. You didn't have to kill any of them."
Heather shrugged. "I require souls. They sustain me. Why not remove a few barriers to my granddaughter's success?"
"They don't sustain you," I said. "Look at you! They're turning you into a monster!"
"A monster?" Heather cackled. "I was raised by the power of the Nazarene. I am an angel!"
"That scroll was not made by the Christ you worship," I said. "It was created by witches who used his blood, who stole his power!"
"Lies!" Heather screamed. "Now, these witches must be judged."
"By you?" I asked. "Who made you their judge?"
"The Nazarene himself!"
"And is it the way of the Nazarene to kill innocent people?"
"No one is innocent," Heather said. "They were sinners, like you!"
"I won't let you hurt them, Heather."
"You can't kill me, Nicky. Or, shall I call you Nyx?"
"Maybe not," I said. "But I won't let you hurt them either. In here, we're stronger than you."
"But unlike you, I have all the time in the world. You may be stronger than me together, for now. But you will tire. Eventually, the tide will turn in my favor. We could fight this out as long as you'd like. Unless, of course, you'd like to expedite the inevitable. Shall we take this outside?"
I snorted. "Not a chance."
"Just as well," Heather smirked. "This will be more fun, anyway. Eventually, I'll take their souls regardless. Even if I have to drag them out of here."
"Not going to happen," Devin said, extending his hand. He fired a blast of fire at Heather. Her cloak caught fire.
Heather laughed. "That tickles. Thanks for the fire. There's more than one way to force you outside."
I glared at Devin. "Wasn't the best idea."
Devin shrugged. "I was buying time."
Heather laughed as she draped her cloak, now in flames over a pew catching the varnished wood in the fire. Then, she moved her cloak to another one.
"What will it be? The smoke or the flames that will get you first?"
I grunted. I charged Heather, ripping the cloak from her hands.
Heather laughed as I stomped out the flames.
"You're too late!" Heather said.
"Nicky! Watch out!" Malinda shouted.
I jumped back, avoiding Heather's dagger as she jabbed it at my back. I grabbed her arm and threw an elbow into her jaw as I yanked the knife out of her hand.
Heather smirked. "Funny. I used to have so many aches and pains. Came with age. Now, I almost enjoy pain. Hit me again, Nicky."
I sighed. "Why are you wasting time with us, anyway? You used to be a part of the Order. Surely you have an idea where Mina might have taken Tom."
Heather bit her lip. "I might."
"Shouldn't that be your priority? If Mina manages to get that grimoire from him..."
"Tom can handle himself."
"Can he?" I asked. "It looked to me like Mina had him tied up. She doesn't have to kill him, you know. All she has to do is take the grimoire from him."
Heather clenched her fists. "I hate to admit it. But you have a point."
"Where did they go?" I asked.
Heather shook her head. "If I'm going to go there, I won't be taking you with me."
"She bested you once before," I said. "You need our help, Heather."
"How do I know if you get it, you won't use it to kill me?"
"If Mina gets it, you can guarantee she will. And she already knows how to perform the spell to do it."
Heather wiped her nose with the sleeve of her cloak. Then, she narrowed her eyes. The ground beneath us started to shake.
"What the..." Malinda said, holding onto Devin's shoulder.
"She's already done it, hasn't she," I said.
"I... I don't know..."
"Heather. Tell us where she went. If you have any idea. I can stop this."
Heather shook her head. "You can't stop it."
"I can. I can destroy the grimoire!"
"Then you'd kill me! You expect me to tell..."
The wall behind the altar blasted apart. As stones flew, I ran as fast as possible, grabbing Devin and Malinda, and pulled them behind a pew. One that wasn't set on fire.
Two winged creatures, illuminated by white light, appeared at the opening blasted through the stone of the cathedral wall.
"Heather! Where is she! Where is Mina!" I screamed.
Heather looked at me and smirked. She looked back at the angels and cried. "My sisters!"
The two angels flew at Heather like missiles. A flaming sword formed in their hands as they struck Heather through. Her body exploded in a blast of golden energies and a shower of blood.
I ducked behind the pew. "Huddle up on me!"
Devin and Malinda pulled their legs into their chests. I removed Mina's cloak and draped it over all three of us.
Would the celestial magic in the cloak protect us from actual celestials? I didn't know. But we couldn't outrun these angels.
They circled the room twice. They passed right over us. I could hear their wings flap through the air.
One spoke to the other—I couldn't make out their words. It was a language I didn't know. An angelic tongue.
Surely, Mina wanted them to kill us, too. I could only hope she'd given them a broader command than that. That they wouldn't be fixated on us. If only we could avoid them as they went to take down their next target.
The angels flew out of one of the shattered stained-glass windows.
"Holy crap," Malinda said. "It worked!"
I nodded. "But we don't have much time. They'll be back. We know what Mina intends to do. I have to destroy the grimoire. If I don't, there's no telling how many people, including witches and vampires, they'll kill."
"But we don't know where they went. My God, I can't believe that was my dad... resurrected but also a vampire?"
"The angels probably took him out already," I said.
"Devin, I need your blood," Malinda said.
"Why?" Devin asked.
"Your DNA. I can use it to target your dad. So we can find him."
Devin shook his head. "But he was a vampire. He doesn't have a soul."
"Doesn't matter," Malinda said. "That's why I need your blood. Your DNA is close enough to his I should be able to sense it. Even if the angels killed him. If they did to him what they did to Heather, his blood would be all over the place."
Devin nodded. "Alright. What do we need?"
Malinda popped off the rubber boot at the bottom of her cane. A wand fell out into her hand.
"I don't need much blood. Only enough to cover the tip of my wand."
"Here," I said, handing Devin the dagger I'd taken from Heather. "This should work."
Devin pressed the blade into the palm of his hand. He winced as he slid it across his skin. Blood poured from the gash.
Malinda dipped the tip of her wand into the blood on Devin's hand. "That will do."
I ripped a piece of my blouse and grabbed Devin's hand. I wrapped it up as tight as I could.
"Give me a second," Malinda said, rising to her feet.
"You sure you've got this?" I asked.
Malinda nodded. "It will work."
"I trust you," Devin said. "But what if it doesn't? It won't do to me like you did to those blood bags, right?"
Malina chuckled. "You have a soul. At least I think you do."
"I thought this spell didn't require a soul," I said.
"It doesn't. Not to find the target. But to empower the spell, well, it will draw on the power of Devin's soul that coheres in the blood on my wand."
"You've got this," Devin said.
Malinda nodded. "Hailey has the cheesiest incantations. So, let me warn you in advance. This is going to sound... stupid."
I smiled. "Do what you have to do."
Malinda nodded and extended her arm, holding her blood-coated wand tight. "Life within, find the blood of its kin!"
A red glow coursed through Malinda's wand. She opened her palm and set the wand in her hand. The wand spun around in circles until, like a compass pointing due north, it settled on one direction.




Chapter Thirty-Two

"We just need to follow the way the wand points," Malinda said. "The closer we get, the brighter it will glow. I think."
"You think?" Devin asked.
"That's what Hailey says. I've never done this before, you know."
"Stay close," I said. "This cloak seems to hide us well enough from the angels. If they circle back around, we'll have to cover up again."
Malinda got her way. She finally got to sit shotgun. She finally had a good reason—she was the one with the magical GPS system, after all. I crammed myself into the back seat. Malinda slid her set forward to give me sufficient leg space.
It wasn't as bad as I thought. It was a four-door vehicle, after all. Not comfortable. But I'd manage.
Devin drove as Malinda held her wand in her palm, allowing it to pivot in the direction we needed to go.
The problem, of course, was that the roads didn't always comply with what the wand told us to do.
"Turn right!" Malinda said.
Devin snorted. "I have all-wheel drive. But my Impreza can't exactly cut through fields."
"Turn right when you can. Wherever we're going is that way."
We didn't have an option to turn right for another mile or so. Devin turned off the state highway we were traversing and into a single-lane road.
"You aware of any Order outposts out here?" I asked.
Devin shook his head. "Not really. But I was a low-level hunter. I wasn't initiated into the inner-circle until, well, you remember."
I chuckled. When we confronted Wolfgang at the cathedral, it was during a ceremony supposed to represent Devin's initiation into the inner circle. It was an elite body of members, subject only to the elders, privy to the Order's deeper secrets and methods. Tom was a part of the inner circle, of course. But that didn't mean Devin had any inside information. From what Devin's mom had told me, back at the asylum, very little Order business was ever discussed at home. Not only because Tom wasn't supposed to talk about the Order's secrets, but because Debbie wasn't exactly thrilled by the prospect of Devin getting involved with the Order. Not because Debbie disagreed with the Order's views—at the time she embraced them—but because she knew a hunter's work was dangerous. No mother wants her child to be put in harm's way. As proud as they might be, even soldiers' mothers tend to be reluctant to embrace it when their children enlist. While I wasn't a natural mother, I sort of understood that now that I was responsible for Malinda. I didn't want her to come along when we left for the cathedral. I knew she was probably safer with us at the time than she'd be left alone. Still, I didn't like the fact she was following us into a conflict with Mina and the soul-suckers. Now, though, I couldn't have been prouder. If it wasn't for her, we wouldn't have a clue how to find Mina and the grimoire. And if we couldn't get to her, if we couldn't get to the grimoire, there was no telling how many people would die by the angels Mina commanded.
I looked out all the windows—the sides, the back—constantly surveying the horizon for the angels. If we saw them approach, we'd have to pull over, pile into one seat like sardines, and cover ourselves with Mina's cloak.
Thankfully, I didn't see any evidence of anything celestial on our tail.
"I think we're getting close," Malinda said. "My wand is glowing brighter. It's warmer than it was before."
Devin continued driving until the wand pivoted as the road turned, taking us directly toward the identified location. We passed a dirt road leading to a barn. Malinda's wand quickly pivoted to the right. "That's it."
Devin slammed his breaks, shifted into reverse, and backed up before shifting into drive and turning down the weed-covered path that led to the barn.
I grabbed my crossbow and stepped out of the car. Devin and Malinda did the same.
"You guys can wait here."
"Hell no," Malinda said. "We're here to help."
I sighed. "You don't have any battle spells."
"Don't I?" Malinda asked, smirking.
"You do?" Devin asked.
Malinda shrugged. "Hailey has taught me a few tricks. Let me help. I promise I can fight."
"But you can barely walk," I said.
Malinda shook her head. "Trust me, Mom."
I nodded. "Alright. All I need to do is get my hands on that grimoire. I know what I need to do."
"You do?" Devin asked. "You still need to ... you know?"
"I don't need to drink your blood. That's not the answer."
Devin nodded. "That's a relief."
I chuckled. "You're telling me."
There was a small door on the side of the barn. I kicked it open. With my crossbow ready, I fired a few bolts into a circle of Order members seated in the middle of the floor. I struck a few in the back. It wouldn't kill anyone, but hopefully, it would spook them enough to send them into a tizzy. To get them out of the way.
Blood was splattered all over the place—presumably the remains of Tom Miller. The scroll of the grimoire was unrolled, held open by what looked like gold bricks. As if common bricks wouldn't have done the job. Unless gold was a part of the spell Mina used to summon the angels.
The whole scroll emanated a bright light. Mina was huddled over it, speaking into the light.
The Order members, previously circling her, screamed as I fired a couple more bolts. They were starting to part out of the way, but they still might cause some problems. I glanced at Devin. I didn't need to say anything. He knew what to do. Devin didn't have his wand. But he didn't need precision at the moment. He thrust his fist forward, sending a torrent of flames toward the group.
They scattered with screams.
Mina looked back at us, shaking her head.
"You're too late, Nyx."
"Am I?"
"The legion has been unleashed. As we speak, they are reaping the harvest, separating the wheat of the world from the chaff of sinners—vampires, witches, people like you."
"People like me?" I asked.
"You know what I mean," Mina said.
I grunted. "Stop them, now."
"Stop them? They're already on their way back to take you. Why would I do that?"
Several of the Order members regrouped, attempting to change our position. Devin blasted them with flames, forming a wall of fire on the ground between them and where Mina and I stood.
"You might be surprised how many people you love, Mina, who the angels might kill."
Mina shook her head. "If they are sinners, like you. Closeted in their perversions. They will deserve what is coming."
"You claim to follow the Bible," I said. "But you allow hate rather than love to fuel your actions. Is this, truly, what the Nazarene preached?"
"You deign to lecture me on the meaning of the Scriptures?"
"You take a few obscure passages and raise them to the top. As if that was the main point. But Jesus himself declared the love was the greatest commandment. The same Jesus who the Bible says loved the world, even the world that rejected him, a world of sinners, so much that he died for them. That's what your Bible teaches."
"Yet the angels do my bidding, no less. If I were really so in conflict with the Scriptures, do you think a mere spell would be able to thwart them from their true divine purpose?"
"That scroll is not what you think it is," I said. "It was not written by the Christ. It was penned in his blood by people who meant to take what he sacrificed to use for evil."
"Judgment day is at hand," Mina said. "Continue talking. The celestial sword will silence you soon enough."
I shook my head and fired a bolt at Mina. I knew it wouldn't kill her. It would barely hurt her. But maybe it would distract her.
I dove past her toward the grimoire. She fired a blast of celestial magic out of her hand at me, sending me tumbling in the dirt.
"Nicky!" Malinda shouted. "Do it now!"
I didn't know what she planned, but I didn't hesitate. I sprang to my feet and dove again at the grimoire even as the whole barn started to shake, as withered boards fell from the ceiling and crashed around me.
Mina extended her hand again. But nothing happened.
I glanced back at Malinda. She had her wand focused on Mina. A chain of red energies coursed from the tip of Malinda's wand to Mina's wrists.
"What is the meaning of this, witch!"
Malinda smiled. "Hailey sends her regards. She learned a few things from fighting you before in New Orleans."
Mina screamed. The two angels crashed through the wall of the barn. The whole place was coming down as they charged after me.
Take and eat...
I remembered his words. They echoed in my mind. My teeth had pierced his flesh. I bit the scroll, tearing it in two.
"How is this possible!" Mina screamed.
The scroll blasted apart, an explosion of golden energy knocking us back. The angels, too, exploded and blew the remains of the barn apart.
I flew a good twenty feet through the air and landed on my back as a support beam from the barn fell toward me. I used my speed, rolling out of the way as it crashed to the ground.
Malinda was lying on the ground, face down, but she held her wand steady, binding Mina in place. More beams were falling. I ran after Malinda and grabbed her by the waist, pulling her out of the way as debris crashed into the place where she had lain.
Malinda extended her wand to fire her spell at Mina again. A glow surrounded Mina, and she disappeared as Malinda's spell passed through the place where Mina stood before.
"Damnit!" Malinda shouted.
"We'll get her another time," I said. "We have to get out of here."
"Where's Dad?" Malinda asked.
I looked around. "Devin!"
I didn't hear anything.
"We have to get out of here. Let's hope he made it out already."
I grabbed Malinda, lifting her from her feet, and ran out of the barn as the whole place collapsed in a pile of rubble behind us.
I looked all around. "Devin!"
No response.
"Oh my God!" Malinda cried. "He was still inside!"
I was about to dive back into the rubble, to throw pieces of lumber aside and dig him out of there. But then, an explosion of flames consumed the whole pile of what used to be the barn.
I shielded my eyes and covered Malinda with Mina's cloak. I wouldn't' burn. Too much fire, too much heat, though, and I might turn to steam. It was something I tried to avoid. I wasn't sure if that happened if I'd be able to find my way back to my human shape.
As the flames burned hot, I tried to move. I could feel the heat tickling my back.
I ducked under the cloak with Malinda. I held her tight as the tears started to flow. "Devin... I can't lose him..."
Malinda peeked around the edge of the cloak. "Um, you might want to take a look at this."
I pulled the edge of the cloak around my face and saw him. Fire coursed around his body. But he was unharmed as he stepped out of the rubble. Devin turned, extended his hand, and lowering it, extinguished all of the flames. A pillar of smoke took its place, towering into the sky.
I quickly leaped to my feet and ran to him. He wrapped his arms around me as we held each other tight.
"We did it, Nicky. The grimoire is gone."
"And you're alive!" I said, choked up with tears.
Devin chuckled. "You're made of water. The one thing I never have to worry about is you might drown. I'm a fire warlock. Did you really think I could die in a fire?"




Chapter Thirty-Three

We picked up the weapons I'd left in the woods near the cathedral. The fire Heather set there had spread. By the time we got there, the place was just a shell of what it was. It was a stone building. It still stood. But it would be a while before the Order could make use of it again.
Devin drove back to the apartment. I let Malinda ride shotgun. Call me a softy. But she deserved it. We never would have been able to find the grimoire, much less stop Mina, without her.
We were all three a mess. We smelled of smoke. I suppose giving Malinda the front seat was a calculated gesture of generosity. I wanted the shower first.
As we made our way to the apartment, a familiar but not altogether welcome face greeted me, leaning against the wall in the hallway.
"Detective Cavanaugh. What are you doing here?"
"I've been here a while. I was hoping to find you. You weren't answering your phone. Are you alright? You look like you've seen better days."
I chuckled. "Camping trip. The fire got out of hand. We decided to cut it short."
"That would explain the soot in your hair."
I stared back at him. "It's in my hair! Oh, Lord!"
"I'm sorry to drop in on you like this, but after all that's happened, I was worried for your safety."
"My safety?" I asked. I knew police had been to the apartment Brucie said as much. I assumed they'd come to search the place. Apparently, my assumption was misplaced.
"Can you tell me anything about the girl, Rose, who auditioned for you at your club?"
I snorted. "Not a lot to say. She had a beautiful operatic voice. She and Katie, the other girl, were friends."
Cavanaugh nodded. "We're pretty sure that the name she gave you is false."
I cocked my head. "Why do you say that?"
"I'll just say there's no record of anyone by her name who remotely fits her description anywhere."
I nodded. "Do you think she's the... you know... was she responsible for the deaths in my club?"
Cavanaugh nodded. "Obviously, we can't declare guilt. That's not our place. But she's clearly a suspect."
"I'm sorry," I said. "Would you like to come inside?"
Cavanaugh nodded. Devin unlocked the door and opened it. The detective went in first. Devin and Malinda followed. I stepped through the doorway last and closed the door behind me.
"Please have a seat," I said, gesturing to the couch.
"I think I'll stand," Cavanaugh said.
I smiled. "Good. I will, too. Don't want to ruin my couch."
"Must've been some fire," Cavanaugh said.
I snorted. "You have no idea. Anyway, so other than the fact you can't find any information on her, why are you convinced Rose was responsible?"
I knew he'd never find her. I knew who she had been. But how was I going to possibly explain the truth—that Rose was actually a woman who'd died in her eighties and was resurrected to her youthful form by a mystical grimoire?
"Initially, we suspected Katherine Troyer. She had a motive. She'd engaged each of the victims shortly before their deaths. We went to her house to execute a search warrant."
"Did you find what you were looking for?" I asked.
Cavanaugh shook his head. "Six officers went in. Only two, including myself, made it out alive."
I stared at Cavanaugh blankly. "Holy crap. What in the world happened?"
"It was Rose Madina. Or, whoever it was that was using that name."
"How could one girl kill four officers?"
Cavanaugh shook his head. "You wouldn't believe me if I told you what it looked like. We're still not sure how she did it. But she's dangerous."
"Why do you think she killed those people?" I asked.
"Initially, we thought jealousy motivated the killing of Amelia. In truth, we thought either Rose or Katie could be suspects. They both engaged each of the victims. Then, the footage on your camera system and your bartender's witness confirmed the young man, the one who died, had propositioned both of them minutes before he died. Again, there was a motive."
Malinda grunted. I looked at her briefly with wide eyes and shook my head. She got the message and refrained from speaking out.
"What is it?" Cavanaugh asked, turning to Malinda.
"That guy, he'd tried to seduce me before. I almost gave in to him."
"We saw," Cavanaugh said.
"Oh God," Malinda said, shaking her head.
"It's not your fault what happened,' Cavanaugh said. "He wasn't a good guy. He has quite the record, in fact. You really dodged a bullet with that guy. I'm just glad you're alright."
Malinda nodded. "I'm fine."
"I wish I had more information on Rose," I said. "I'm afraid I don't know much more than you do. You should try asking Katie Troyer. She says they were close friends."
"We have her in custody presently."
"Is she a suspect?" I asked.
"We aren't sure. We think she might have been manipulated by Rose. But we are currently holding her for questioning. Though, there's enough evidence to suggest she was at least involved at some level. Enough to warrant more than the maximum twenty-four-hour hold."
I nodded. "Well, she knows a lot more about Rose than I do."
"There's one more matter I'd like to raise. We have reason to believe Rose is up to something."
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"About an hour before you returned home, I received word the bodies, not only the two from the club, but the four officers. They were missing."
I bit my lip. "Did you say missing?"
"And even stranger, they weren't in the same morgue. But they all went missing at the same time. The bodies were being examined for cause of death. I'm not sure how she did it, but Rose must have help. Two of the coroners examining the bodies were attacked when the bodies were taken."
"How horrific," I said. "Why would a killer want the bodies?"
Cavanaugh shook his head. "I'm beginning to think we're dealing with something more sinister than common murders motivated by jealousy and anger."
"Sinister?" I asked, raising an eyebrow. "That's not a word I'd normally expect from a detective."
Cavanaugh shrugged. "I don't know what other word to use. I suspect we're dealing with a serial killer. A sociopath. We'd like to offer you protection. We'll allow you to reopen the club. But we'll be providing a security detail to ensure everyone is safe."
I nodded. "How frightening."
Cavanaugh nodded. "You have my number and e-mail address. Please, if anything strange turns up, no matter how unusual it seems. Please, contact me."
"Unusual?" I asked.
Cavanaugh shook his head. "I can't speak about it any further. But if you saw what Rose did to my officers... how she escaped even after we engaged her..."
I raised my hand. "I understand certain details have to remain under wraps. I do appreciate the offer of protection."
"We'll be posting an officer outside your apartment for the time being. If anything happens, call me up. I'll alert the officer."
"Thank you, detective. And I'm sorry for your loss. For the fallen officers."
Cavanaugh nodded as he stood up to leave. "I appreciate you saying that. And one more thing..."
"Yes, detective?"
Cavanaugh scratched the back of his head. "Send us a schedule of any trips you might have to make around town."
"I have classes at the community college, and Malinda has GED courses starting tomorrow," Devin said.
"Send the times and locations to me by e-mail. We'll make sure you have an escort. And, while it probably doesn't need saying, I'd suggest no more camping trips."
I smiled. "We certainly wouldn't risk it. Not right now."
"I meant you might want to reconsider the hobby. Remember. Only you can prevent forest fires."
"We'll try and remember that," Devin said, snickering. "Tell Smoky the Bear we'll be more careful from now on."
"I'll do that," Cavanaugh said with a wink.
"One more thing," I said. "I feel bad for Katie. What she's been through. I'd like to pay her a visit if that's alright."
Cavanaugh nodded. "I'm sure that could be arranged. Would you like to see her today?"
I nodded. "Yes. After I shower."
"If all three of you will be going, I can escort you to the station. Otherwise, I'd need to send a car to watch your place."
"Give us thirty minutes. So we can clean up."




Chapter Thirty-Four

"What do you think happened to the bodies?" Devin asked.
I shook my head. "Presumably, when we destroyed the grimoire, the souls Heather and Tom harvested were freed."
"Do you think they came back to life?" Devin asked.
I shook my head. "I don't know. I suppose it's possible. But would they attack the coroners?"
"Probably not," Devin said. "Not if they were themselves."
"All I know is when I destroyed that scroll, something happened. We need to find out what it was."
"I'll call up Hailey," Malinda said. "Maybe she'll have some ideas."
"Good idea," I said. "But I want to find out what Katie knows. She obviously knew Rose was her grandmother. She was protecting her. I'm not saying she's as guilty as Rose was for what happened. But Amelia's death, and the death of Geraldo's mom, were no doubt on account of Rose's desire to help Katie get a spot in my show."
"Do you think Katie will know what happened to the bodies, though?" Devin asked.
I shrugged. "I don't have a clue. But we have to ask."
I showered first. It was probably the quickest shower I'd ever taken. I was known for my long showers. I don't know. Maybe on some subconscious level, the water reminded me of home. This time, though, I soaped myself up and shampooed my hair fast. I even skipped my conditioner—something I'd surely regret later. Devin and Malinda cleaned up quickly, too.
We got into the car. Again, I took the front seat. Malinda tried to call Hailey while we drove. No answer. She left a voicemail and gave her a brief run-down of what had happened. We followed Cavanaugh to the Lee's Summit police department where, apparently, Katie was being held.
I stepped out of the car.
"Pardon me for asking," Cavanaugh asked. "I noticed it as I was going to my car. Is that a crossbow in the back?"
I smiled. "It was a hunting trip as well as a camping trip."
"You're a hunter?" Cavanaugh asked. "And you hunt with a crossbow? That's bold."
"I know I don't look the part," I said. "But I've been hunting for years."
"You realize deer hunting season for archers doesn't begin until the middle of next month, right?"
I cocked my head. "It doesn't?"
Cavanaugh laughed. "I work in homicide. Not exactly my priority. But you might want to be more careful about that in the future."
I nodded. "I'll be sure to do that."
Detective Cavanaugh led us into the department and directed us to the visitor area. About twenty minutes later, Katie appeared on the opposite side of the glass. She picked up her phone. I grabbed mine.
"Nicky? What are you doing here?"
"I could ask the same question," I said.
"I'm so sorry about Rose. I had no idea..."
"Don't you mean you're sorry about your grandmother? Heather Morgan, right?"
Katie stared at me wide-eyed with her jaw dropped. "How do you..."
"Never mind how I know," I said. "And the detectives will never suspect it. But I need to know what happened to the bodies."
"What bodies?" Katie asked. "I assumed they were in a morgue somewhere."
I shook my head. "Not anymore."
"That doesn't make any sense."
"I know about the Grimoire of the Nazarene, Katie."
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"I think you do. But it doesn't matter. It's been destroyed."
"It was.. but how? Rose said, I mean, well, you know. She told me that it couldn't..."
"I'm telling you the truth. The grimoire no longer exists."
"Holy shit," Katie said, shaking her head. "That means my grandmother..."
"I'm sorry. She's gone."
Katie took a deep breath and exhaled. "That's a relief! Oh my God, Nicky. You don't know the horror I've been living through the last few weeks! At first, I was just so glad she was alive. I didn't believe it at first. She was so young. But then, you know, she knew things. She had the same birthmark."
"And you couldn't tell anyone the truth. They wouldn't believe you."
"Exactly," Katie said, a tear falling from her eye. "I know this isn't the best of circumstances. I'm so scared of what they're going to do to me. I'm not a killer!"
"I know that," I said. "If there's anything I can do to help, I will. But if you know anything about what might have happened to the bodies after the grimoire was destroyed, I need to know."
Katie shook her head. "I don't. I mean, she said there wasn't any way she could die again. Oh my God, I'm so sorry about Amelia. I admit I was jealous as hell after she sang. But I never..."
"I know," I said. "There wasn't anything your grandmother told you that might give us some idea what could have happened?"
Katie sighed. "All I know is she consumed those people's souls. She said she had to. Not sure why because she couldn't die. So, you know, what's the worst that would happen if she didn't kill people? I asked if she could give them their souls back. You know, bring Amelia back afterward. But she said it was too late. Too much of her soul was already consumed."
"And did she change after she did it?"
"Yes. She got angry. More impatient. At first, when she first showed up, obviously, I didn't believe she was really my grandma. But she acted like her. She was sweet. She spoiled me. But then, like, every time she killed someone, it was like the grandma I used to know was gone. This, whatever she was, had taken her place."
I nodded. "That makes sense. Thank you, Katie. The information you shared. It helps."
"I still don't understand how you know about all this stuff," Katie said. "Does it have something to do with that weird little cupid thing? Brucie, you called him, right?"
I smiled. "It's connected to that. Let's say I've had a long-time interest in all things paranormal."
"Do you think, you know, if I get out of here that I could..."
"Katie, I don't think performing again at Nicky's after what happened would be appropriate."
"No, not that," Katie said. "I mean, could I come to see you? I'd like to get this stuff off my chest. No one else would ever believe me."
I nodded. "I can. And I know someone else who is more qualified than I am who could probably help more. His name is Dr. Cain. He specializes in this sort of thing. I'd be happy to put you in touch with him."
"I'd like that. Thank you, Nicky."
I nodded. "Take care. Remember, you were a victim in all of this too. I know you feel guilty. But there's no way to know the right thing to do facing what you had to deal with."
Katie sighed. "I'll try to keep that in mind."
I hung up the phone as Katie, in an orange jumpsuit, stood from her seat and a guard behind her took her back through a solid metal door. I felt terrible for her. Not only because she was going through legal hell. But a redhead wearing orange? It was a tragedy.
"You guys ready to go?" I asked.
Devin nodded. "Did you learn anything that might help?"
"I think so. She said Heather couldn't give souls back to the people who died. It was too late. She'd consumed a part of their souls already."
"So if only a part of who they were returned to their bodies, but not their whole soul..."
"That might explain why they attacked the coroners," I said.
We returned to our car. Another officer, not Cavanaugh, was waiting in a squad car parked next to ours. I looked at him and nodded. He nodded back. Apparently, we were going to have another escort back home. I wasn't entirely sure it was really about our protection. They were probably keeping an eye on us as much as anything. After all, Cavanaugh didn't mention a thing about what he'd turned up looking into my background. Until I knew for sure, I needed to be careful. Technically, phone calls with inmates were recorded. I knew that much. But this was an in-person visit. Sort of like attorneys and clients can speak in privilege, I hoped the system we used to communicate through the glass wasn't recorded. If it was, well, things were probably going to get complicated. Still, I had to know. If I had to deal with the detectives, later, I would.
As Devin drove, Malinda's phone rang. She answered it.
"Hey, Hailey," Malinda said.
"I got your message," Hailey said as Malinda turned her phone on speaker. "Did you say the bodies came to life after Nicky destroyed the grimoire?"
"Yes," Malinda said.
"And we just learned the souls that were harvested were partially consumed. Do you have any idea what would happen if a partial soul returned to a body?"
There was a long pause on the phone. "I'd need to confer with Annabelle about this. She's more experienced with this sort of thing. I've been looking into it. As a vampire, when we bite someone, we also consume a bit of someone's soul. When we do, though, it's only a component of the soul in someone's blood. Sort of like DNA, the whole person, persists in all the blood. Only when we drain a person to within a heartbeat of death is the soul taken. That's why, when someone in that condition is healed, they emerge as a vampire."
"Do you think these bodies became vampires, then?" I asked.
"I don't know," Hailey said. "I doubt it. Not if they weren't bitten first. That's what connects the remnants of the person to Baron Samedi, who holds the person's soul."
"And what if the Baron didn't hold someone's soul, but they came to life with a fraction of the soul they used to have?" I asked.
Hailey sighed. "They wouldn't be vampires. If someone totally dies and isn't healed after bitten but are later raised, they become something else."
"What do they become, Hailey?" I asked.
"Usually, a caplata does it. You know, a voodoo priestess who practices the darker side of the arts. A caplata or a bokor. They can control the corpses they animate. But if someone was raised but isn't under the compulsion of anyone, they'd operate on pure instinct."
"You aren't saying they become zombies, are you?"
Hailey sighed. "That's exactly what I'm saying. And you'd better hope they don't bite anyone else. If they do, and the rot from the bite spreads, they'll be turned, too."
"Holy shit," Devin said. "Freaking zombies? Talk about out of the frying pan and into the fire."

End of Book 3
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Author Notes

I hope you enjoyed No Shift, Sherlock! I've been looking forward to this book ever since I started The Legend of Nyx. The whole idea of combining Urban Fantasy with Mystery intrigued me from the start. The paranormal elements add a dimension to the typical murder mystery novel that I hope you found enthralling. 
A lot of folks think of mysteries as "who done it" novels. This is more of a "why done it" and "how done it" mystery. That said, I hope the "who done it" aspect of the mystery took you on a similar ride of intrigue. In case you're one of those folks who reads the author notes before reading the book I'll refrain from offering any spoilers here. The original outline of the books, however, had a different character planned as the killer. As the "how" and "why" developed, however, combined with the paranormal dimension of "resurrection" I totally reworked the original plan. The "why," or motive, is not what you might have thought. Why the killer did it isn't totally connected to the paranormal dimension of the book but derives from a very human motive combined with the paranormal aspects that warp the killer's character. 
Now—if you are not interested in the religious/spiritual content of the book—you may want to stop reading. The following thoughts are for those who find these themes engaging and would like to probe the questions a posed by the book a little further.
This book, much like Bat Shift Crazy, also mingles a lot of theology with the broader LGBTQ+ themes that are central to Nicky's character. For those of you interested in probing a little deeper into the brief debate between Devin and Nicholas regarding the meaning of particular texts I don't really have the space to go into the details regarding the passages involved. I try to keep these exchanges brief. I don't want to interrupt my stories too much by long excurses or lectures. If you'd like to probe these questions further, however, I'll add a few thoughts here.  Suffice it to say that the activities spoken to within the context of the ancient world were very different than what these verses are often used to condemn. Here is a brief summary of the issues involved from the abstract of an article published by Robert K. Gnuse:
There are seven texts often cited by Christians to condemn homosexuality: Noah and Ham (Genesis 9:20–27), Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19:1–11), Levitical laws condemning same-sex relationships (Leviticus 18:22, 20:13), two words in two Second Testament vice lists (1 Corinthians 6:9–10; 1 Timothy 1:10), and Paul's letter to the Romans (Romans 1:26–27). The author believes that these do not refer to homosexual relationships between two free, adult, and loving individuals. They describe rape or attempted rape (Genesis 9:20–27, 19:1–11), cultic prostitution (Leviticus 18:22, 20:13), male prostitution and pederasty (1 Corinthians 6:9–10; 1 Timothy 1:10), and the Isis cult in Rome (Romans 1:26–27). If the biblical authors did assume homosexuality was evil, we do not theologize off of their cultural assumptions, we theologize off of the texts we have in the canon. The author attempts to introduce some new arguments into this long-standing and passionate debate.1



In No Shift, Sherlock, Devin takes a position in his discussion with Nicholas that relies on the broader context of the particular verse in question to suggest that the passage is addressing incestual relationships between married males. You can look up the passage in question and the issues being addressed to evaluate this claim for yourself.  
Ultimately, though, I think the more important point comes later in the book when Nicky confronts Mina on the same issue. For those of us who follow a spirituality based on the Bible, we must ask what point there is to the identification of sin. If we take Jesus' words in the Sermon on the Mount seriously, even a man who looks at a woman lustfully commits adultery in his heart. The point here is not to suggest that it is possible in the flesh to avoid all lustful thoughts but to reveal to Jesus' hearers that all of us have sinned at several levels. Condemning sins doesn't solve the problem. Sin is not, in fact, merely a question of disobedience or about violating certain precepts. Do we really believe that an almighty God randomly creates rules just to see how obedient we can be? If we return to the Genesis narrative--whether you take it as literal history or as an allegorical tale doesn't matter--we see human beings made in God's image. There is one thing that we're told is not "good" in the Genesis text well before Adam and Eve at the forbidden fruit. It comes after Adam is created. "It is not good that man should be alone" (Gen. 2:18).  Now, before we consider this we need to think about why this might have been the case. 
An "image" in the ancient world was considered an extension of authority. If a king sent an emissary he would send him as his "image," his representative, to extend the king's character and dictates to his subjects.  So, if we're going to define something like an "image" of God we must consider what the text has already told us about God. What we see is a God who creates, who bears fruit that flows from a loving heart. God creates selflessly. He gives life out of the character of His heart. He offers himself to humankind, his creatures, graciously and selflessly. It is not good that Adam should be alone because he cannot possibly reflect this image, this selfless character of giving oneself to another, without another with whom he might experience such love. This is why, for instance, Paul refers to marriage as a great "mystery" which reflects the love of Christ for the church. The same dynamic is present in Genesis 2. Once Adam has an object to love, who will love him selflessly in return, God declarers their union "good."  It is only through dynamic that human beings can start to experience in their relationships something of what God's love is for humankind. The fall into sin is not, therefore, mere disobedience. Man and woman experience "shame" in their nakedness when they sin precisely because they've reoriented their hearts. No longer accepting what was given them selflessly (all the food of the garden) they attempted to seize what was not theirs. This change in orientation meant that they now saw one another differently. Man and woman did not see their bodies as gifts to one another, but as objects to use and exploit. Selfishness overtook the principle of selfless love. 
If you'd like to explore this issue further I'd suggest John Paul II's Man and Woman he Created Them: A Theology of the Body, or an abbreviated version of John Paul II's theology, Called to Love by Carl Anderson and Jose Granados. 
The larger concern we find in the Bible is not so much the identification of what is or is not sin. Rather, the Bible is actually a romance. It's the story of a wayward bride (humankind) who has rejected her perfect and loving bridegroom. It is a tragedy, on one level. But it is a compelling love story as the bridegroom (God) overwhelmed by his love for his wayward bridegroom goes to great lengths to win her heart again. For Christians, this consummates with God making the ultimate sacrifice for his people. This is why, when asked what the greatest commandment is, Jesus does not quote one of the Ten Commandments. He boils it down to two principles centered on divine love:  "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind. ' This is the greatest and first commandment. And a second is like it: 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.'" (Matthew 22:36-40).  Why is the second like the first? Because our love for one another is how we experience God's love within the confines of our relationships.  
When it comes to LGBTQ+ issues, we must first realize that the bible condemns likewise heterosexual relationships that are essentially exploitative. All of the passages detailed in the quote above, in fact, are condemning exploitative acts. Any kind of intercourse that objectifies one's partner (or worse, victimizes another) is contrary to the vision of love exemplified by God in creation and, later, in Jesus' crucifixion. This is why, for Jesus, even if a man looks at a woman lustfully he has already committed the sin. The issue is not the act, but the disposition of the heart. Now, can any of us fully embrace selfless love? Even marriages between heterosexual couples can and often are exploitative in orientation. Yes, even those marriages we think of as good marriages suffer from this problem. The call, however, is to strive to embrace selfless love, a reciprocal gift of self to the other that receives the gift of other in return. We seek this despite the exploitative and selfish tendencies that creep into all human romantic relationships. If we use this lens to evaluate the texts regarding certain kinds of behaviors we will see that in every instance what is condemned is an act that is wholly selfish, exploitative, that does not reflect the relationship between God and humankind instituted in the beginning. We must also recognize that not all marriages are "fruitful" in the sense that they produce children. If we were to identify the ability to bear children with "godly" marriage we'd have to argue that intercourse post-menopause is inappropriate, that sterile persons must remain chaste, and the like. These aren't arguments that many of us would make. The question, then, is ultimately this: can this relationship grant the couple the experience of God's image of selfless love, of reciprocal gift, that human romance that puts us in touch with God's love for us?  
Ultimately, the focus on the particular meaning of specific culturally-conditioned texts is not the point. If we're going to evaluate the godliness of a relationship from a Biblical perspective the primary concern is love. Does the love of such a relationship allow us to better experience the kind of love God has for us? If the answer is "yes," I'd argue that issues of sexual orientation are irrelevant. 
Now, I write all this recognizing fully that not all (or even most?) of my readers embrace a biblical worldview. However, I hope that this little explanation combined with the story offers a different view on Biblical spirituality that counteracts the sort of religion we see represented by the Order of the Morning Dawn. When we consider the heart of one's beliefs, whether love or hate is at the core, it is not always the "religions" who are the most godly or righteous. Jesus makes this point repeatedly in his disputes with the Pharisees in the Gospels. Now, I realize there's a lot of meat here to chew on. But ultimately, I think, we need to ask what good any religion does anyone if its core motives are found in the judgment of others, in identifying or labeling what is or isn't sinful, and the like.  Jesus' point when asked about the "greatest commandment" is one that I think even those who don't believe the Bible can embrace when it comes to spiritual matters.  Does this practice, this worldview, lead us to love on another more fully? Does it open our hearts, or close them off? Does our religion make us feel better than others or does it lead us to give of ourselves to others (even those whose lifestyles are different than our own, or whose views do not align with ours)?   If you're wrestling with these questions then, I suppose, you're on the right path. It's when we don't struggle with such things, when we aren't fighting our innate tendencies of fear, bias, hate, or selfishness, that we find ourselves the furthest from the greatest of these commandments, the principle of loving others as ourselves, the principle of reciprocal love, the gift of oneself to others and the ability to accept the gift that others are to us.  
Ultimately, when it comes to how folks who believe in the Bible approach issues like this I think the wrong questions are being asked. Rather than focusing on the particular meaning of specific passages perhaps we should be looking at the larger message, the romance that is woven through the scriptures like a golden thread from start to finish. Once we understand that "sin" is another word for self-love, for exploitation rather than a participation in divine love, a participation in the reciprocation of the gift of one to another (which is the opposite of "sin") we can pose different ethical questions. The question is not "does the bible say this or that is/isn't a sin?" but "does this practice cohere with God's design of selfless love?" If we ask this question, can we really say that heterosexual relationships are innately any more or less susceptible to exploitative patterns than homosexual relationships? In turn, is there really any essential difference in terms of the experience of love that can be reciprocated between couples based on orientation? Is a relationship with a cis-gendered person inherently any more capable of expressing selfless love than a relationship with a transgendered person? If love is the paradigm, rather than "defining what is or isn't sin," then we can have a broader umbrella in terms of the kinds of relationships we might embrace as expressions of divine love.   
Best!
Theo 


1.Gnuse, Robert K. "Seven gay texts: Biblical passages used to condemn homosexuality." Biblical Theology Bulletin 45, no. 2 (2015): 68-87.
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I'm Hailey Bradbury: Hedge Witch and Vampire.

My sire was staked moments after I was turned.
As a youngling, the Voodoo Queen took me in. She taught me her art.
I've been working with the new Mistress of the Vampire Council.
She trained me in the ways of vampirism, the path of the night.
Witchcraft + Voodoo + Vampirism = what I call bloodwitchery.
Most witches won't mess with the power latent in blood.
It's dark. It's dangerous. But if you can master it...
You can harness the power of life itself.
THREE BOOKS IN ONE MASSIVE VOLUME
BOOK 1: BLOODY COUNCIL:  
I’m supposed to seduce and assassinate the vampire king…
He’s defied the new vampire council.
The Voodoo Queen has evoked Erzulie, the Loa of Love, to render him susceptible to my allure
Once I’ve enthralled the king my orders are to stake him and cast a spell to harness the power that lingers in his blood.
But there’s one problem…
He has enthralled me instead.

BOOK 2: BLOODY QUEEN
I never thought I'd literally find myself sleeping with the enemy.
It's not as thrilling as you'd think.
Two staked vampires. Sent to vampire hell.
It's the only way I can claim the crown. To stop the vampire king.
Who would have thought that the Vampire King could rule from hell itself?

BOOK 3: BLOODY DOLLS
This magic is like a drug.
My cravings haven't been this overwhelming since I was first turned.
But it isn't the taste of blood I desire. It's the power within it.
They say that absolute power corrupts absolutely...
But if I can't get a handle on it...
The Voodoo Queen and Mistress of the Council will be left without a choice...
They'll have to end me.
My only chance?
To return to the Vampire King, the one from whom I stole this power to begin with...
He's the only one who has ever managed to control this power.
But the price I'll have to pay... is it worth it?
Do I even have a choice?
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GET FREE & EXCLUSIVE Gates of Eden BOOKS!
Building a relationship with my readers is the very best thing about writing! I occasionally send out newsletters with details on new releases, special offers, free books/material, and other bits of news regarding Nicky, Cain, Mercy, Joni, and other future books and series.  
And if you sign up to the LEGACY CLUB, I’ll send you a copy of Druidess: A Gates of Eden Story.
I’ll also send you The Journal of Asbury Campbell — a companion to Druidess, inspired by Stoker’s Dracula. 
You can’t get this anywhere else—it’s exclusive to my Legacy Club mailing list members!  
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About the Author

Theophilus Monroe is a fantasy author with a knack for real-life characters whose supernatural experiences speak to the pangs of ordinary life. After earning his Ph.D. in Theology, he decided that academic treatises that no one will read (beyond other academics) was a dull way to spend his life. So, he began using his background in religious studies to create new worlds and forms of magic–informed by religious myths, ancient and modern–that would intrigue readers, inspire imaginations, and speak to real-world problems in fantastical ways.

When Theophilus isn’t exploring one of his fantasy lands, he is probably playing with one of his three sons, or pumping iron in his home gym, which is currently located in a 40-foot shipping container.
He makes his online home at www.theophilusmonroe.com.  He loves answering reader questions—feel free to e-mail him at theophilus@theophilusmonroe.com if the mood strikes you!   
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