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I interlaced my fingers with Connor's as we followed the guided tour toward the LaLaurie mansion. Our tour guide was clueless, but he was friendly. His stories were half-baked, overly rehearsed, and based on a mixture of history, warped legends, and so-called encounters with the ghosts who haunted the French Quarter. 
I knew more about Delphine LaLaurie than the guide. Tommy Tour Guide was a nice enough fellow. He had a flare for the dramatic. He told us about how Delphine LaLaurie used to kidnap, torture, and murder slaves during the antebellum era. She was a genuine piece of work. Cain encountered her ghost several months back.
Cain was the lead psychiatrist at the Vilokan Asylum for the Magically and Mentally Deranged. He was the first murderer of biblical fame, and also the first werewolf. That was the “curse” he received as punishment for his crime. 
Cain endured centuries as a werewolf, coming to grips with the villainy of both his past and present. As long as I’d known him, he was a great guy. He helped supernaturals who also had psychological issues, no matter if they were mystical or medical in origin. 
He also sacrificed his life three weeks earlier to save his infant son.
Long story short. The vampire King, Corbin, was in love with me. He bound himself to the form of Lucifer and subdued the devil in his dragon-like form. Corbin became the new devil himself. The Witch of Endor, Cain's long-time nemesis, had served the devil and didn't realize that the devil she served had changed identities. To take human form, again, Corbin needed a human vessel—one born of a son of Adam, one resilient enough to contain his infernal majesty. In en effort to stop the devil, Cain gathered all six infernal flames that channeled the devil's influence on the earth. He thought it was the way to stop the witch, but he played right into her hand. The Witch of Endor stole a bit of that combined flame and intended to ignite the devil's incarnate presence in Cain's son. Cain gave his life to save his son and destroy the witch.
After walking the earth for seven thousand years, Cain was gone. He left Rutherford, his wife, and baby Byron behind. They had a new apartment in Vilokan. More than once, Rutherford insisted that Cain's ghost was there. Byron could see him. He cooed at his father in a way he didn't respond to anyone else. I'd have dismissed it as the desperate wishes of a grieving widow if it wasn't for the fact that I sensed something, too. Cassidy, a werewolf in Cain's pack who was also an accomplished necromancer, believed she could bring him back—but only if Cain's spirit was available, and willing.
I'd met with Alexandra, Selene, and the rest of the coven more than once in an attempt to contact Cain's spirit, but to no avail.
I would have let it be, but Rutherford insisted—Cain was still out there. She sensed his presence, and she believed he was trying to get her attention. We'd done a seance at Rutherford's new apartment, but the results were the same.
So, Connor suggested we give a ghost tour a try. I was skeptical. The tour didn't even enter most of the supposed haunted locations. The LaLaurie mansion was only one stop. Our particular tour also took us past my house—Casa do Diabo. I had to bite my tongue as the tour guide told the tale of Alberto Do Leonne, his brother-in-law Ramon, and the rumors that Ramon had become a vampire and buried the dismembered bodies of his victims beneath the lime tree out back. The tour guide's tale was shockingly accurate. So much so that it elicited a few incredulous chuckles from our fellow tourists. 
"Vampires?" one tourist whispered to another. "What a joke."
If they only knew...
I was tempted to break away from the tour and head straight into the house. A flash of the fangs would have given them a good scare. I resisted the urge. Our house was shrouded in legends—fantastical enough that very few believed they were true, but frightening enough that no one dared investigate further.
I raised my hand.
Tommy acknowledged me.
"Sorry, but does anyone live in that house today?"
"There are several women, I'm told, who live there.” Tommy’s countenance shifted. He went from “informative tour guide” to a wide-eyed purveyor of scary tales. “They only come out at night."
Dun dun dun! The imagined sound of a pipe organ echoed in my mind. 
I bit my lip, trying to hold back a laugh. I’d never taken one of these tours before, but screwing with the guy was deviously enjoyable. "It's night right now. What do you say we hang out and see for ourselves?"
Tommy laughed. "Chances are that the women who live in the place are as normal as your or I.”
I had to clasp my hand over my mouth to prevent myself from laughing out loud. “Chances are?” 
“I can’t say for sure, can you? No matter, I don't think they'd tolerate our bi-weekly tours if they thought we were stalking them."
"They might come out for a bite!" Connor piped up.
The rest of the tour laughed.
"They very well might!" Tommy smiled. I was waiting for him to lift his pinky finger to his mouth, Dr. Evil style. He didn’t do it. How disappointing.
I elbowed Connor in the ribs. He snickered.
I raised my hand again.
"Yes, miss?"
"I'm just curious. Are there any ghost stories of the recently deceased? Why are all the stories we've heard of spirits who died decades ago?"
Tommy tilted his head and pinched his chin. "I suppose those are the only incidents with enough witnesses that we have the stories to share. It’s kind of funny. When people tell us they’ve seen a ghost, we question their sanity. When we hear old stories about dead people who supposedly saw dead people before they died, they intrigue us."
"Have you ever seen a ghost yourself?" I asked.
Tommy cleared his throat. "Not many of the ghosts in these stories. But I've seen ghosts. I see them all the time."
I raised an eyebrow. "All the time?"
Tommy nodded. "It's a gift. Maybe a curse. But yes, I see them all the time."
Connor and I exchanged glances. I wasn't sure if Tommy was just doing his job or was dead serious—no pun intended. Sending chills up the tourists' spines was what they paid him to do.
We finished the tour, saw a few more sites, heard several creepy tales, most of which I imagined Tommy embellished for dramatic effect, even if a kernel of truth inspired each story. After the tour, I handed Tommy a ten-dollar bill as a tip.
He grabbed my arm. "What's your name?"
I snorted. "I'm Hailey, why?"
"Do you know there's a spirit following you?"
I cleared my throat. "Excuse me?"
"I can see spirits constantly," Tommy said. "I'm not trying to scare you. Some spirits haunt buildings. Others haunt people. You have what might be called a familiar."
Connor chuckled. "A familiar? Are you serious? Sounds to me like we gave you a little money and now you’re fishing to scam us out of more."
Connor’s accusation did not phase Tommy. He looked as serious as a C-SPAN reporter. "I can't tell you much more than that. He's an older man. His clothing isn't particularly out of date."
"A family member, perhaps?" Connor rolled his eyes.
Tommy shook his head. "I cannot say for sure. It's difficult to tell. Ghosts don't often present with much color, but he appears to be a Black man in khakis."
I gulped. "Did you say khakis?"
Tommy nodded. "Right. Does that mean something to you?"
I rubbed my brow. "It does. I'm sorry, Tommy. I know you probably have another tour."
"Nope, you're my last tour of the night."
I sighed. "How much would it take if I could bring you with me somewhere? I'd like to try to contact this spirit. It might be very important."
Tommy chuckled nervously. "I don't know, miss. Hailey, was it?"
"That's right. I'll make it worth your while."
Connor cleared his throat. He still wasn’t a believer. He thought I was playing into a con artist’s hand. 
"Hailey, I appreciate the offer, but that's really beyond what I do. I see spirits, but I don't speak to them."
I pulled a hundred dollar bill out of my pocket. "How much would it take to convince you to try?"
"More than that!"
Connor coughed into his fist. “Rip off!”  
I pulled another Benjamin Franklin. "Are we talking, yet?"
Tommy took the money. "You have an hour."
I handed him a third hundred-dollar bill. "Just in case I need three."
Tommy chuckled. "For a hundred bucks an hour, you can have me as long as you'd like."
I smirked. "You don't mean that."
Connor sighed. “I think he does.”  
"Within reason, of course. Where are we going?"
I pulled out my phone and texted Alexandra and the other witches. It was short notice, but this was a rare opportunity. I called Annabelle and asked her to send Rutherford.
"We're not seriously going to take him to your place, are we?" Connor asked.
I laughed. "I don't want the poor guy to piss himself."
"What do you mean?" Tommy asked.
I grinned, flashing just a little fang. "I live in Casa do Diabo."
Tommy gulped. "No, you can't be... those are just stories. You aren’t a vampire. Vampires aren’t real."
I laughed. "We're real, alright. But don't worry, you're off limits. We need your abilities and I'm full. The last tour guide wasn’t so lucky."
Tommy’s eyes widened and he gasped.
“I’m screwing with you, dude. I have to feed, yes, but I’ve never killed anyone. Not on purpose, anyway.”  
"Don't worry," Connor said. "These vamps are good people. They only bite the willing and the inebriated."
Tommy tilted his head. "How weird. What's even stranger is that I'm not running away in terror."
I shrugged. "Well, I already paid you. That would just be rude! Besides, I have you in my allure."
"Your allure?" Tommy asked.
Connor chuckled. "You have a lot to learn about what really lurks in the shadows of our magnificent city, buddy."
"Are you a—"
"Oh, heavens no. I'm nothing so frightening as a vampire. I'm a wolf shifter."
Tommy rubbed his forehead. He was a handsome guy, all things considered. He wasn’t too tall, just shy of six feet. He was also skinny. His arms were a few inches longer than appeared natural. They dangled from his shoulders, swaying to and fro, as if he barely had control over them. The way he carried himself was awkward, but in a cute and endearing way. A dark stubble, rough like sandpaper, covered the lower half of his face and neck. He had high cheekbones and full lips. His hair was dark, parted in the center, and cascaded down either side of his face like two rivers of chocolate meeting his shoulders. His eyes were round, dark, and fit his face well.
Yeah, Tommy was a handsome fellow, but I wasn't attracted to him. My heart belonged to Connor. If he shaved his stubble a little closer to the neck, Tommy was the sort who would make a good meal under other circumstances.
Sweat beaded up on the back of Tommy’s neck. I could smell it. I was a predator, after all. Human fear smells a lot like barbecue. 
Tommy took a deep breath and exhaled. "Did you say you're a wolf shifter?"
Connor nodded. "I know, it's a lot to get your head around. For a guy who sees ghosts on the regular, though, you surely aren't too shocked to learn that you're not the only supernatural weirdo out there."
Tommy snorted. "I'm not supernatural. I'm just gifted."
I giggled. "We could all say the same. Seeing ghosts isn't natural. If it's not supernatural, what else could it be?"
Tommy tilted his head. "I see your point."
"Is the ghost you saw before still following me?"
Tommy nodded. "A second ghost has joined him."
"A second ghost, you say?" I raised an eyebrow.
"He's shrouded in a dark robe. I can't say much more about him."
"Who do you think he might be, Hailey?"
I sighed. "I don't know. Perhaps it's one of Cain's old patients."
"Who is Cain?" Tommy asked.
"Long story!" Connor and I replied in unison.
I grinned. "We'll explain later. We're going to see some friends of mine. They're witches, by the way."
"Witches?"
I nodded. "I'm one, too, you know."
"A vampire and a witch? Good lord..."
I laughed. "They're good people, but if this ghost in khakis is who we think he is, we've been trying to contact him for some time."
"Was he a friend of yours?" Tommy asked.
I nodded. "You could say that."
I texted Mercy as we made our way to Alexandra's apartment—the new "headquarters" for her coven. As a witch, Mercy could help with the seance. Mercy replied quickly and said she'd join us.
"Mercy is coming," I told Connor.
"Goodie!" Connor said. "The more the merrier."
"Did you say Mercy?" Tommy laughed nervously. "That’s not a common name. You're not talking about Mercy Brown, are you?"
I smiled widely. "Of course I am. Let me guess, she's featured in some of the stories you like to tell your tourists."
Tommy gulped. "Yeah, a few of them. Is it true that she's heartless?"
"Not literally," I said. "Not anymore, at least. There was a time when she didn't have a heart, but she got a new one. Or she got her old one back. I'm not really sure. Either way, she's not as scary as your stories probably make her out to be."
Connor laughed. "She's scarier."
Tommy's eyes shifted back and forth.
I waved my hand through the air. "She's harmless. Well, most of the time. She won't hurt you. You have my word."
"Just think," Connor said. "Your tours will be a lot more authentic after tonight."
Tommy chuckled. "My brain is telling me to turn tail and run. For some reason, I can't. Your allure, again?"
I nodded. "Yup. Cool, right? I can make most boys do pretty much whatever I want."
"It's true," Connor said. "She has me wrapped around her little finger."
I shrugged. "That's not because of my allure, baby. It's because you can't get enough of this!"
"It's true!" Connor laughed.
Tommy bit his lip. "Your ghost can hear you. He's laughing."
I smiled. "Can you ask him if he's really Cain?"
Tommy looked past me, then he nodded. "I can't hear him. I can only see him. But he is nodding his head."
I clapped my hands. "That's fantastic. Cain, if you can hear me, don't go anywhere. Stick with us."
"He's smiling. I think he intends to follow us wherever it is we're going."
"Thanks, Tommy! You're a gem."
"You're welcome. I think. Better a gem than dinner."
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Tommy followed us to Alexandra's apartment. He never fell more than a few paces behind. My allure was like that. Once I had a man enthralled, he was a like a puppy at my heel until I either fed from him or released him. I had no intention of biting Tommy, of course. He was special and gave us the first real chance we had of speaking to Cain's ghost. There was still a lot we didn't know about how he defeated the Witch of Endor, or what he'd done to send Corbin back to hell. Rutherford still hoped that Cassidy might resurrect him. I didn't have an opinion on that matter but given that Cassidy's attempts to do that so far had failed I could only assume that Cain refused to come back. 
That wasn't all that strange on the surface. Cain was seven thousand years old. Who could blame him if he'd grown weary of life? By his own admission, though, he was the happiest he'd been in his entire life. He and Rutherford had a new baby. With the Witch of Endor dead, he was finally in a place to raise his son without worry.
There was a reason Cain was wandering around as a ghost. If he was following me, he was trying to tell me something. I was with him when he collected the six infernal flames. The flames that together gave Lucifer free access to our world. Even without his flames, the devil—now Corbin—could send demons to and fro but he was limited in terms of what he could do himself. I knew Corbin intended to use Cain's son as a vessel. I wasn't about to let that happen. What I didn’t expect was that protecting Cain's son would come at such a high price.
When we arrived at Alexandra's, Selene was with her. The witches already had candles lit for the seance. Mercy was there, her feet kicked up on the couch.
Connor stepped over to Mercy and handed her his wrist. Wolf shifters, if bitten by a vampire, develop an addiction to the enzymes our bites released. I could have provided that service, but I didn't want Connor to feel like his relationship with me was based on getting his latest fix. Mercy ensured that Connor never went too long without a good bite. It was a charitable service more than a need to feed. In truth, wolf-shifter blood wasn’t as spicy as you’d think. It was a little sour. Mercy took Connor's wrist and sank her fangs into his flesh.
Tommy gasped. "What the—"
I grinned. "She won't take more than a sip. Don't sweat it."
"Don't sweat it? She's drinking his blood!"
I shrugged. "We're vampires. What did you expect?"
"Rutherford on the way?" Mercy wiped her lips clean with her wrist.
I nodded. "She should be here shortly."
Tommy cleared his throat. "So you're the infamous Mercy Brown, huh?"
Mercy laughed so hard she snorted. "Why don't you take a seat? I could tell you a few stories."
"I don't know, I—"
"Take a seat, young man. I don't bite."
Tommy chuckled nervously. "Yeah, right."
I helped Alexandra and Selene finish the circle for the seance. Candles were only a part of it. Cinnamon, frankincense, and lemongrass helped enhance the psychic energy used to communicate with the dead. We'd tried working with a pendulum in the past, but we had better success with a summoning board.
This wasn't a kind of magic I was well practiced with. Alexandra and Selene were the experts.
When Moll first taught me the arts, we dove right in to the sort of stuff that most witches never even consider attempting after a lifetime of practicing the craft. I skipped kindergarten through high school and went straight to witchcraft college.
Connor cleaned up his wrist and stepped outside to wait for Rutherford. Meanwhile, Mercy and Tommy struck up a conversation. They were actually laughing. Tommy knew a lot of stories, the kind he told on his tours. Mercy knew the facts. When Mercy told him that the same Ramon, the vampire who used to dismember his victims and bury their body parts under the lime tree at Casa do Diabo, was still alive, human again, and living a normal life in New England, Tommy's jaw dropped so far I thought it might hit the floor. It's one thing to tell tales meant to entertain tourists, wondering in the back of one's mind if there might be a kernel of truth to some of them. It's another thing to stare a vampire in the eye and hear her recount some of those events from her own first-hand recollection. Mercy was likely censoring some of the details for Tommy's sake. She didn't want to frighten the poor boy out of his skin. Then again, Tommy had seen dead people for most of his life. He didn't tell me exactly when his ability manifested and I didn't ask, but I had the distinct impression he'd had the gift for the better part of his life.
Connor brought Rutherford up when she arrived. Her face was devoid of expression. This wasn't the first time we'd called her over and attempted to contact her dead husband. All I could do was give her a hug.
"How's the baby?"
Rutherford sniffed. "He's well. Jessie is watching him."
Jessie was Cain's protégé at the Vilokan Asylum. She was studying to become a therapist. Cain took her under his wing. She was also a vodouisant. She had the aspect of Ogoun, the Loa of War. Jessie didn't look like much of a warrior. She was slight of build and had the face of an angel. If you ever needed a little muscle though, someone to deliver an old-school ass kicking, she was your girl. As I understood it, she was also a reliable babysitter. It was for the best that Rutherford didn't bring baby Byron along. Seances can be tricky. If you ever invoke the wrong spirit, or worse, one that's lingered in the world looking for vengeance, they can be dangerous.
I wasn't worried about Cain. Who was this other spirit, though, that Tommy said was tagging along with him through the afterlife? My stomach turned. Cain hadn't been dead very long. Did ghosts get stronger with time? Was this other spirit using Cain, manipulating him, knowing we were trying to communicate with him? Was he looking for an opportunity to lash out, if not at the people he knew in life, then against anyone who still walked in the land of the living? Some ghosts feed on energy. They look for those channeling psychic power so they can drain it. They're like a ghoulish version of vampires.
A prayer of protection and a blessing was supposed to ward against all that crap. Alexandra started by invoking the goddess Hecate. I'd worked with the Morrigan before, and the Great Horned God. Mostly, though, my witchcraft was agnostic. There was enough deity, enough power in human blood that I didn't need prayers to wield my power. Perhaps I owed my irreverence to Moll—my great, great grandmother and mentor. I'd raised her from the dead, from a spell in a grimoire I'd found in my parents' attic. She claimed to revere the Horned God, but she was secretly in league with Lucifer. Funny how things seemed to have gone full circle. That devil could be a real bugger. Always poking his horns where they don't belong. Now that Corbin was the devil, I knew where he wanted to poke his horn. There wasn't a hell's chance that was ever going to happen.
We spent five or ten minutes in quiet meditation after Alexandra said the prayer. We were supposed to focus on cleansing ourselves of any negative thoughts or energy.
All of us were gathered in the circle. Somehow, we all knew when the time was right. Someone must've gone first and the rest of us followed suit. We placed our hands on the summoning board.
Alexandra cleared her throat before she spoke. "Tonight, we bid you, Cain, to visit us and grace us with your presence. Guide us with your words of wisdom."
Mercy snorted. "Hey Doc, get your ass in here and say something."
I glanced at Tommy to check and see if he saw anything. He looked back at me as if he sensed my glance. His eyes were wide and his irises were gone, like two miniature cue balls stuck in his skull.
Tommy turned and looked at Mercy. "Hello, Mercy."
Mercy tilted her head. Her eyes met Tommy's, and she gasped. "It can't be..."
"What's happening?" Alexandra asked.
Tommy stood up and stepped toward Rutherford. He took her hand. "Cain sends his love."
"Who are you?" Rutherford asked.
"He's my sire," Mercy said with a hushed voice. "It's Nico."
"Niccolo the Damned?" Alexandra asked.
Tommy grinned. It wasn’t really Tommy, though. "I prefer Niccolo the Blessed."
"Cain is here?" Rutherford asked.
Nico flashed half a grin. It wasn't Nico's face; it was Tommy’s. I didn't know either guy well. I mostly knew Nico from pictures and Mercy’s stories. There was something about that smile that was distinctly Nico-esque. Something I hadn’t seen on Tommy’s face in the few hours I knew him. "He's here."
"Can I talk to him?" Rutherford asked.
Nico nodded, then stepped over to me. "Drink this man's blood."
I tilted my head. "Say what?"
"His ability is in his soul, in his blood. As a man, he is only scratching the surface of his potential. You have a special gift, Hailey. With your skill as a witch, and your ability to cycle the abilities in blood, you can gain this gift and take it to another level."
"Another level?" I asked.
"My progeny, Corbin, still desires you. If he cannot make you his queen on earth, he will make you his queen over hell."
I furrowed my brow. "I sent Corbin’s scaly butt to hell, and he's still jonesin' for me."
Nico grinned. "He is."
I sighed and shook my head. "Some men really don't know when to quit, do they? No means no, dude."
"How are you even here?" Mercy asked.
"I'm Corbin's sire. Even in hell, my bond over him retains some influence. Still, I can only do so much. He's gained too much power. I cannot command him, but he can't control me, either. He also took a while to learn the ins and outs of managing hell. His incompetence gave me an out. I left vampire hell and found Cain's spirit."
"And he still wants me to be his queen in hell?"
"He wants to coronate you in hell and use you to extend his influence over the earth."
I huffed. "How in the world is he going to do that?"
"Corbin is sending demonic legions to possess every vampire hunter he can find. They're coming for you. If you're staked, all he has to do is coronate you as his queen once you're in vampire hell. If he does, you'll become his vassal. You'll be as powerless to resist his will, once he has you unstaked and revives you, as any vampire under a sire's bond."
"So we don't let Hailey get staked," Mercy said. "Simple enough."
Nico shook his head. "Corbin has thousands of demonic legions. Exorcise them from one slayer, and he can send them into someone else. If he leads thousands against Hailey, you won’t be able to stop them indefinitely. Even if you could, you’d spend a literal eternity on the run. That’s no way to live. If Corbin wants to stake Hailey, he will."
"So you're here to warn us?" I asked.
Nico nodded. "More than that. You and Mercy are not the first two vampires to practice witchcraft. Corbin isn't the first of my progeny to defy my wishes. There was another vampire, one of my progeny, nearly a thousand years ago who had also dabbled in the mystic arts. Merrick was a sorcerer, born to a tribe of Celtic warriors. I fought alongside him against a barbaric tribe that sought to oppress his people. He fell in battle and I turned him to save his life. Over time, once he learned what he was, he resented me. He consulted the old gods and devised a spell to reverse the sire bond."
I tilted my head. "To reverse the sire bond? You mean, so he could be free of your influence?"
"More so that he could influence me and, if he gained control of me, all the other vampires I'd turned. At that time, there were many."
I scratched my head. "What happened?"
"He had the spell but for some reason hadn’t cast it. I had no choice but to end him before he could complete it. Come to find out, he’d entrusted his grimoire to an order of druids. He called it the Grimoire of the Undead. It included his spell to claim a sire bond along with any number of spells he’d crafted through the years. Apparently, if he couldn’t use the spells, he didn’t want anyone else to get their hands on them. The druids sealed the grimoire and cast it into limbo. It was in a place where only those druids, who knew the secret to access the place, and Merrick himself could go."
I raised an eyebrow. "Limbo? You mean, like purgatory?"
Nico sighed. "They suspended it between the realms of the living and the dead. It is too ethereal to be claimed by human hands, and too material to be seized by the spirits. Only a spirit with the capacity for immense power and a vampire who remains in the land of the living can access it together and bring it back to the world."
"So you want me to get this grimoire?"
"Together with Cain, yes. Cain's ability to wield infernal and celestial power, combined with your abilities, should allow you to claim it. Then I want you to cast the spell over my spirit and claim my status in the genealogy of vampires."
"You want me to become like you, the original vampire?"
"You must claim my sire bond. With your power, and Cain's ability to drain Corbin of his infernal magic, you can both refuse his attempt to make you his queen and you can cast him out of the devil's form and into vampire hell where he belongs."
"How exactly do I do this?"
Nico grinned. "Bite me. Cycle the power in this man's blood, and we'll figure it out together."
I stared at Nico for a couple seconds. "Is Tommy in there?"
Nico nodded. "He is."
"Then let him tell me to do it. He came here to help us and I gave him my word. I will not drink the man's blood if he isn't okay with it."
Nico closed his eyes. When he opened them, Tommy's irises were back. "I understand what's at stake. You don't have to drain me, do you?"
I shook my head. "Just one gulp should do."
"Does it hurt?"
I shrugged. "Not that I can recall, but you know, I've only been bitten once."
"It doesn't hurt," Connor piped up. "It actually feels kind of good."
Tommy raised an eyebrow. "It feels good?"
"There's something in the enzymes, it's almost euphoric. Don't take my word for it, though. I'm an addict."
"Is that something I have to worry about?" Tommy asked. "Getting addicted to the bite?"
"That depends," Mercy added. "Some humans crave it after the first bite. Shifters like Connor get hooked instantly. I can't say I've ever bitten a medium."
Tommy chuckled. "I don't know if I'm a medium. I just see dead people. I think of myself more as a sensitive."
Mercy smirked. "Sensitive guys. They always taste a little sweet. Watch out, Hailey might be the one who gets hooked on you."
Connor cleared his throat.
I grinned. "Don't worry, Connor. My taste for you is more than... well, I was going to say skin deep, but that's sort of the point. You know what I mean."
Tommy took a deep breath. "Alright, Hailey. I hardly know you, but for some reason I feel like I can trust you. This feels important. I want to help."
I nodded. "The neck is faster. I'll get all the blood I need in just a second. The wrist works, but it might take a little longer to get the blood flowing."
Tommy nodded and tilted his head. "Let's do this the right way. The best way. I'm ready."
I leaned in and sank my fangs into Tommy's neck. His blood flooded into my mouth. It was sweet but savory at the same time. There was something different about it, a flavor I'd never noticed in my feedings before.
A surge of energy flowed through my body. I tapped into it with my bloodwitchery and cycled it through my soul. I removed my mouth from Tommy's neck and took a step back.
I gasped.
Nico was standing there in a black cloak and hood. Cain was standing beside him in his usual khakis and button-up shirt.
A blast of energy burst from my eyes.
"Oh my God!" Rutherford cried. "I can see you, Cain!"
Cain stepped over to Rutherford and raised his hand to her cheek. His form passed through her skin. She couldn't feel his touch, but she could sense it.
"I love you, Rutherford."
"I love you, too! I can't believe it's you!"
Mercy's eyes were fixed on Nico. He was the closest thing to a father she ever really knew. Her actual father tried to kill her, after all. Once he knew she'd become a vampire. He was a member of the Order of the Morning Dawn. Nico cared for her, he protected her; he loved her like a daughter. I think that was the first time I ever saw Mercy shed a tear.
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Whatever magic I had, combined with the seance, lasted about ten minutes. After that, Cain and Nico disappeared from everyone's view. Only Tommy and I could still see them, and only I could hear them speak. 
Rutherford hung out with the other witches a while. Mercy, Connor, and I headed back to Casa do Diabo. I expected Tommy would head off in his own direction. I had his ability, and with my skills, it was super-charged. I could see and hear the dead. Still, he followed us close behind.
Mercy turned back over her shoulder. "Looking for another bite?"
Tommy shook his head, chuckling nervously. "It's not that. I don't know how much more help I can be, but I've had this damned gift for as long as I can remember and not once has it led to anything good. I don't know much about the devil. I don't know who this Corbin guy is, but he sounds like a real asshole. If he is coming after you, and he has plans to unleash his assholery on the world through you, well, if my gift can contribute in even a small way maybe I can amount to something more than giving ghost tours to tourists looking for not much more than a little scare."
Mercy shook her fist in the air. "Down with the assholery!"
I grinned. "Glad to have you with us, Tommy."
Connor grunted. "Yeah. Cool with me. Are the dead guys still with us?"
I nodded. "Cain stayed back with Rutherford. She can't see him, but I guess he wanted to stay with her a little while longer."
Tommy turned and glanced toward Nico's ghost. To everyone else, it must've looked like he was staring into thin air. "So, he's really the first vampire?"
"He is," Mercy nodded. "Looks pretty good for such an old guy, right?"
Tommy chuckled. "Looks good for a dead guy."
Connor tilted his head. "What do most dead people look like?"
Tommy shrugged. "Most of them look human enough, but their expressions are blank. Their eyes glossed over. It's as if they've been wandering so long between the land of the living and the dead that they've lost their will to either live or die. They just exist, floating around mindlessly."
We walked a few more blocks. The streets are hardly ever empty in the French Quarter. Not unless there's a storm and, even then, there are usually a few intoxicated out-of-towners who won't let that stop them from getting the most out of their inebriated oblivion. Always seemed like a waste of a vacation to me. What good is a little time away from someone's busy life if they can't remember one half of it and they're hung over the other half? To each one's own, I suppose.
It wasn't a stormy night. The humidity was as high as it ever was, but the air smelled cleaner than usual. There were as many people as there ever were traversing the streets, hopping from one bar or club to the next. We'd passed the time of night when the casual tourists turned in. Across the street, a man handed another man a wad of cash and received a small brown paper bag in exchange. On one corner stood a young woman, black circles under her eyes, in a short skirt and knee-high boots. On the opposite corner a man played a trombone, his case open in front of him, hoping to collect some spare change from passersby.
Usually the street musicians were gone by this time of night, but when you're depending on your hustle to feed your family, you do what you have to do, as long as it takes to do it.
Mercy and I didn't get as many cat calls as we normally did on the streets at that time of night. Having a couple of men with us helped, I suppose. Tommy and Mercy weren't a thing, of course, but no one else knew that.
We were about to head up the sidewalk to Casa do Diabo when Nico stepped in front of me. "Stop! They're coming!"
"Who is coming?" I asked.
I turned around. A man stood there in a ski mask, a crossbow in his hands, his eyes glowing red. He was about to fire at my chest when Tommy jumped in front of me.
The crossbow bolt hit Tommy on the neck. I reached for my wand. It was in a pocket I'd sewn into the leg of my pants. Before I could grab it, Mercy was on the man with a fury. She tackled him to the ground and ripped off his ski mask. She pressed her thumbs into his eyes and screamed.
"Hailey, Connor, get inside!"
I opened the door to the house. Connor ran in. I ran back to Tommy and dragged his body toward the house. His blood was gushing from the wound on his neck faster than I could hope to stop.
By the time I got him inside, Tommy's clothes and body were so soaked in blood I couldn't tell if he was still bleeding or if he'd already bled out. I had to try. The poor guy was just trying to help us—and he did. I waved my wand over Tommy's body. Healing spells weren't hard. His blood was everywhere. His soul was soaked into his shirt, his pants, and caked in his hair. It was all over my hands. The healing magic blasted out of my wand.
"Hailey, wait!" Nico said.
"I can't wait. He's going to die!"
"You don't understand," Nico said. "You bit him earlier. He's drained. If you heal him now..."
Tommy gasped. His eyes turned red. His incisors grew.
I took a deep breath. "I should have thought of that."
Mel came running in from the living room. Until now, she was the newest vampire among us. She was Mercy's progeny. "Bloody hell, Hailey! What did you do?"
"I, um—"
The front door swung open again. Mercy was dragging the previously possessed slayer into the house. "Well, looks like dinner is served!"
I tilted my head. "He was possessed by a demon, Mercy. Are you sure that’s a good idea?"
"The demon's gone. Saw it leave him myself. No sense letting a couple of good bodies go to... wait, Hailey, did you..."
Before Mercy could stop talking, Tommy dove on the body of the now slain slayer and sank his teeth into the man's neck.
I shrugged. "I just tried to heal him. Nico warned me, but it was too late."
Mercy sighed. "You bit him earlier in the night. Should have thought of that, Hailey."
Tommy raised his head from the man's neck, blood dripping from his lips. "Who's complaining? I know I'm not! This stuff is delicious! Who would have known?"
Mercy smirked. "Well, that's just what we need. Demon possessed slayers are coming after us trying to stake you to vampire hell, and now we have a youngling to babysit."
Mel walked over and took Tommy by the hand. "Don't you all worry about that. I like this one. I can show him the ropes."
Mercy laughed. "Talk about the blind leading the blind."
"What?" Mel asked. "I've got my cravings under control. Mostly. I have bitten no one randomly in at least a week!"
"We don't have time for this," Nico piped up. "The slayers are coming after you. Corbin knows you live here, which means the slayers will, too. We need to find that grimoire."
"Holy crap," Tommy laughed. "I can hear you now, too!"
Nico rolled his eyes. "Well, isn't that brilliant?"
"What's going on?" Mercy asked.
"Nico says it isn't safe here. We stopped one slayer. Sort of. More will come soon."
Mercy nodded. "The last thing we need is to be trapped here during the day. Any thoughts about where we could go?"
I shrugged. "We could go to Vilokan."
Mercy shook her head. "We can't bring a youngling there and with Cain dead, I don't think the Vilokan Asylum is taking on any new vampires at the moment. Not to mention, it's predictable. Vilokan might be protected, but if we're talking about thousands of demon-possessed slayers closing in on us, they'll do whatever it takes to either break into the place or lure you out of there. We need to go somewhere they won't expect."
Tommy shrugged. "I have blackout curtains in my apartment. It's not the biggest place, but you're welcome to crash there until you can find a better place."
Mercy slapped Tommy on the back. "For the next several months at least, provided we make it that long, you go where we go."
Tommy scratched his head. "Alright. So, does that mean we're crashing at my place or what?"
Mercy nodded. "Let's go, before any other slayers find us and follow us there."
"Sweet," Tommy said. "I have blood in the fridge."
I tilted my head. "You do?"
"Just kidding," Tommy smirked and pointed at the body below him. "But I have a lot of jars. Anyone up to doing a little canning?"
Connor gulped. He was the only one among us who wasn't a vampire. "I think I'll just order a pizza."
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Tommy's apartment wasn't big, but it was clean. Compared to Connor's apartment, it was the Hilton. Tommy was also the only one among us who Corbin didn't know, so his place gave us the best chance to avoid the demon-possessed slayers long enough to figure out how I was going to find this grimoire that Nico thought I'd need in order to stop Corbin once and for all. 
I couldn't believe I'd sired someone. I didn't think it was going to work. I knew if I bit someone and drained their blood, they'd become a vampire if they survived. The chances that someone became a vampire without some kind of supernatural intervention were rare. Most people die and their consciousness moves on into the afterlife before vampirism takes over. Maybe one out of a hundred people who are drained become vampires without some kind of mystical intervention. Since modern vampires rarely drink their victims dry, there just aren't a lot of new vampires who are made by accident. I had a whoops baby, now. On the one hand, the timing couldn't be more inconvenient. On the other hand, since he had the same ability that I did, now refined by his vampirism, to speak to Nico and Cain and any other ghoul who might cross our path, the timing couldn't have been better. Maybe his ability would prove useful. I could only hope the benefit of his skills outweighed the pain in the ass he would be as a youngling.
While I was Tommy's sire, he was taken with Mercy. I think he had a bit of a crush on her. She humored him for the time being. Mercy was pretty perceptive. I think she knew Tommy was into her, but she was a tough nut to crack. I had a better chance of winning the lottery, than Tommy had of landing Mercy, and I never bought tickets. She'd only loved once in her almost two centuries of existence. Sure, Ramon was human now. He had his own family and a normal life, but she still loved him. When she let him go, her heart held on. She couldn't love Tommy. Besides, he was a youngling. She'd never fall for a youngling. That was just wrong. 
I sat next to Connor on Tommy's couch and held his hand. I rested my head on his shoulder and he ran his fingers through my hair.
Connor chuckled. "You could really use a shower."
"Do I smell?"
Connor grinned. "You're a vampire. You always smell. It's the curse of being a wolf shifter. I can smell everything."
"But you don't think I smell bad, right?"
Connor laughed. "I wouldn't be with you if I did. It's the blood in your hair and soaked into your clothes right now that's turning my stomach."
"Even if I showered, it's not like I have a change of clothes here. All my shit is back at Casa do Diabo."
"Well, who needs clothes? I like you better out of them, anyway."
I smiled and back handed Connor on his shoulder. "You're horrible. I'm not walking around Tommy naked."
Connor laughed. "I honestly don't think he'd notice. He can't take his eyes off of Mercy."
"I'd notice," Nico said, pacing back and forth in front of the front door.
I snorted. "I bet you would!"
"I'd what?" Connor asked.
I laughed. "Sorry, it was Nico. He said he'd notice."
"Hey, dead guy! Eyes off my girl!"
Nico turned to me and smirked. "Tell him not to worry. All I can ever do is look but never touch."
I grinned. "He said you have nothing to worry about."
"And don't even think about trying to possess me like you did with Tommy earlier just so you can cop a feel."
Nico laughed. "Tell him I'd never Patrick Swayze your Demi Moore."
I chuckled. "Wouldn't that make Connor Whoopi Goldberg in this scenario?"
"What are you talking about?" Connor asked.
I rolled my eyes. "Nico is referring to a movie, and the metaphor doesn't work. In that movie Whoopi Goldberg wasn't the one who loved Demi Moore."
"You're right," Nico said. "But it doesn't matter. Dead or alive, I'd never make a move on another guy's girl. Besides, we have bigger issues to worry about right now. Once Cain arrives, we can start our journey."
"Will Cain find us here?" I asked.
Nico nodded. "Some ghosts bind themselves to a particular place. They haunt a house or a room that was important to them in life. Other spirits bind themselves to a person."
"Wouldn't Cain bind himself to Rutherford or his son?"
"He was tempted to do that, as all spirits are. Cain bound himself in life to his patients, the supernatural beings he helped save. Now, he's bound himself to his mission, to a purpose."
"What happens after we finish the mission? If we stop Corbin?"
"Then he'll be free to move on."
"What about you?" I asked.
Nico rubbed his brow. "That's a good question. I didn't become a ghost because I lingered in the world after death. I became a ghost because I left heaven, then hell."
I raised an eyebrow. "You were in heaven first?"
"Something like that. I've been on a mission for a while now. Someone sent me to hell to defy Corbin. When my power wasn't sufficient to defeat him alone, I came to earth and found Cain. Now, my purpose is to help you defeat Corbin. To help you find the Grimoire of the Undead and use it to transfer my sire bond to you. Once that is done, well, I hope I'll be able to move on. If not, and I get stuck here, at least I'll have someone to talk to."
I raised an eyebrow. "You were sent to hell? Who sent you?"
Nico shook his head. "I can't recall. All my time in the afterlife is a blur. Time doesn't work the same way, there. It's like everything is as it always was and will be. I think I knew this was what I was supposed to do from the moment I arrived."
Connor sighed. "I'm still here, you know."
I kissed Connor on the cheek. "Sorry, didn't mean to make you feel left out of the conversation. Nico is still waiting for Cain and he was telling me a bit about how he got here to begin with."
"How did he end up becoming a ghost?"
I shook my head. "He isn't sure. All he knows is that some celestial entity sent him to hell to defy Corbin and from there he came here to join up with Cain, warn me of Corbin's plan, and help me find the Grimoire of the Undead."
"Where do we find this grimoire, anyway?" Connor asked.
I turned to Nico. "He asks a good question. What kind of quest are we looking at here? How do we travel into the space between the realms of the living and the dead?"
"Merrick was a sorcerer. So far as I know, his grimoire is hidden in a place no one other than he and a clan of ancient druids have ever accessed. If you can call it a place at all."
"So we need to figure out what kind of spell he learned to go there?"
Nico shook his head. "I think it's more complicated than that. There may be a spell involved, but it was more than that. He tapped into an ability he'd gained as a vampire and, like you, he cycled that ability and gained greater control over the ability to traverse between realms greater than anyone except the gatekeepers of the otherworld."
"That presents a problem. If he gained the ability from human blood, I'm not sure I can acquire the same ability unless I find a human of similar lineage."
"What if I could take you to Merricks' bones? Could you extract that power from his marrow?"
I shook my head. "I can't take the power like I would if I gained it from someone's blood. I might be able to tap into it. As long as he's been dead, though, there's no telling how much of the power remains in his marrow. If we do this, I'll consume that power when I use it. We might only get one shot at this."
Nico nodded. "Then that will have to do."
"Do you have any idea what we might be facing once we enter this in-between realm?"
"I don't have a clue. That's why we need Cain. If the grimoire is infused with infernal power. He can sniff it out. Once we go there, everything hinges on his ability to find the grimoire."
I scratched my head. "You have a plan to get us in there. If there is enough power left in Merrick's bones to do it, I can pull it off. The bigger question is how we're going to get home again. If I use the power in Merrick's bones to open a portal, and I'm not in corporeal form when we go there, I won't be able to take his bones with me. Someone will have to pull us out again."
Nico glanced at Tommy, who was still fixated on Mercy. He was telling her something about how he was an orphan, how he didn't have much of a family at all. Mercy was nodding along politely, but her eyes were glazed over. Mercy was cool. She had good intentions, but she wasn't the sort that you'd share a sob story with and expect empathy in return.
"Perhaps our new friend can help with that. Combined with the help of a few more witches, let's hope they can open a portal to bring us home."
"Alexandra and Selene aren't proficient in bloodwitchery. Mercy doesn't mess with it."
"That doesn't mean Mercy can't, Hailey. She's a witch, same as you. She's a vampire, too. If she has to do it, she can wield the same power you do."
I bit my lip. "And you think Tommy can help with that, too?"
Nico nodded. "The one thing I know about the portal that Merrick’s druid friends used when they hid his grimoire is that the portal wasn't visible from the material realm."
"If all of this hinges on Tommy, it's not an accident that we found him on that tour, is it?"
Nico laughed. "You tell me. How did you end up on that tour?"
I turned to Connor. "You got those tickets for the ghost tour, right?"
Connor nodded. "Yeah, they came in the mail. I figured it was something to do."
"Who do you think sent you those tickets?" Nico asked.
I shook my head. "I don't have a clue."
"Were you aware that Tommy was briefly one of Cain's patients?"
I raised an eyebrow. "At the Vilokan Asylum?"
Nico shook his head. "Cain can tell you that story. Cain saw him years ago, but not in connection with the Vilokan Asylum. He saw Tommy on referral from a child psychiatrist several years ago. Cain still had his records."
My eyes widened. "And Rutherford found his file. She sent us the tickets and arranged for us to meet."
Nico nodded. "She was desperate to contact Cain. You and your coven tried several times without avail to contact him. Rutherford set everything up. Cain knew what she was doing, and we made ourselves known when the time was right."
I chuckled. "Well, Rutherford is nothing if not clever. I'm glad it worked out. Aside from the whole turning Tommy into a vampire thing, at least."
Nico turned as Cain passed through the door and appeared in the apartment. Cain looked at me and grinned. "Are we ready to leave?"
I raised an eyebrow. "Right. We have to find Merrick's bones. Any clue how we're going to get there?"
Cain cleared his throat. "Nico, you didn't tell her where the bones are hidden?"
Nico sighed. "I was getting to that."
"Where are Merrick's bones?" I asked.
Nico pressed his hands together and raised them to his ghostly lips. "For a few centuries, I carried them with me. I was afraid of what might happen if they fell into the wrong hands. Years later, another of my progeny took charge of them and buried them at my behest."
I took a deep breath. "Another of your progeny? Don't tell me it was who I think it was."
Nico nodded. "Corbin buried Merrick's bones in a graveyard at his castle in Romania."
I snorted. "We have to go to Corbin's castle? You can't be serious."
"He still has many vampires there who are protecting his property in his absence," Nico said. "I wouldn't be surprised if they're expecting us."
I gulped. "So, we have to fight our way past a bunch of ancient old-world vampires, dig up a grave, and retrieve the bones."
Nico nodded. "Pretty much."
"And we have to get to Romania to pull that off. You understand, I'm sure, that trans-continental flights under nightfall are pretty rare, right?"
Cain nodded. "Come now, Hailey. You know how we'll have to make the trip."
I sighed. "We need Pauli."
Cain smiled. "He can teleport us there using the aspect of Aida-Wedo. Well, he can take you there. Nico and I can get there on our own."
I took a deep breath and stood up. "Mercy, Tommy, Connor. It looks like we're going to have to take a trip."
"I overheard," Tommy said. "We're going to Romania."
Mercy huffed. "I remember Nico telling me about that. Merrick's bones are buried at Corbin's castle."
I nodded. "That's what Nico said."
Tommy cleared his throat. "Who is Pauli?"
Mercy shook her head. She and Pauli had a complicated history. She bit him once. He was possessed by a Loa and bit her in turn. It was a whole thing. Ironically enough, that show-down happened when Nico died. It was before my time, but I knew the history. "I hate to admit it, but he's probably the best option we have if we want to get there fast and avoid slayers on the way."
I pulled my phone out of my pocket. "I'll make the call."
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When you have the aspect of Aida-Wedo, that means you have power over snakes and rainbows. Pauli could turn into a rainbow-patterned luminescent boa constrictor and, using the power of refracted light, teleport you just about anywhere on the globe. 
He wasn't always that powerful. The first time I met him, he could barely take you across town. Now, he'd gone global. Spreading his personal brand of fabulousness and flamboyance everywhere he went.
I had to send Pauli a picture of the apartment. If he could visualize where he was going to teleport, he could get there. Even a few decades ago, a vodouisant with Aida-Wedo's aspect might have been more limited just because it wasn't possible to visualize the destination. In the age of digital media and satellite imagery, there were very few places Pauli couldn't teleport.
With a multicolored flash, Pauli appeared in the middle of Tommy's apartment. Tommy jumped back a little.
Mel giggled. "Hey there, Rainbow Bright!"
Mercy huffed. "Rainbow Bright?"
Pauli shrugged. "It works. Peg my holes and I'll light right up!"
Mel and I laughed. Connor winced, and Nico and Cain ignored Pauli altogether. Tommy tilted his head. "Peg your holes? What does that even mean?"
Mercy shook her head. "If you need me to explain it to you, you don't want to know."
Pauli eyed Tommy. "Who's the new hottie?"
Tommy tilted his head. "I'm actually cold now. More like room temperature."
Pauli smirked. "Baby vampire? Who did the deed?"
I raised my hand. "He's mine."
"Well, how about that? You're a baby momma!"
I snorted. "No, I'm not. It was an accident."
"So was I. What's the diff? He's your baby now, honey."
"I'm not a baby!" Tommy protested. "I'm a grown ass man."
Pauli looked Tommy up and down. "Yeah, your ass is grown enough for me. I'd take you for a test drive."
Tommy gulped. "Say what?"
Pauli shrugged. "I like bubble butts and I cannot lie!"
Tommy shuddered. "Thanks, but I'm not into men. Could you please put on some clothes?"
"Sorry, honey! I can only teleport as a snake, but I can shape shift into any form I like."
Pauli quickly shifted into a form that resembled Mercy—except for his genitals. He retained his usual exaggerated shape down under.
Mercy rolled her eyes. "Pauli, you're disgusting."
"You'd know, honey! You tasted me once."
"I bit you, Pauli. You were a bit too spicy for my taste."
Pauli shifted back to his own form. He licked his finger and touched his right nipple and made a sizzling sound with his mouth. "Too bad you're not my type, Mercy. Most of the boys find me more than a mouthful."
I sighed. "We don't have time for this. Tommy, do you have any clothes for Pauli?"
"Sure, I guess."
"No need for clothes." Pauli shifted back into snake form. "You said you needed a trip to Romania?"
I nodded. "We do. Mercy, do you know where Corbin's castle is?"
Mercy bit her lip. "Sort of, but I don't know how to find it from here. Get my feet on the ground in the neighborhood and I could get there."
Nico chuckled. "Search for Corvin Castle. Like Corbin, but with a v instead of a b."
I pulled out my phone and did a search. "Damn, it's beautiful. Gothic architecture."
Mercy nodded. "Corbin doesn't go cheap."
I raised an eyebrow. "This place is pretty famous, according to the Internet. They host operas there?"
Mercy scratched her head. "It's quite the tourist attraction. No one knows much about what goes on there at night."
I showed Pauli the picture. "Can you take us here?"
"Sure. A few more pictures would help, but it’s no problem. Are you ready to go?"
"Not yet." I tapped on my phone to check the time difference. "It's nine in the morning there. It looks like we'll have to wait a while until nightfall."
"Well, the night is young," Pauli said. "I'll come back in about twelve hours and take you to Dracula's castle, then."
Mercy chuckled. "That's not Dracula's castle. He lives in Castle Bran."
I snorted. "Dracula is real?"
Mercy nodded. "Yeah, he's a real dick."
"He shouldn't create any problems," Nico said. "Dracula is a recluse."
"I've read that book," Tommy said. "I thought Dracula died at the end."
Mercy laughed. "You can hear Nico, can't you?"
"Sure," Tommy said. "There's more to the Dracula legend, I suppose?"
Nico laughed. "I told Bram Stoker that story. It was a part of my broader agenda."
"What agenda?" Tommy asked.
"I had my hands in a lot of vampire stories. I was trying to direct popular lore to our benefit. In those days, it was best that people fear us and steer clear of those castles. Later, as it became clear that it was only a matter of time before our existence became common knowledge, I spread stories more empathetic to our kind. Enough to give people enough pause to consider that we might not all be monsters."
I smiled. It was awkward whenever Nico or Cain talked and only two of us in the room could hear what they were saying. It left Mercy, Connor, and Pauli standing there in what must've felt like an awkward silence.
"Be careful, Pauli."
"Be careful? Bitch, please. I always use protection."
I snorted. "Not what I mean. There are demon-possessed slayers out there trying to find me. If they know that you know me, they might come after you to get to me."
Pauli huffed. "Whatever. Let them try. Funny thing about being a shapeshifter, wolfie here knows this, is that we can heal when we change. Not to mention, I'm a tough snake to catch. Unless you happen to be tall, dark, and handsome."
Mercy raised an eyebrow. "I didn't realize you were so particular about your men."
"Don't get me wrong. I've represented the lollipop guild more than once. Short, pale, and stocky has its appeal. It's not about the size of the man that counts. It's all about the size of his manhood."
Tommy plugged his ears. "Too much information."
"My point, Pauli, is to be careful. More than usual. Without you, our best shot at getting to Romania is in a shipping crate on a cargo ship."
"Traveling that way sucks ass," Mercy said. "The longer we take to get this job done, the more demon possessed slayers we'll have to reckon with."
Pauli waved his hand through the air. "Don't sweat it, ladies. I might just hit the sack and then go to bed."
"Isn't that the same thing?" Tommy asked.
I shook my head. "Don't ask, Tommy. If Pauli can make an innuendo out of something, he will. It doesn't take a genius to figure out what he might mean by 'hitting the sack.'"
Tommy tilted his head a second before his eyes widened. "Oh! I think I get it."
Pauli snapped his fingers and in a flash of rainbow-colored light, disappeared. I looked around the room. Nico and Cain were floating there in mid-air, bored. Nico was biting his nails. Cain was twiddling his thumbs.
I sighed. "Well, it looks like we have some time to burn. This is your place, Tommy. Any suggestions?"
Tommy's eyes widened. "We could play Dungeons and Dragons!"
I snorted. "No, thank you."
Connor chuckled. "When you're already a witch and a vampire, pretending to be an elf or a dwarf loses its allure."
Tommy shrugged and laughed. “Maybe vampires and witches would be more interested in role-playing games where they can be accountants. You could get a suit-coat with plus-five account balancing abilities. It would be an escape from reality.” 
I grunted. “I’ll pass.”
“Maybe you could be a lifeguard! You’d get to hang out in the sun all the time.”
I rolled my eyes. “Again, I’ll pass.”  
Tommy scratched his head. “Video games?"
"Yes, please!" Mel piped up. "What system to do you have?"
Tommy smirked. "Better question. What system don't I have?"
"You two do that," Mercy said. "Hailey, come with me. Let’s do a little reconnaissance."
I scratched my head. "Reconnaissance?"
Mercy nodded. "Before we leave town, it's probably good to get an idea about how many slayers we might be dealing with."
"We can do that for you," Nico said. "It's safer that way."
I cleared my throat. "Nico doesn't recommend it. He says that he and Cain can handle that for us without risk."
Mercy looked around the room. "Where's Nico standing, exactly?"
I pointed to Nico's apparition, just to the right of Tommy's television.
Mercy nodded and flipped him off. "I can take care of myself."
Nico chuckled as he shook his head. "I should have known better than to tell Mercy to play it safe."
"I could use a bite to eat!" Tommy piped up.
I huffed. "You just had an entire person before we left Casa do Diabo!"
Mercy grinned. "He's a growing boy. Best find him a good bite. It's never good to let a youngling go hungry."
"I'll take one, too!" Mel added. She was already digging into Tommy's video game collection.
Mercy grinned and looked in Nico's direction. "Go ahead and do your ghostly recon. We're going hunting."
Connor sighed. "I was going to order a pizza. I guess it's too late for that now."
"A shame," Mel said. "Supreme pizza with a side of delivery boy. It's one of my favorite combos."
"There are frozen pizzas in my freezer," Tommy said. "You might as well eat them. They don't sound good to me right now."
"Pizza's not bad," Mel said. "Best with blood for sauce. Has to be fresh though. Otherwise, ew."
Tommy rubbed his stomach. "That sounds delicious."
I cringed. There were vampires out there who enjoyed mixing their old human favorites with blood in various ways. I preferred to drink straight from the tap. "We'll find someone edible and be back shortly."
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It was probably a good idea to make sure your youngling was well-fed before dragging him half-way across the world to vampireland.  
I'd never been to Romania. Mercy went there shortly after Nico died to try and rally support behind her leadership of the Vampire Council. Her efforts were rebuffed. Even when Nico ran the council, it was difficult to enforce the council's precepts across the pond. 
Corbin was Nico’s sole representative in the old world. While Corbin carried out Nico's wishes, he did so under the pretense that it was according to his own authority as a self-proclaimed king of vampires. That was the problem with sire bonds. A progeny has to obey, but they're free to exercise any loopholes not protected against by the sire's dictates. 
Nico didn't realize what Corbin was doing at the time. Mercy found out rather quickly after Nico's death when she tried to represent the new council's authority over the old world and found that the vampires there were wholly loyal to Corbin and cared little for what they called the "American council."
Corbin first came to New Orleans under the pretense that he was willing to negotiate some cooperation with Mercy's efforts. It became clear pretty quickly that his agenda was to undermine her authority, to expand his influence and win the loyalty of American vampires to his cause. 
What was his cause? To build up the ranks of vampires enough so that if the time came that our existence was exposed to the world, we'd be too strong for humans to thwart. He wanted to spread fear and dominate the world. His plan was to dominate humanity, to reduce the human population to a "herd" for feeding, and for me to be his queen. 
I'd thwarted his efforts more than once. His last effort was to call forth Lucifer, to bind the devil to his will in the form of a dragon. With the help of the Fomorian Wyrmriders, I foiled that plan like I did his previous ones. When we sent him back to hell, I assumed it was over. Little did I realize that positioning himself as the lord of hell he was only more determined than ever to see his plan carried out—by making me his queen, binding me to his will from hell, and using me as his vassal to rule the world. 
This might have been his most insidious plan yet, and so far the only idea we had to stop him hinged on working with a couple ghosts, recovering Merrick's bones, and using them to locate a grimoire that was hidden in some kind of in-between realm only Merrick and a clan of long-dead druids had the power to access. 
It was a long-shot, but it was better than trying to hide from Corbin's legions forever. Nico was right. They'd find me eventually and all it would take is a stake to my heart, and Corbin could complete his plan.
It crossed my mind briefly that I could end my existence. He couldn’t make me his queen, then. 
Then I realized how foolish that was. A stake to the heart and I’d be to blame. I’d give self-love a bad name. I'd still end up in vampire hell. 
Corbin had worked with necromancers, like the Witch of Endor, in the past. Not only was there a chance he'd find a way to bring me back, but I wasn't the only vampire he could technically use to complete his plan if I wasn't available. All he really needed was any vampire who he could coronate or use as his vassal to exert his will on earth.
That meant we had to act fast. We had to stop Corbin while he still hoped that he'd be able to have me staked. 
Yeah, Corbin thought he loved me. I was the one he wanted to make his queen. If he thought I was unreachable, though, I wasn't under any illusion that he'd give up his plan entirely. He'd find another vassal and use her in the same way, at least until he found me. For all I knew, Corbin already had a vampire staked in hiding, ready to coronate and revive.
If we had to hide in a shipping crate and travel to Romania by boat, he might coronate another vampire in the meantime. I wouldn’t have to be his queen, but humanity would suffer just the same.
Tommy's apartment was far enough from Casa do Diabo that I didn't expect we'd run into much trouble. After the first slayer came after us, chances were he had others watching our place and waiting for an opportunity to stake me.
I grabbed a backpack and stuffed it full of a few things that might come in handy. Important stuff like makeup, a hairbrush, and deodorant. 
We headed toward Bourbon Street. I realized right away that I forgot a few things—like a change of clothes. Go figure. At least I could have a pretty face, untangled hair, and wouldn’t smell. 
It was on the opposite side of the French Quarter. Not an awful place to find someone we could snatch and grab for a meal. Drunks made ideal targets. We'd feed, our bite would filter the alcohol out of the blood we consumed, and leave the person with a blood-alcohol content high enough that they'd forget the whole thing. 
An extra memory-wiping spell could guarantee it, but with demons afoot, working magic was risky. Mercy and I had faced demon-possessed folks in the past. They were nothing if unpredictable. If we used a spell, they might sense a disturbance in mystical energies and track us down. If we could find someone sufficiently intoxicated, we could avoid the need to use memory-wiping magic.
As we got closer to Bourbon Street, we heard a high-pitched, blood-curdling scream. Mercy and I picked up the pace to check it out. We slipped through an alley and hid behind a dumpster.
We didn't see who screamed, but we saw at least a dozen pairs of red-glowing eyes moving down the street.
Mercy shook her head. "More possessed slayers."
I gasped as I saw one of them grab a young woman off the sidewalk. He twisted the woman's neck, and she fell to the ground.
"Fuck!" Mercy said. "They're killing people."
I rubbed my eyes. "She's not the first. They're leaving bodies in their wake! We have to do something!"
I was about to grab my wand when Mercy grabbed my hand. "Don't do it. That's what they want you to do. They're killing people to try to lure you out!"
I shook my head. "We can't just let them murder people, Mercy!"
"How many people do you think Corbin will kill through you if they get you, Hailey?"
I clenched my fists. "We can’t just stand her and watch!"
Red and blue lights reflected off some buildings. Three cop cars sped through the streets. They stopped, and the officers stepped out of the cars and drew their guns.
"Let them handle this," Mercy said. "We can't get involved."
I shook my head. "This will not end well."
The officers shouted at the demon-possessed slayers to get on the ground. Predictably, the horde pressed forward. The police opened fire. The bullets struck the slayers but didn't slow them down. They took off after the cops and tore them apart with their bare hands.
"Mercy! We can't let this happen!"
Mercy tightened her grip on my arm. "We can't stop them. I don't care what spell you think you can do, Hailey, they'll anticipate it. And it won't do any good. Kill the hosts and the demons will find more people to possess. We have to stick to our plan."
Several translucent specters rose from the bodies that littered the streets. My hand was shaking. "Holy shit, I can see them."
"See what?"
"Their ghosts... they're everywhere!"
Mercy sighed. "Wait until the demons have passed. We'll bring back a body. Someone who hasn't died yet, so the soul still coheres in their blood."
"If we find someone who's survived, we still have to heal them."
"We can't, Hailey! No magic. It's too risky. But if these people are going to die anyway, there’s no sense letting their bodies go to waste. Tommy needs the blood."
I bit my lip. Mercy had been a vampire a lot longer than me. She wasn’t thinking about the people’s families. Without a body, they’d never get closure. Still, she had a point. We needed to feed Tommy. "I can use my telekineses. It's not magic, it's one of my vampiric abilities. I think I can pull a body toward us."
Mercy nodded. "Just make sure the ghost hasn't left the body yet. The blood won't satisfy Tommy well enough if the soul is gone."
The way the demons tore through the cops, they weren't an option. Their ghosts had already escaped their bodies. They didn't realize they were dead. They were chasing after the demons. They'd realize soon enough that their efforts were pointless. The woman they attacked earlier was still convulsing on the side of the road.
I focused on the woman's body. She shot through the air toward us and crashed into the dumpster. Mercy and I grabbed the woman's body. Mercy grabbed her under the arms. I took her by the legs. We carried her back to Tommy's apartment.
Connor gasped when we stepped inside with the body. "What the hell?"
I shook my head. "Long story. This was the best we could do. It's not safe out there."
"It was a massacre," Mercy said. "Bodies everywhere. The demon-possessed slayers are trying to force our hand, trying to lure Hailey out."
Connor shook his head. “Corbin knows Hailey. He knows she’s still human enough that she couldn’t resist fighting back.”
Mercy nodded. “That’s what he’s hoping. Thankfully, I was there to stop her.”
I huffed. “I still think I could have saved a few lives.” 
“Temporarily,” Mercy said. “Corbin is playing the long-game. You have to do the same.” 
Mel and Tommy dropped their video game controllers. They sank their fangs into the woman's body. My stomach turned into knots. This wasn't right. Nothing about this situation was right.
Nico and Cain reappeared by the front door.
"I'm glad you made it back," Nico said. "It's getting bad out there."
Cain was rubbing his brow. "It's a nightmare."
"Everyone needs to stay here and lie low until Pauli gets back."
I sighed. "If he gets back. I really hope he didn't go out onto the streets. If he did, if the demons got him, we'll be screwed."
Mercy shook her head. "Pauli is a lot of things. One thing he isn't is dumb. My guess is he'll tell Annabelle what's going on. We need to let her do her best to try to slow the demons down. You aren’t the only hero in town, Hailey. Annabelle might be a lot of things, but she’s certainly capable. All we can do right now is wait and hope that Pauli shows up when agreed."
I took a deep breath. I wasn't in the mood to feed. Especially not off the dying body of someone Corbin's demons attacked. "If Corbin can unleash this much terror with just a dozen of those things, what can he do with thousands? He can complete his plan with or without me."
"That's true," Nico said. "But he doesn't want to. His imagined love for you is his weakness. If we do this, Hailey, you can stop him once and for all."
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I wasn't accustomed to being stuck inside at night. Still, given my aversion to daylight, I'd spent more than my share of time indoors with no place to go. After Tommy and Mel had their fill, the woman's body was devoid of color. I might have been a vampire, but that didn't mean I was accustomed to being around dead bodies. I didn't kill people when I fed. That was a line I never planned to cross. 
As a vampire for less than half a day, Tommy had now fed twice on dying bodies. How a vampire feeds his first few times can be formative. It can lead to habits, cravings that the vampire is destined to repeat. I'm pretty sure that's why Mercy's ex, Ramon, was so brutal and why it took years before Mercy broke him of his vicious habit of dismembering his victims. He started out wrong and stayed that way.
Between the body in Tommy's apartment, the pressure of having a youngling under my wing who hadn't had the best start to his vampiric life, and the screams we heard from outside throughout the night, time couldn't have passed more slowly. We vampires don't have to sleep, but we certainly can. I got a shower and slipped into some of Tommy's clothes. That’s what I got for forgetting to stuff a change of clothes in my backpack before we left. 
Tommy’s clothes were way too big for me, but at least they weren't stained with blood. He had a washing machine and dryer in his apartment. I had plenty of time to wash them before Pauli returned. Other than that, I spent most of the time snuggling with Connor on the couch. Despite my attempts, I never fell asleep. There was too much on my mind. Nico and Cain looked even more bored than I was. They hovered over the room but didn't react much to anything. It was like they'd gone into some kind of daze. It was probably a ghost thing. Still, it added to the uneasiness of the situation.
After my laundry was done, I got back into my own clothes. There were a few blood stains that didn’t wash out, but at least the odor wasn’t constantly wafting past my nose. I had my cravings under control, but if I smell blood, it’s just a matter of time before the hunger pangs will strike.
When Pauli returned, he appeared with a change of clothes for himself draped over his serpentine body. Tight leather pants, a lacy black shirt, open-toed stilettos, and a pink feather boa. I was relieved to see him. He quickly got dressed after he shifted back to human form.
"Everyone alright?" Pauli asked.
I tilted my head. It wasn't like Pauli to show so much concern. By the look on his face, though, he was as shell-shocked by everything going on outside as I was. "We're alive. Well, most of us are anyway. And some of us are vampires, so I guess that's a question of semantics. How do you define 'alive' anyway?"
Pauli shook his head. "It's like a war-zone out there. I really hope this plan of yours works."
"It's not my plan. It's Nico's."
"It will work," Mercy said. "It has to work. If it doesn't, we're out of options. I don't have a Plan B."
"I need to see that picture again," Pauli said. "It will take me a minute to get my bearings. Teleporting so far isn't easy, even with a good photo. If you can pull up a satellite shot of the area, that will help, too."
I already had a screen shot saved of Castle Corvin. I used an address of the castle I found on a website to bring up the satellite image from Google. I took another screen shot. I handed my phone to Pauli. "Just scroll back and forth between the two images. If you need anything else, let me know."
Pauli took my phone. He sat down next to me on the couch and rubbed his brow. I'd seen Pauli endure some pretty precarious situations over the last few years. He'd bailed out Annabelle, Cain, Mercy and I from more than a few tough spots. Even then, he remained his jovial, flamboyant self. Now, though, he looked as though he was the one who'd just seen a ghost. He was out on the streets. He saw a lot worse than I did. How many people died overnight? How many more people would die before we stopped Corbin? I didn't want to know. I couldn't think about it.
Pauli took a deep breath and handed me my phone. "I've got it. Everyone ready?"
"I'm ready," Mercy said.
"Yeah," I added. "Me, too."
"Alright," Pauli said. "I've never teleported this many people at once. Y'all are going to have to squish together as close as you can. I'm a big snake. That’s what the boys tell me, anyway. But I need to wrap around all of you to make this work."
Nico and Cain waved at us. "We'll meet you there," Nico said.
I strapped on my backpack. We were looking for bones, after all. Who knew what else I’d end up having to collect on this journey? I’d learned more than once in magical battles with supernatural baddies that I often needed trinkets or weapons and didn’t have enough hands to carry them all. 
Never go into battle without a good backpack. 
Connor wrapped his arms around me. Mercy, Mel, and Tommy squeezed around us as close as they could get. Connor winced. He didn't mind my scent, but a lot of vampires surrounded him at the moment. He was probably picking up an unpleasant odor. He tucked his face into my hair.
Pauli returned to serpent form, stretched his body around all of us, and in a flash of his trademark rainbow colored light we appeared at the bottom of a hill looking straight up at Castle Corvin.
Pauli unwrapped himself from around us. "I'll find a place to hide and stay inconspicuous. Maybe I'll climb a tree or something."
"Thanks," I said. "You're our ride home. Be careful."
"You too. All of you. I really hope you guys know what you're doing."
I looked around. "We don't have a clue. Where are Nico and Cain?"
"Give them a minute," Mercy said. "I'm not sure that ghosts travel at the speed of refracted light."
"We don't need to," Nico said from behind us. I turned and saw the ancient vampire spirit standing beside Cain, who still wasn't saying much. "We exist on a plane beyond the laws of physics. Stay here for a bit. I'm going to check out the castle and see if we have a clear path to the graves."
Nico and Cain disappeared again. Moonlight illuminated the castle. I realized with a full moon Cain would have normally become a werewolf if he'd been with us as he'd lived for most of his existence. A werewolf would have been handy. If there's one creature vampires shy away from, its werewolves. A werewolf's bite leaves a wound on vampires that can take a century or longer to fully heal, and it hurts like hell the whole time. 
We were going to have to settle for the much quieter, pensive, non-werewolf specter of Cain for now. I wasn't entirely sure what his role was in this. Once we got into hell, he was supposed to help harness the infernal power that bound Corbin to Lucifer's form. He wasn't himself, though. In the past, he took charge in situations like this. He was the one who had the plan, the strategy, and the determination to see it through. I couldn't blame him. He was recently dead. He sacrificed his life to save his son.
There were a few windows in the castle lit from within. The place had electricity which shouldn't have surprised me. I expected the place to be lit by candles and lanterns. I suppose even old castles like this one had been retrofitted with electric wiring by now. I wondered to myself how many vampires might be inside. The castle was gigantic. An empty moat surrounded it. A lowered drawbridge led across the moat. Why was it lowered? Well, the sun had only recently set in Romania. That meant the vampires who lived there were now free to roam about.
I glanced at Mercy. "I don’t feel right about this. It feels like someone is watching us."
Mercy nodded. "I agree. You're probably right. The vampires here are all loyal to Corbin. If they have any way of getting a message to him, you'd better believe they will. Let's hope they take more time to do that than it takes Nico to find a clear path to Merrick's grave.
"I can sniff out any vampires who might be around," Connor said. "They won't expect a wolf being much of a problem."
"That's a good idea," Mercy said.
I bit my lip. "Are you sure? Be careful, okay?"
Connor kissed me on the cheek. "Don't worry. I want to help however I can. I'm the only non-vampire in the group. Might as well use what skills I have to contribute."
I kissed Connor back. He stripped out of his clothes and shifted into wolf form. He took his clothes with him in his mouth and took off into the darkness.
I took a deep breath.
Mercy placed her hand on my back. "He'll be fine. He's probably safer as a wolf than a human, anyway. If any vampires see him, they won't think about him as a meal."
I chuckled. "You're probably right."
With Connor patrolling, Pauli hiding in a tree, and the ghosts scouting out the castle, we four vampires were all that remained.
I heard the sound of a twig snapping in two. I turned toward the sound.
"Shit," Mercy said. "We aren't alone out here."
No sooner did Mercy speak and over twenty torches lit surrounding us. From their pale faces, and the fangs that caught the torchlight, they were all vampires. One stepped out from the rest. He was wearing a three-piece suit, had sunken cheeks, and long black hair slicked back and tucked behind his ears.
"Well, if it isn't Mercy Brown. The prized daughter of he who once thought himself our master."
Mercy huffed. "Hello, Dracula. Long time no see, you dusty old piece of crap. What the hell are you doing here?"
"I could ask you the same thing. Corbin is gone. He has been for some time. In his absence, I claimed his territory. Unlike your brother, Mercy, I have no sire-bond preventing me from eliminating you. I'll ask you once. Why are you here?"
Mercy darted her eyes back and forth. "Why do you think I'm here?"
"Do you intend to reclaim this castle for your brother?"
Mercy furrowed her brow. "You really don't know what Corbin has been up to lately, do you?"
"I presumed he was forging an alliance with your council."
Mercy smirked. "Nope, you couldn't be further from the truth."
"Then tell me, girl, what it is you're doing here. And why are you here with three younglings? Are you really so devoid of power that you rely on infants to do your bidding?"
I huffed. "I'm no youngling! I've been a vampire for over seven years now!"
Dracula laughed. "Still a youngling, child. But you are correct. There is something different about you. There's power within you, so many abilities for one so young."
I gulped. "You can sense that?"
Mercy waved her hand through the air. "Don't worry about Hailey. Here's the thing, Dracula. I imagine you hid away in that castle of yours for years, just waiting for your chance to make a move. Corbin left the country, and you saw an opportunity."
"Bravo, Mercy. Your clearly have powers of deduction beyond those of an idiot."
"But you don't," Mercy said. "You could stake the four of us. If you did, you'd make Corbin more powerful than you can imagine. Are you such a fool, Dracula, as to think that not one of these vampires remains loyal to my brother?"
"I'm sure there are those whose loyalties would shift back to him were he to appear. Still, I'm the eldest of our kind in Romania. They'd be fools to defy me."
Mercy shrugged. "Maybe they would be. Unless they knew that by defying you, they'd make Corbin more powerful than any of us could imagine."
"How can I possibly believe you?" Dracula asked. "You are nothing but Niccolo's favorite pet. A pretty one, I grant, but poodles are pretty, too. You’re still little more than a pet."
Mercy chuckled. "Think what you like. Look, if you don't believe me, stake the four of us and hell will rain down on your pale white ass faster than you can say 'I vant to suck your blood.'"
Dracula snorted. "I never say that! Why does everyone think I do?"
Mercy rolled her eyes. "It doesn't matter. It also doesn't matter how little you think of me. The vampires in North America all look to me as their leader. Ultimately, you and I want the same thing. We want Corbin done away with for good."
"Are you proposing an alliance?" Dracula asked.
Mercy nodded. "I'll endorse your position. I'll tell everyone you're the new vampire king of the old world. All I need from you is to let us recover something that Niccolo left in this castle a long time ago."
Dracula narrowed his eyes. "Whatever it is you seek must be something powerful. What is it?"
Mercy shrugged. "Nothing that's of any use to you. That's all you need to know."
Dracula stepped up to Mercy. He took a strand of her hair and sniffed it. "I can see why Niccolo was so taken with you. You are delightful. Though, these younglings of yours are likewise delectable. Maybe I'll keep you all around for a bit. You're quite nice to look at. All except for the one."
"Hey!" I protested. "I'm pretty, too!"
Dracula laughed. "I was talking about the male."
I grinned. "I know. I couldn't resist."
Dracula dropped Mercy's hair and took a strand of mine. He lifted it to his nose and inhaled. His eyes widened. "You truly are the prize, aren't you?"
I bit my lip. "What do you mean?"
"I can smell your power. You're remarkable. Intoxicating, even. Perhaps I'll play with you tonight. You remind me of one I knew long ago, my dearest Mina."
I huffed. "You will not! I'm no one's toy!"
Mercy shot darts at me from her eyes as if she wanted me to go along with it. "I'm sure we can come to an arrangement that you'll find pleasing."
"Excuse me?" I asked.
"Silence, pet!" Mercy shouted.
I bit my lip. She'd never once called me that. She never would. She was clearly up to something. Hopefully, Mercy had a plan.
"Sorry," I said.
Dracula grinned. "Or perhaps I'll have the both of you. Nico's pet and his pet's pet. I like to watch."
Mercy smirked and touched Dracula's chin with her forefinger. "Honey, you couldn't handle us."
Dracula billowed a laugh and turned to the other vampires. "Bring these two to my quarters. Put the other two in the dungeon."
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I'd never seen a place so luxurious. Dracula claimed Corbin's old suite. I wasn't sure which ancient vampire was primarily responsible for all the gold trim on everything, the velvet furniture, and the renaissance-era artwork on the walls. Either way, it was impressive. Most old vampires had money. Mercy inherited all of Nico's money and he'd acquired his riches over centuries. These old world vamps were also rolling in it. While Mercy was at least as wealthy as Dracula or Corbin, she was also a minimalist. She grew up the poor daughter of a religious zealot in Exeter, Rhode Island. In all her decades as a vampire, she'd never adopted the refined taste of the likes of the ancient vampires. Even Nico, as wealthy as he was, spent his money functionally more than luxuriously. He had a yacht, several mansions around town, and Mercy now owned all of them. None of them held a candle to Castle Corvin. 
Dracula's lackeys left us in the room. They took Mel and Tommy to a dungeon somewhere. Dracula was a creepy mofo. The way he sniffed my hair felt like something straight out of a serial killer's memoir. So much for Nico's confidence that Dracula wouldn't pose us any problems.
"They just left us in here?" I asked. "They don't think we're going to run?"
Mercy grinned. "Look out the window."
I walked over to the window. The empty moat was the only thing below. It was too dark to see what might be inside.
I shrugged. "No biggie. I could use a levitation spell and get us out of here."
Mercy shook her head. "Don't do that."
"You really think Corbin's demons can sense my magic from here?"
"That's not it," Mercy said. "This couldn't be going any better."
"Excuse me? Dracula is real. He had his henchmen bring us up to his room so he could enact whatever perverted fantasies he might have with us and he put our younglings in the dungeon."
Mercy shrugged. "How do you know he isn't planning on enacting his perversions in the dungeon? That's doubly kinky, right?"
I huffed. "Just stop, Mercy. This isn't a good situation."
"Of course it is. Look, if these were Corbin's vamps and they knew what he was planning, they would have staked us on sight."
"You realize I know a spell that I could use to blast the blood right out of their bodies."
"Right. Then we'd be surrounded by ferals. That would have been so much better."
"Better than letting Count Dickula have his way with us."
Mercy chuckled. "All that was just for show. Mostly. I mean, he is a perv. But most men are, vampire or not. He acted that way mostly for the sake of the vampires he was leading. A lot of them were loyal to Corbin before. Corbin hated me. How well do you think it would have gone over if he acted like he was happy to see me?"
"You and Dracula are friends?" I raised both eyebrows.
Mercy laughed. "Not at all. I can't stand the guy. But he's had a crush on me as long as I can remember."
I pinched my chin. "So we're back to where I thought we were. He's brought us here to have his way with us."
Mercy shook her head. "He isn't that bold. He's an asshole and a dick. But he's mostly harmless."
"An asshole and a dick? What's the difference?"
"Do you really need me to explain the anatomy, Hailey?"
"Not literally! Geez. You know what I mean. It doesn't matter. Whatever he feels about you, I doubt he brought the two of us up here for tea and crumpets. Not that I know what crumpets are, but you get the point."
"It's griddle bread. Still, what do we have to worry about? Best-case scenario, we can sweet talk him into letting us take Merrick's bones. Worst-case scenario, you blast him with your spell. I stake him while he's feral, and we take what we came for."
"How did he know about my power?"
Mercy shook her head. "Dracula has a lot of abilities. No one really knows all of them for sure on account of the fact that he's kept to himself for the last century or so."
The door swung open. Dracula stood there grinning widely. "Among those powers is a fantastic sense of hearing."
Mercy shrugged. "We weren't saying anything we wouldn't tell you to your face."
Dracula laughed. "Perhaps not, love. You were wondering how it was I sensed your power, were you not?"
I bit my lip. "I am a witch. Both of us are. Maybe you sense magic."
Dracula winked at me. "It's not magic I can feel. It's your other powers. Your vampiric powers."
I scratched my head. "Oh, those. Yeah, we have a few of them."
"What are they?"
Mercy grunted. "You know what I can do."
"Right!" Dracula lifted a hand to Mercy's cheek. "You have compulsion abilities."
Mercy gasped. Dracula inhaled deeply. "Ah yes, this will be very useful."
"You stole my ability!" Mercy shouted.
Dracula shrugged. "What? Did you think I was into you two for your bodies? Perhaps I am. Now I can make the two of you do whatever I like."
I clenched my fist. "Like hell!"
"Are you going to stop me, young lady? This worked out perfectly. I never know if I want to take another vampire's abilities. Some of them are quite unpleasant. Now I can make you tell me what yours are. I'll decide for myself what I want. Then we can have some fun."
I huffed. “Why didn’t you just take our abilities when we were outside?”
“I’m a romantic. What can I say?” 
I rolled my eyes. “Bullshit. The other vampires don’t all know about your ability-stealing power, do they?”
Dracula shrugged. “That’s none of your business.”
“That’s why you didn’t steal our abilities in front of them. There are still a few among them whose abilities you haven’t stolen yet.” 
“Think what you wish.” 
I glanced around the room. I knew how Mercy's power worked. She could compel people to do what she said, but there were loopholes. Unless she told someone not to do something specifically, she couldn't stop them. She hardly ever used her ability. She said it brought out a darkness within her she couldn't control. I had to think fast. Before Dracula could take my ability, I had to use it. I spotted a wooden chair on the other side of the room. It would have to do.
"It's Hailey, isn't it?"
I nodded. "That's right. You've heard of me?"
Dracula nodded. "Tell me what it is you can do?"
I nodded. "I can see ghosts."
"Interesting. There's more, though, isn't there?"
I grinned. "I have telekinesis."
Before Dracula could touch my face and steal my abilities, I visualized the chair. It flew toward me as I visualized it—legs first. One of them plunged through Dracula's back and into his heart.
The count fell to the ground.
"Holy shit! I just staked Dracula!"
"Good job!" Mercy clasped her hand over her mouth as she laughed.
I shook my head. "He stole your ability."
Mercy nodded. "That'll be a problem if he ever gets unstaked. I'm not all that upset about it. I don't like the power much, anyway. I can’t imagine what he’d do with it, though. Use fire magic. Burn out his heart."
I pulled out my wand. "This is going to be a little hot."
I pressed my wand directly over the wound that the chair leg created when it blasted through his back and out of his chest. I unleashed flames directly into the wound. When I did, it reduced Dracula's remains to ash and bone.
I smirked. "Done in by a 'pet.' The other dead vampires in hell are going to give him all kinds of shit about that."
Mercy snorted. "Yeah, about that. Corbin's going to know that Dracula's there. That means it's probably just a matter of time before Corbin figures out what we're doing here. We have to move fast."
I nodded and looked around. "Where the hell are Nico and Cain?"
"How am I supposed to know? You're the one who can see them."
"We need them. You don’t know where Merrick's bones are, do you?"
Mercy shook her head. "I don't have a clue."
I sighed. "Alright. Well, do you know where the dungeon is? Maybe we'll find them on our way there. We have to free Tommy and Mel."
"We're going to have to fight our way through a lot of vampires who are loyal to Dracula to get there."
"Feral vamps are easier to kill than intelligent ones. I'll blast them. You stake them. There's another chair against the far wall."
Mercy nodded. She took the chair and grabbed a leg. With her vampire strength, it snapped like a twig. "Perfect, it didn't break straight. Nice and pointy."
This was about to get messy fast. There's no clean way to exsanguinate vampires. At least it wasn't likely that any of the vampires on the premises had any special abilities. If they did, Dracula would have taken them for himself. Dracula’s ability was pretty damn frightening. If I hadn't staked him when I did, there was no telling how powerful he’d become. 
So far, Dracula had done little other than take over Corbin's domain. I doubted that was where his plans ended. All's well that ends well, though. Dracula wasn't an issue anymore. Not on earth, anyway. 
Mercy was right. Killing Dracula might have complicated things. How long would it take before Corbin knew we were there and sent his demonic legions to possess humans in the region? How long would it take for them to find us? Hopefully longer than it would take for us to free Tommy and Mel, and find Merrick's bones.
We headed down the hall. I had my wand in my hand and my exsanguination spell ready to go. No sooner did a vampire spot us around the corner and I blasted the blood out of his body. Mercy lunged at him and staked him before his feral nature took over. I quickly burned out his heart. One down, who knows how many there were left to go. 
We were going to need more stakes. If we ran into a group of these vampires, we wouldn't stand much of a chance of taking them out one by one. I could blast them all at once. I could even try to burn them where they stood, but burning down the castle wasn't a part of the plan. There was also a good chance it wouldn't work. It takes a lot of burning to get through flesh to the heart. Without a fire spell aimed directly into the heart, I couldn’t finish off a vampire quickly.
"We're not going to take all of them out," I said. "We're still better off sneaking our way down to the dungeon and only attacking those we have to."
"Agreed." Mercy nodded. "This way."
We continued down the hall. When we heard a group of vampires approaching, we ducked into one of the side rooms and let them pass.
"We need to hurry," Mercy whispered. "If they find Dracula’s bones and ashes, or that other vampire, they'll know something is wrong. They'll start looking for us."
I nodded. "Alright. How far do we have to go?"
"There's a stairwell at the other end of the hall. We should be able to follow it down to the dungeons."
We made it to the stairwell, encountering no other vampires. We ran down the stairs using our enhanced vampiric speed.
When we got to the dungeon, we found Mel in the middle of the room, not in chains, straddling another vampire. She looked up at us.
"Look what I did!"
Mercy laughed. "You staked him. Good job!"
Mel nodded. "Fucker grabbed my ass. He was dumb enough to have a stake on him. I think he meant to use it on us. That's what he gets for messing with me."
I chuckled. "Angry bitches aren't to be trifled with."
Mel extended her hand. "High five on that one, sister."
I slapped Mel's hand. "Where's Tommy?"
Mel shook her head. "I think Nico and Cain found him. Tommy managed to escape, too, and followed them. He said something about a graveyard around back."
"I know where that is," Mercy said. "Let's hope Nico knows exactly where the bones are buried."
"Pretty sure he does," Mel said. "Come on. Tommy followed the ghosts through a door around back."
"That's right," Mercy said. "Been a while since I've been here, but that should lead to an exit close to the graveyard."
We made it out back. I could see Nico and Cain from a distance. As ghosts, when I saw them, they had a faint glow to them that shone brighter in the dark than under light. They were huddled around a small unmarked plot of ground. Dirt was flying everywhere. When we got closer, I saw why. Connor was still in wolf form, digging through the dirt with a fury.
I was relieved. I've done a little digging in my time. Usually on the rare instance when I was caught outside at sunrise and had to take cover in a makeshift temporary grave. With our strength and speed, vampires could dig fast. That didn't mean we liked it. I certainly didn't like it. Digging a hole is only one half of the task. After that, it's the arduous process of digging the dirt out from under my fingernails.
Connor was already a few feet deep when we arrived.
"More vampires are coming looking for us," Mercy said. "If they found Dracula's ashes, you can bet they'll be pissed."
Nico grinned. "Dracula's ashes?"
I shrugged. "He could steal vampires' abilities. He took Mercy's compulsion. He tried to take my telekinesis. I telekinetically staked him before he could."
"Then you burned out his heart."
I nodded. "Yup. All in a witch's day's work. Well, night's work since I'm also a vampire, but you get the idea."
Cain was staring off into the distance. He whipped around fast. "The vampires are the least of our problems. Corbin must know we're here. More demons are heading here now."
"How do you know that?" I asked.
Cain shook his head. "I can sense their infernal power."
Nico raised an eyebrow. "You can? You mean, like you could sense the power of infernal relics as a werewolf?"
Cain nodded. "I can't explain it. Maybe some of my powers are still with me. It might have taken me some time to acclimate to being a ghost. Maybe being in New Orleans, with so much infernal power all around, it all blended together. Whatever the case, yes, more demon-possessed persons are on their way."
"Any idea how many?" I asked.
Cain shook his head. "I can't say. It's a lot of power. Not as much as I absorbed when I took the six infernal flames, but it's more than a single flambeau, certainly more than five or six demons. Maybe ten. Could be twenty or thirty. I really don't know."
"What's going on?" Mercy asked.
I shook my head. "We're about to get some unwelcome visitors on two fronts. Vampires and demons. Connor, can you dig faster?"
Connor didn't respond, but he kept digging.
"Pauli!" Mercy whispered. "If you're nearby, we might need you the second we get these bones."
“He can’t hear you whisper,” I said.
“Yeah, but I don’t want the vampires to hear us. Enhanced hearing, and all.”
Pauli didn't show up. We were on the opposite side of the castle. I didn't know if he knew to follow us around here. He certainly couldn't hear us if he was still coiled up on a branch on the same tree he was in before.
I took a deep breath. "We can't count on that. If he doesn't show up, we need another plan. I don’t think we can fight that many vampires and demons all at once."
"Not the demons," Nico said. "But what if they were out of the picture?"
"Think we could handle the vampires alone?" I asked.
Mercy nodded. "Sure. Your magic and my skills at kicking ass. Why not?"
"Get the bones," Nico said. "Do the spell. If we succeed, the demons won't be an issue. We'll all come back, right here and now, and you can help Mercy and the others take down the vampires."
Five vampires stepped out of the castle, through the same door we took to the graveyard. I turned and saw what looked like several strings of red Christmas lights making their way around the moat toward the drawbridge.
"Boys!" Mercy approached the vampires. "Nice to see you are looking well!"
"What did you do to our master?" one vampire asked.
I knelt down over the grave as dirt continued flying out of it. "Connor, I hope you're getting close."
Connor grunted. Then something blasted out of the grave toward me. I grabbed it. I almost shrieked. It was a skull.
"Do it now!" Nico shouted.
I held the skull. It was old. There wasn't much marrow, but it was rich. It made sense. Skull bone marrow is important to brain function. One of a few tidbits you pick up when you're studying bloodwitchery and learning the best ways to tap into the power latent in blood.
I focused my energy and drew on the power in the skull. It wasn't as potent as it must have been when Merrick was alive, but it was there. Nico and Cain rested their hands on my shoulder. A surge of energy flooded into me. They pressed their essence into my body.
The skull glowed with a surge of red energy. It coursed up my arm and enveloped my body.
The next thing I knew, I was standing in a clearing in the middle of a forest. I slipped my backpack off, unzipped it, and placed Merrick’s skull inside. I was about to swing it back over my shoulders when I felt a hand rest on my back. 
"Hello, Hailey." It was Cain’s voice.
"I can feel you!"
“The boundaries between the material and immaterial realms aren’t so clear in this place,” Cain said. 
Nico placed his hand on my shoulder. "Welcome to the in-between. Let's find that grimoire."




Chapter 9
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I looked all around. The clearing in whatever forest we were in wasn't just circular. It was a  perfect circle. The thing about nature is that it's perfectly imperfect. The chances of a perfect circle occurring randomly in the middle of a dense forest are practically nil.
"Who built this place?" I asked.
Nico shook his head. "I can't say."
"The better question," Cain added, "is why is the realm in-between life and death represented by a forest? And why are we flesh and blood?"
"Are we really?" Nico asked. "I'm not a hundred percent sure I understand all of this, but when I was in charge of the Vampire Council, I had several commissions of scientists and parapsychologists."
Cain chuckled. "William James was a renowned scientist and also served as the first president of the American Society for Psychical Research."
Nico grinned. "I know. Who do you think was their leading benefactor?"
Cain cocked his head. "Jung theorized a realm where the mental and physical realms interact in ways that conventional science cannot explain. He used the term synchronicity to describe the phenomenon. Freud was his mentor and mine.
"I think that's what this might be," Nico said. "This isn't just a realm between life and death, it's where the outward material world and every spiritual force, every kind of magic intersects."
Cain laughed. "Quite impressive. I didn't know you were so well versed in parapsychology and its various theories."
"When you've lived as long as I did, you have a lot of time for self-study."
I snorted. "This is fascinating, guys. Really it is. Can you save your nerd-bonding for another time in your afterlives? We need that grimoire."
"It's not an irrelevant discussion," Cain said. "Given what we're looking at, I'm guessing we're standing at a locus of druidic magic."
I bit my lip. "That makes sense. Merrick was from the part of the world where the druids flourished. If he was in league with a clan of druids who sent his grimoire here, maybe he was one."
Nico shrugged. "He was a sorcerer of a sort. That tracks. However, the power you accessed was in his marrow. It's more likely he bit a druid. That was his bridge to the in-between."
"If that's true, we probably arrived exactly where Merrick did when he came here. That means the grimoire should be nearby."
Cain sniffed at the air. "My werewolf senses are still active here. We aren't alone."
"What do you mean, we're not alone?"
"I mean exactly what I said. There are others here. They don't smell human. They certainly aren't vampires or werewolves."
Nico sighed. "If there are other entities here, what are the chances they've left the grimoire wherever Merrick put it?"
"What entities are we talking about?" I asked.
Cain shook his head. "It's not just one kind."
Something caught my eye in the trees. It was black, like a shadow. "Did you see that?"
"See what?" Nico asked.
Cain sniffed the air. Then he pointed at the trees about twenty degrees clockwise from where I saw it the first time.
Nico narrowed his eyes. "It's a wraith. The wraith of a vampire's spirit."
"Are you sure?" I asked.
Nico nodded. "I've never seen one outside of vampire hell."
I snorted. "That's a vampire spirit who can't be unstaked. Someone whose heart has been burned out. Do you think it's Dracula? Maybe he followed us here."
Nico shook his head. "It's not Dracula. It's Merrick."
"I thought you burned out his heart. How is his wraith here?"
"It must have something to do with his ability. Skipped out on hell and came to the in-between instead."
"Should we follow it?" I asked.
Cain nodded. "We can. Are you sure it's safe?"
I raised a hand. "No magic. I know that much about wraiths. Cast a spell and they'll be on you like a teenage boy at the buffet."
Nico nodded. "My sire bond might impact him, still. It's worth a shot. He might lead us to his grimoire."
Cain nodded. "It's either follow the wraith or start searching randomly."
I scratched my head. "Alright. Are you sure your sire bond is still effective here? While he's a wraith at that?"
"Being a wraith shouldn't matter. I can't say what does or doesn't work in this place."
"My werewolf abilities seem to be intact," Cain added. "So is the power I have from Damballa's aspect. I'm guessing the same applies to the vampires and their abilities."
I focused my eyes on a small stone on the ground five feet ahead. Using my telekinesis, it flew from the ground into my hand. "Yeah, vampire abilities work."
"Sire bonds aren't an ability. Either way, he's just a wraith. You don't want to get hit by one. It's unpleasant. It will try to feed on your soul if it hits you. A wraith can’t steal your soul, though. It'll leave you immobile with chills for a little while, but it can't kill you."
Cain shook his head. "It's circling us. I'm not sure following it is going to do much."
Nico narrowed his eyes. "Unless he's trying to get our attention. I think he wants us to follow him. Maybe he's trying to show us the way to the grimoire."
I chuckled. "That would be convenient. Too convenient. My gut tells me it won't be that easy."
Nico smiled. "It's almost never that easy. Still, I'm not one to punch a gift horse in the mouth."
I tilted my head. "You shouldn't punch any horse. That's crappy behavior."
Nico rolled his eyes. "You know, the older you get, the more cliches you pick up."
"It's true," Cain added. "And I'm even older than Nico. But you know what they say. Seven thousand is the new fifty."
"I'm not even half that old. I'm a spring chicken!"
"Are we going to chase this wraith or stand around watching it while we exchange cliches?"
Nico grinned. "Merrick's wraith is circling us. I say we chase it."
"We're off!" Cain exclaimed. "Like a cheap toupee in a windstorm!"
I shook my head. "Good Lord, you guys are bad."
Nico led the way. Cain and I followed close behind. If Nico’s sire bond worked, we figured it was best he was the wraith’s first contact. 
The wraith broke away from the tree line and headed deeper into the forest once we went after him. Was he leading us to the grimoire? He was taking us somewhere. 
Nico was faster than me. With vampires, aging has the opposite effect that it does on humans. It’s rare that an elderly person can outrun someone in their twenties. Vampires only get faster and stronger the older they get. 
Cain could run a lot faster than me. Now that he’d gained the aspect of the voodoo Loa, Damballa, he had full control over his shifts. 
“Go ahead and shift,” I told Cain. “Keep up with him. I’ll keep up as best I can.”
Cain nodded, shifted into werewolf form, and took off bounding over a fallen tree and a boulder in pursuit of Nico and Merrick’s wraith. 
I ran as fast as I could, but I wasn’t any match for Nico or Cain, not to mention the wraith. The lighting in this forest was dim. I wasn’t sure what the source was. There wasn’t a sun there, strictly speaking, but everything had a faint glow to it. 
Cain disappeared from view. I continued on the same trajectory. Eventually, I hoped I’d catch up to them. Once Merrick led them to his destination. 
A howl echoed in the distance. It was Cain. He was a clever old dude. Even though I couldn’t see him, I could follow the sound. 
A bright green orb flew over my head. I wasn’t sure what it was. It moved so fast it was a blur. I turned after it passed me. It pivoted and shot back in the other direction. Cain mentioned there were various entities in the forest. Merrick’s wraith was one of them. Whatever this thing was must’ve been among the creatures that populated the realm. 
The orb stopped again in the distance and turned back toward me a second time. 
What the hell? 
Whatever that thing was, it was following us, watching us. When it came back, Cain came running beneath it in wolf form. 
Cain stopped next to me. He craned his neck around, signaling that I should hop on his back. The green orb hovered above us. I didn’t question it. I climbed on Cain’s back and took two tufts of fur in each of my hands. He took off back toward the clearing.
Cain stopped in the middle of the circle. The orb stayed above us. “What the hell is going on? And what in the world is that thing following us?”
Cain shifted back into human form. I half expected he’d be naked. For some reason he was still clothed. I suppose the usual rules didn’t apply here in the same way they did on earth. I was relieved I didn’t have to see Cain’s cane. It wouldn’t have been the first time I saw him post-shift in the buff. 
“They compromised Nico.”
“What do you mean, he’s compromised?” 
Cain shook his head. “Merrick must’ve used that damned grimoire to alter the sire bond. Nico can’t control him. It’s quite the opposite. The wraith has taken control of Nico.”
“I can’t fight him. Not without magic. Even then, I’m not sure how my spells would work here.”
Cain shook his head. “I will not bite him. Not unless I have to. Even if I did, it would hurt him, but it wouldn’t stop him.”
“He’s too fast. I’m too young. I can try to stake him, but I’d fail.” 
“The good news is that the grimoire must be here. We have to find it. If Merrick has Nico’s sire bond, the best chance we have to stop Nico is to do what we came here to do. Only now, you’ll need to steal the bond from Merrick.” 
I shook my head. “I knew this would not be so simple.”  
The green orb over us pulsed like a strobe. It flashed and expanded around us, forming a shield around the circle. When it did, Nico and Merrick’s wraith slammed into the energy and flew back into the forest. 
The floor beneath us changed. New trees with foliage of red, pink, and green replaced the old trees. The green glow disappeared and a strange figure appeared floating in mid-air, its wings fluttered like a hummingbird’s. 
“Well, hello there!” the creature said.
I tilted my head. “Um, hello. I’m Hailey.”
“Yes, yes, yes. And that’s Cain!”
“You know who we are?” I asked.
“Sure do! Sure do!”
“Who are you and where did you take us?” 
“My name is Willie!  I’m known as Wee-Willie Winker!” 
I snorted. “Sounds like an unfortunate nickname earned in a high school locker room after someone saw you in the shower.”
Willie tilted his head. “I don’t understand.”
I grinned. “Never mind. What are you and, I’ll ask you again, where are we?” 
“I’m a faerie! You’re still in the in-between, but this is the Seelie Forest.”
“Seriously?” I raised an eyebrow. “A faerie?” 
Cain tilted his head. “I thought the Seelie Forests were in Eden.”
Willie laughed and flew a circle around us. “The Seelie Forests are everywhere and nowhere at all!” 
I bit my lip. “What about the Unseelie Forest?” 
Willie gasped. “We don’t talk about that place. Bad place. Very bad.” 
“I didn’t know there was such a place. Sorry for mentioning it.” 
“It’s okay, Hailey-boo!”  
“Hailey-boo?” I chuckled. 
Willie pinched his chin. “Why have you come? The in-between is not a place meant for the living.”
I shrugged. “Well, I’m undead. So, I’m not totally alive.”
“Yes, yes, yes. One like you came to the in-between before.”
I nodded. “Right. That was Merrick. He’s the wraith. He took control of our friend.”
“Niccolo! Yes, he did. Not good. Nope, nope! Not good at all!” 
Cain cleared his threat. “Excuse me, Willie. We need to save our friend. Niccolo came here with us.”
“Came there, you mean. Shouldn’t have come. No, you shouldn’t have.”
“We didn’t have a choice,” I said. “We need the grimoire that Merrick left here a long time ago.”
“A long time ago? What is a long time? Things in-between have happened but still have yet to occur.”
I scratched the back of my head. “I get it. Time doesn’t work the same way in the in-between. That doesn’t change the fact that we need that grimoire. It’s the only way to save Nico and to stop the vampire who has taken over Lucifer’s form in hell.” 
“Hell is bad! Lucifer is bad! You should leave him be!” 
“We don’t have a choice,” Cain said. “Corbin, the vampire who harnessed Lucifer, is trying to take Hailey and make her his queen. If we get the grimoire, Hailey can stop him.” 
“Yes, a queen of hell would not be nice. Not nice at all! The earth would not be happy about that.”
“The people on earth wouldn’t care much for it, either,” Cain added. 
“Willie could help you, but Willie might get you into trouble with the Faerie King.”
I shook my head and chuckled. I wasn’t aware the faeries spoke of themselves in the third-person. “Look, I don’t know much about faeries or your politics. I’d rather piss off the Faerie King than become the devil’s queen. No offense to His Highness.” 
“Piss off of him? I do not think the king would let you on top of him and pee from his back.”  
Cain laughed under his breath. “She means it’s better to anger your king than become a puppet of hell.”  
Willie slapped himself on the forehead. A shower of golden glitter-like energy blasted from his head with each strike. “Willie might get in trouble. Been in trouble with the king before for helping humans.”
I shrugged. “Well, I’m not human. Not entirely.” 
“Neither am I,” Cain added. 
With a flash of green energy, a large rock appeared in front of us. Willie hovered over it and lowered himself onto the stone. He crossed his legs and resting one elbow on his knee, rested his chin against his fist. “You are both corruptions. Corruptions of nature. We are not supposed to aid what is unnatural.” 
I shook my head. “I’m all natural. Nothing about me is fake, I swear.” 
Cain chuckled. “I don’t think he’s talking about your figure.”
I took a deep breath. “I know. Look, Willie, I get it. You’re probably not supposed to help creatures like us. Forgive me for being presumptuous. Until about two minutes ago, I wasn’t sure faeries were real. I can relate to that. Most people don’t think I’m real, either. The point is that the little I know about faerie lore is that an imbalance in the cosmic realms is probably a lot worse than a few creatures who defy nature.”
“Yes, yes. You’re correct, Hailey-boo. If a vampire is controlling hell, that’s bad. So, so, so, bad!”
“And if he has his way,” Cain added, “a vampire will rule the earth as well. He’ll oppress humanity by using Hailey as his vassal queen.” 
“Bad! Bad! Bad!” 
I nodded. “I agree. We don’t want bad things to happen. If you help us, we can stop all those bad things from happening. Surely your king would understand.”
“To do bad to stop bad? That’s bad, too! It’s bad times two, especially if both bads happen!” 
Cain bent at his waist, resting his hands on his knees. “I understand. The ends don’t justify the means. You said you helped humans before.”
“And Willie got in trouble! Big trouble! Helping humans is one thing. Helping a vampire and werewolf is worse! So much worse!”
Cain grinned. “Perhaps that’s true. But you aren’t just helping us. If Corbin has his way, many people will suffer. If you don’t help us for our sake, do it for the sake of all humans.”
“And for the sake of preserving the order,” I added. “I don’t think your king would be pleased if he knew you learned of a plan to bring hell to earth and did nothing at all.”
“I know the Faerie King! He would say that there is another way. If this vampire in hell wants to bring hell to earth, and he is going to use Hailey to do it, then we could take Hailey so the vampire can’t get her!” 
I shook my head. “That wouldn’t work. All that would do is make Corbin angry. He wants me to be his queen, but he could claim any vampire as his queen if push came to shove. I’m his first choice, sure. But he will not abandon his plan if I’m taken off the board.”
Cain looked Willie in the eye. “And if Corbin learns that the faeries have taken Hailey, he’ll use whatever power he can find to attack your Seelie Forest. He won’t stop until he gets her back.”  
“Vampires and demons in the Seelie Forest? That would be…”
“Bad,” I said. “Very, very, bad.”  
Willie wiped his forearm across his brow. “Very well. Willie will help. But do not think that the Faerie King will understand. He will not be pleased.” 
I nodded. “Understood. We’ll deal with that later. First, though, we need that grimoire.”  





Chapter 10

[image: image-placeholder]

Willie led us through the Seelie Forest. There weren’t just colorful trees, but gigantic mushrooms that coursed with a kind of magic I’d never touched. I didn’t dare try to tap into it. We were already taking a risk. I didn’t know who this Faerie King was, or why Willie was sure he’d be angry if he helped us, but I got the impression that he was powerful, if not terrifying. If he looked anything like Willie, I wasn’t sure how scary the Faerie King could really be. Willie was sort of cute. He had pointy little ears, a round button nose, and had a body that was the size of a human infant, but without the baby fat. Almost like an ill-proportioned miniature adult.  
“Why are we here?” I asked. “Isn’t the grimoire back in the in-between where we were before?”  
“Yes, yes. Of course it is. But you can’t go back there where you started. Not unless you think you are a match for the vampire.”
Cain shook his head. “We have to avoid Nico at all costs.”
“At all costs?” I raised an eyebrow. “Everything has a cost.”
“No reason to worry right now,” Willie said. “His Highness doesn’t yet know you are here. Do not touch the mushrooms. He will know if you do.”
“Right,” I huffed. “Stay away from the magic mushrooms. That’s good advice in every realm.”
Cain raised an eyebrow. “Tell me about it.”
I snorted. “You’ve tried magic mushrooms?” 
Cain grunted. “I don’t want to talk about it. I had a hippie phase.”
I laughed out loud. “You were a hippie?” 
“Like I said, it was a phase.” 
“I can’t picture you in tie-dye and bell-bottoms.” 
Cain smiled and placed his hands about a foot over his head. “My hair was out to here. What can I say? I’ve always been anti-establishment. Even back in the beginning.” 
I giggled. “I went to a Christian school. I know your story. Saying you were anti-establishment is a bit of an understatement, don’t you think?” 
“I’m not saying that I reacted the right way. Then again, I didn’t rebel against the authorities in my life by resurrecting an old witch and becoming a vampire.”
“Hey, I didn’t know Moll was going to be such a ho. And I didn’t become a vampire by choice.”  
Cain laughed. “I’m not judging you, Hailey. I’m simply saying that it’s one thing to oppose the establishment. It’s another thing to ride the pendulum all the way to the other side. Your response was reasonable. I went too far, and I took my anger out on someone who didn’t deserve it.”
“I’m not sure how killing your brother was an anti-establishment move.” 
Cain grinned. “You’re right. It was ninety percent envy and anger. Then again, my brother shed blood. He sacrificed from his flock and his sacrifice was accepted. I offered grain. A part of me thought, well, if it takes shedding a little blood to get your attention, Big Guy in the Sky, then take this!”  
“So killing Abel was like giving God the middle finger?” 
Cain shrugged. “Sort of. It was wrong. I’m not trying to justify what I did. After that, I spent my entire existence coming to terms with it all. I had to endure a lot of therapy.”
“With Freud?” I asked.
Cain nodded. “That was a part of it. I don’t think I truly atoned for my sin until I sacrificed myself.”
I shook my head. “You have a baby at home, Cain. You didn’t have to do that to make amends for your past.” 
“It was more than that. I had to face my own darkness. I had to confront the infernal power that I brought into the world when I killed my brother. I had to defeat myself.” 
“By taking a silver dagger to the gut?” I raised an eyebrow.
Cain nodded. “By giving my life out of love, rather than taking a life out of hate or resentment.”
Willie was whistling a tune I didn’t recognize. He turned back over his shoulder. “Almost there!” 
I smiled. “Still, Cain. You have a woman who loves you and a baby who needs his father.”
Cain sighed. “I know.” 
“You realize that the necromancer in your pack tried to resurrect you.” 
“I know. Cassidy is a good girl. I expected she would.”
“You paid the price. Why didn’t you come back? Your family still needed you.”
Cain stopped and rested a hand on my shoulder. “My family needs me. Perhaps I’ll find a way back into the land of the living, eventually. If not, though, you were my patient.”
“I wasn’t technically your patient, Cain.”
Cain laughed. “Not officially. I had a file on you. Ever since you became a vampire, Annabelle brought you to Vilokan, and we first met. I considered you a patient. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for one of my patients. When I died and Nico came to me, when he told me what Corbin planned, I had to help.”
“You’re doing this for me, not to save the world?” 
Cain smiled widely. “I’ve saved the world before. It’s not as fulfilling as you’d think.” 
I scratched my head. “I get it. I guess I’ve played a part in saving the world once or twice.”
“How did it make you feel?” 
I shrugged. “Meh.” 
“Exactly,” Cain chuckled. “We might not be humans, technically speaking. When it comes to the things that really matter, though, we’re more human than many vampires or werewolves would care to admit. Saving the world is nice. Saving people you love and care about means more than the world.”  
I shook my head. “You shouldn’t have abandoned your kid for my sake. You love him, too.”
“I do,” Cain said. “But how good of a father would I be if I left my son to grow up in a world where you became the queen of hell and unleashed Corbin’s demented vision on everyone?” 
I sighed. “That makes sense, I guess. Still, if there’s a way to bring you back, don’t think I won’t try it.”
“I’d appreciate that. Still, Hailey, even if you fail, it was worth the price I paid. If I can’t come back, at least I’ll know that the most powerful witch I’ve ever met is alive, fighting on the side of good, and helping sustain a world where my son can grow up safe and happy.”
I nodded. “Sounds nice, Cain. Really, it does. I’m still going to resurrect your ass.” 
Cain smirked. “That would be nice. If you do, though, try to resurrect the rest of my body along with my ass. I’d rather not live out the rest of my existence as a floating butt.” 
I giggled. “How ironic would that be? You’d no longer have to worry about the full moon because you’d be one!” 
Cain clutched at his gut, laughing. “I’d be the terror of New Orleans! And a real crappy conversationalist!”  
Willie turned around and raised his index finger to his lips. “Shhhhh!” 
“What is it?” I whispered.
“We’re almost there.”
“Where are we going, exactly?” Cain asked.
“Back to the in-between. But we have to get to a different portal. We’re close, but we have to pass through a cave to reach it.” 
“I’ve been in caves before,” I said. “No problem.”
“Have you ever gone through a cave that doubled as a den of ogres?” Willie asked.
I gulped. “Nope. Can’t say that I have.”
“I’ve treated an ogre or two at the Vilokan Asylum,” Cain said. “They can be troublesome creatures.”
“If you met an ogre on earth,” Willie said. “He must’ve been civilized.”
“And these ogres aren’t?” I asked.
“These ogres are hungry. They eat flesh. Any flesh.”
“Even vampire or werewolf flesh?” Cain asked.
Willie nodded. “Like I said, any flesh. Don’t fight them. Best avoid them. That means no more talking.” 
I twisted my fingers over my mouth. I was used to being at the top of the food chain. As a vampire, I wasn’t accustomed to being something’s prospective dinner. By the look on Cain’s face, he wasn’t especially thrilled by the prospect of sneaking through an ogre cave, either. If this was what we had to do to go back to the in-between and retrieve the grimoire, well, we didn’t have a choice. At least we were fast. I knew little about ogres, but I doubted they’d be as cute and cuddly as Shrek. 
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I've been in my share of caves. A lot of bad guys like to hide in them. There aren't a lot of caves in Louisiana, but I'd seen a few of them. This was nothing like any cave I'd ever explored. First, it was huge. It made sense. I didn't know how big an ogre was, but I imagined they were enormous creatures. They wouldn't set up a den in a cramped cavern. 
The one thing this cave had in common with every cave I'd ever seen was that it was dark. It wasn't a problem for me. As a creature of the night, I could see well in the dark. Cain could, too. Willie emitted a constant glow. He wasn't bright, but he gave off enough light that I could see where we were going and what was ahead.
The ground beneath us vibrated. A constant groan, like a chorus of snores, echoed through the cavern. Nothing small could produce a sound like that. While the sound ebbed and flowed, it never stopped. That meant a lot of ogres. There was no guessing what they'd think of us if any of them saw us. We were meals on legs.
The place smelled like farts. As natural predators, both vampires and werewolves have keen olfactory senses. My stomach churned with the urge to hurl. Usually, when I get nauseous, my instinct is to take a few deep breaths and push through it. That would not work. No mouth-breathing. Smelling ogre ass was bad enough. The scent was so pungent I was afraid if I took a gasp of air through the mouth I'd taste it as well.
Cain's face was a shade of forest green. Light of complexion, I probably looked like Kermit the Frog. Or the Geiko Gecko. I wasn't sure if it was because of nausea or the glow that Willie's body cast over us. It was probably a combination of both. No, it isn't easy being green and if this was really so easy a caveman could do it, I might take that gecko up on his offer to save fifteen percent or more on car insurance. I could really use a caveman at the moment. I didn't get the impression that either Wee-Willie Winker or Cain were great spelunkers. While I'd only known Willie for minutes, he also didn't strike me as a master of subterfuge. If we woke an ogre, at least Cain could werewolf out and stand a fighting chance.
Ogre versus Werewolf is a card I'd pay money to see. You'd think the werewolf would have the advantage. He could only die from silver, after all. Conventionally, at least. I doubt a werewolf could survive an ogre's digestive tract. I don't care how supernatural you might be, or how immortal your kind is supposed to be. If you encounter an ogre fart, it will either kill you outright or make you wish it did. No ifs, ands, or ogre butts about it.
Then again, could you really die in a place like this? Cain was already dead. Technically speaking. What happens to dead people who die again? Do they become extra dead, or does the double-dead-negative cancel itself out?
I had to wonder about things like that. Anything to take my mind off the smell. I also had to cloud my mind with thoughts to prevent doubt from creeping in. How did we know we could trust this faerie? Would you trust a guy who called himself Wee Willie Winker? Anyone who winks at wee willies is suspect in my book.
We entered a large atrium. Several large, bulbous ogre bodies were cuddled up around the perimeter. The room was maybe forty feet high and a few of them had bellies that reached high enough that if you climbed up there, somehow, you might touch the ceiling. They weren't all so large. A few of the smaller ones were roughly elephant size.
These definitely weren't the kinds of creatures you wanted to anger. I had to wonder if the ogre Cain said he treated was anything at all like these beasts. There's no way any of these things could get into Vilokan, much less the Vilokan Asylum of the Magically and Mentally Deranged.
Willie extended his index finger as if to tell us to wait. He buzzed around the room tossing some kind of dust out of his hands onto the ogres. He didn't have a pouch. Whatever kind of faerie dust he had either came out of his hand or his hand could grab across some kind of trans-dimensional gateway to get the stuff. Whatever it did, it amplified the snoring.
"That should do!" Willie said as he made his way back to us.
I tilted my head and cupped my hand around my ear. "Say what?"
"That will do! They don't call me Wee Willie Winker for nothing. That's my speciality. I can put you to sleep straight away!"
My jaw dropped and I laughed. "Oh! That's what's meant by 'winker.'"
Willie tilted his head. "What did you think it meant?"
"I thought it meant you had a thing for itsy bitsy teenie weenies. Why else would you wink at wee willies?"
Willie narrowed his eyes. "You think you're the first one to come up with that? Faeries go to school, you know. It doesn't matter what species you belong to. Kids are cruel."
I pressed my lips. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to offend you."
Willie smirked. "Gotcha! No, if it makes you feel any better, I don't wink at willies of any size. Willie is my name. I've always been small, even for a faerie. And given my special gift, well, the name makes sense, right?"
"So these ogres are really asleep?" Cain asked.
Willie nodded rapidly. "They won't wake up until Monday. No matter what I do, ogres always wake up on Mondays."
I grinned. "Everyone is an ogre when they wake up on Monday. It's to be expected."
"That's awfully strange," Cain said. "Why would ogres wake up on Mondays?"
Willie shrugged. "I don't know. Why do humans wake up when it's morning?"
I scratched my head. "Not that I'm a human anymore, but I used to be. It's because the sun comes up. It's when the day begins in human society."
Willie nodded. "And Monday is Ogreday."
I glanced at Cain. He shrugged. "Doesn't make sense to me, either. Just go with it."
We tip-toed around the ogres. Yeah, Willie used his sleepy dust on them, but I wasn't exactly a true believer. A part of me still wondered if the eccentric faerie was leading us into a trap, and the dust he cast around the room was seasoning meant to make us taste better. Think about it. If ogres existed in this realm, and faeries did, too, Willie had reason to curry their favor. Then again, the ogres were sleeping. The dust Willie dispersed didn't smell like curry or any other spice. He also cast it on the ogres, not us. Maybe he really was trying to help us out. We'd find out for sure soon enough.
There was a narrow crevice in the wall at one end of the atrium. No ogre could fit through it. It was tight even for us. We turned sideways to squeeze through.
The crevice led us out of the cave into a small field surrounded by tall stone walls. The sky above sparkled with pinks and yellows. There was a swirling pool of golden energy, almost like water, in the middle of the space.
"Here you go!" Willie exclaimed.
I tilted my head. "What are we looking at?"
"It's a portal, silly! Just swim to the bottom. It will take you to another cave in the in-between. You'll find the grimoire you're looking for there."
Cain cleared his throat. "You're certain about this?"
Willie nodded. "Of course! After that other vampire came and used the book, we faeries took it from him. Naughty, naughty, vampire! He was just a spirit, like you, Cain. Now, he's something else."
I nodded. "We call it a wraith."
Willie giggled. "That sounds so evil!"
I grinned. "Yeah, no one wants to cuddle with anything called a wraith."
"He's a spirit that's lost himself. Now that he's had a chance to use his power over the other vampire who came with you, though, he might not be a wraith anymore."
Cain and I exchanged glances. "A spirit that's turned into a wraith can find itself again?"
"Sure!" Willie nodded matter-of-factly. "Why not? The in-between isn't hell. If you’re in the in-between you have a chance to be lost or found. Good thing I found you two!"
I bit my lip. "If Merrick used the grimoire and your king sent you to steal it from him, he's going to know if we use it, won't he?"
"Sure will. Told you, helping you might get Willie in trouble. A whole heap of it."
I took a deep breath. "Do you know anything about the spell that Merrick did, before? Like, what ingredients are required?"
Willie shook his head. "I can't say. Faerie magic doesn't rely on ingredients."
Cain tilted his head. "What if we can't find the ingredients we need here for the spell?"
I sighed. "That's a possibility, but we know Merrick did the spell once. He came here with nothing. Nico was the one who staked him and ended his life."
I looked down at the pool. I glanced at Cain. "Ready to dive in?"
Cain nodded.
"Wait!" Willie said. "Not yet! You'll be trapped there if you go in now."
I sighed. "What do you mean?"
"The king had me put the grimoire there in hopes of trapping the vampire who used it. You can't escape that place without a faerie."
"So you're coming with us?" I asked.
"Not exactly." Willie extended both hands. Ropes of braided green and golden magic burst from his palms and wrapped around our waists. "Give me a tug when you have the book and Willie will pull you back!"
I huffed. "So after we get the grimoire, we have to sneak past the ogres again?"
Willie nodded. "Don't worry, Hailey-boo! It's still three faerie days until Monday."
Cain scratched the back of his head. "How long is a faerie day, exactly?"
Willie shrugged. "About ten of your minutes."
My jaw dropped. "So we have half an hour to get the grimoire and escape the cave?"
"Sure, Haliey-boo! Plenty of time!"
Cain and I looked at each other. I gulped. "Alright, well, we'd better hurry."
"Chop chop!" Willie said. "No time to spare!"
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Swimming through a pond of faerie magic is strange. There was no doubting the power that coursed through the water. It was thicker than regular water, but not too thick that we couldn't kick our way to the bottom. When we reached the bottom, a force pulled us through a narrow tunnel. We couldn't go through side-by-side. I went through first. 
I emerged on the other side. When I hit the surface, I gasped for air. We weren't in a pond. We emerged in a cauldron. It was bubbling with the same magic that filled the pond on the other side. I grabbed the edge of the cauldron and pulled myself out of it.
I took a step back and examined it. I'd seen this cauldron before. There was no mistaking it. It was the same cauldron the Morrigan used when Mercy and I were fighting against Moll and Lucifer before. It was the cauldron that turned Ramon, also a ghost at the time, human again.
My heart raced when Cain emerged from the cauldron. He climbed out of it and landed on his feet.
"What in the world..." Cain rubbed his brow.
"It's the Cauldron of Rebirth. I've seen it before."
"My senses are gone. My wolf is gone."
"What do you mean?" I asked.
Cain pinched his forearm with his opposite hand. "I think I'm human. I have actual flesh and blood!"
I bit my lip. "Look in my eyes. Am I still a vampire?"
Cain nodded. "You are."
"I had a body when we came to the in-between. You didn't. Cain, I think you were reborn!"
"Will it change me back to a ghost when Willie pulls us through again?"
I shook my head. "I don't think so. You have a body now. It didn’t change me when we came through it the first time. I think you're alive again, Cain!"
"I'm not sure if that's good news or bad news."
"What do you mean? Of course its good news! You can come back to earth with me! You can return to your family!"
Cain took a deep breath. "But I don't know if I can still harness infernal power. It was because I was a werewolf and more resilient than a human that I could contain that power before."
I hugged Cain. "It's okay. We'll find another way. If we get this grimoire, I'll still be able to claim Nico's sire bond. I can still stop Corbin."
"Right, but if his infernal power consumes us, what good will that do?"
"You came here originally as a ghost. You could still wield infernal power in your spirit, right?"
Cain nodded. "I believe so."
"There is a way to traverse as a spirit even if you have a body. Ever hear of astral projection?"
Cain nodded. "Of course. Can that work if I send my astral form into hell?"
I pressed my lips together. "I don't know. Look, we have a chance to save your life. You can live a regular human life with Rutherford and your son. We just have to get you out of here."
"My resolve is the same, Hailey. I can't go back if we can't ensure that the world is safe. We still have to stop Corbin."
"We will! Look, Cain. You might not be totally powerless. Do you still have Damballa's aspect?"
Cain rubbed his brow. Then he widened his eyes. "I think I do!"
I nodded. "Maybe you can use that to help. We'll figure this out one way or another. First, we have to find this grimoire."
We were in a similar area that we had passed through before. There were tall stone walls all around us. Faerie magic filled the skies above. There was a tunnel leading back into a cave, identical to the one that led to the ogres in the other cavern. "It must be through there."
Cain looked down at his waist. "Let's hope these magic ropes can stretch far enough to get it."
We entered the small crevice and followed it back to an atrium like the ogre den on the other side. There weren't any ogres there. There was a single stone pedestal in the middle of the room. An old, dusty book sat on top of it.
"That's it!" I exclaimed.
"Grab it and let's go."
I nodded and approached the pedestal. I examined the cover of the grimoire. It was in a thick, black binding and the words "Grimoire of the Undead" were embossed on it in silver lettering. I grabbed the book with both hands.
A dozen green orbs formed in the air above us. One of them was larger than the rest. At once, they all took shape. They were faeries, like Willie. The large one wore a golden crown. He looked at me with fury in his eyes. '
"Seize her!" the Faerie King commanded.
"Lets' go!" Cain shouted.
We tugged at the magical ropes around our waists. With a force I couldn't have resisted if I wanted to, Willie tugged us back through the tunnel and into the cauldron.
We emerged in the golden waters and kicked our way back to the surface. When we climbed out of the pool, we weren't wet at all. That was good news. I wasn't sure the grimoire could survive actual water.
"You did it!" Willie exclaimed.
I nodded. "Yeah, but we have a problem. Your king showed up with several other faeries."
Willie nodded. "I expected that. Come, let's go. He knows where we are. We don't have much time to get you back to the in-between."
"One more thing," Cain said. "The cauldron changed me."
Willie smiled from ear-to-ear. "It did. And, you're welcome."
We took off back through the crevice. "One thing," Willie said. "I might not make it. Head back to where we first appeared. You'll find a portal back to the in-between."
I shook my head. "I haven't done the spell yet. If we go back there, we'll still have to fight past Merrick and Nico."
Willie nodded. "Let's hope you have everything you need for that spell."
"We can't fight them. I'm not a werewolf anymore. We won't stand a chance!"
Willie stopped and looked at Cain. "You don't need to be a werewolf. You still have power."
"I have Damballa's aspect, but—"
"Exactly!" Willie clapped his hands. "Use it!"
We continued moving with our shoulders turned sideways to squeeze through the crevice. We reached the large atrium. The ogre snore still vibrated through the ground. It wasn’t Monday. Not yet, anyway. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, so we needed to move fast. 
The ogres were still asleep when we entered the atrium. More green orbs appeared in the room. 
“Damn!” I muttered. 
“It’s the Faerie King!” Willie said. “Hurry! He can waken the ogres! Monday or not!”  
Cain and I took off, but we weren’t fast enough. The Faerie King appeared. Three of his legion seized Willie, binding him in chains of magic not unlike the ropes Willie used to tether us through the portal to the cauldron. 
The ogres stirred. They roared so loud my ears ached. 
“Run, Hailey,” Cain shouted. “I’ll do what I can!” 
“No, you’re coming with me!” 
“I’ll be right behind you! Run!” 
Cain’s body expanded. He wasn’t a werewolf, but with Damballa’s aspect, he could turn into a giant, white, serpent. He was large. He shot through the room and wrapped himself around the largest ogre that was blocking my exit. I ran as fast as I could, clinging to the grimoire. 
“After her!” the Faerie King shouted. 
Cain squeezed the first ogre until it passed out. I ran around it and turned back to see Cain open his massive jaws. He swallowed one of the faeries. 
I didn’t know what I could do to help, but if I didn’t get away, all this would be for nothing. I turned back a few times as I ran through the Seelie Forest. I didn’t see any green orbs, no massive ogres in pursuit. I didn’t see Cain, either. 
He bought me time. I clenched my fists. I couldn’t just leave Cain there, but he did what he did so I could escape. I could only hope he’d prevail and slither his way back to the in-between. 
I looked at the Grimoire of the Undead. It wasn’t a thick book so far as grimoires go. The pages were yellowed with age and crisp. They crackled as I turned them. There were a lot of neat spells I’d have to research later. At the moment, I needed just one of them. 
Claiming a Sire’s Bond
The words at the top of the page told me I was on the right track. The first ingredient was obvious—my own blood. What was surprising was that the next ingredient wasn’t really an ingredient at all. It involved the ritual sacrifice of another animal. It had to be a beast with as much mass as the one whose sire-status I hoped to claim. A mouse or squirrel wouldn’t do. 
This wasn’t your run-of-the-mill sacrifice to a deity. It was more like a transformation. I had to consecrate the animal in my blood, say a few incantations, evoking the power of Baron Samedi, and name the animal as a proxy of the sire in question. I had to bite the animal, drink all of its blood, and restore it in its consecrated state. I didn’t know if I had to bite the thing before or after the consecration. It didn’t seem to matter. Still, it was hard to know when it came to spells like this. Not every author of grimoires wrote their spells in a user-friendly format. 
I wasn’t sure if it would infect the beast with vampirism, but it didn’t matter. After I healed the animal, the spell dictated staking its heart and burying it in hallowed ground.
“Hallowed” is a tricky word. It means different things to different people. The area around an altar is hallowed to a Catholic. Cemeteries at churchyards are consecrated. If Merrick’s sorcery was influenced by druidry, though, I knew what it meant. Druids liked to conduct their rituals in circles, formed either by large stones or trees. The place we emerged when I first used Merrick’s spell to take us to the in-between was precisely such a place. 
There was one way to break the spell. Unstake the sacrificial beast.  
This was going to be complicated on more than one front. I couldn’t just do the ritual and claim Nico’s bond. Merrick already did that. That’s how he manipulated Nico to attack us. There wasn’t anything in the grimoire about how competing claims over a bond might function. Was it the first, or the most recent, sacrifice that prevailed over the other? Maybe we’d have to split time. He’d get Nico on weekdays and I’d have weekends and holidays. I didn’t know how the hell it worked. The best way to make sure it worked properly was to find the staked corpse Merrick used when he conducted the ritual. It was probably in that ritual circle in the forest. Then, I’d have to find another beast I could slay and redo the same ritual myself. I’d have to do all of it while avoiding Merrick, or at least completing the spell before he had a chance to redo it himself. 
I knew what I needed to know. I unzipped my backpack and shoved the grimoire into it, squeezing it behind Merrick’s skull.  
Something didn’t quite line up about the spell. If the spell allowed me to claim a sire’s bond over his progeny, how the hell did Merrick manage to claim dominance over Nico?  Nico wasn’t ever sired. He was turned into a vampire, the first vampire, by Baron Samedi. 
So far as I knew, Nico wasn’t “bound” to Baron Samedi in the way a vampire’s progeny is to his sire. Maybe the spell also sired the sire. That kind of made sense. To overwhelm a sire’s bond over his progeny, one would need to have some kind of power greater than the sire’s bond. Like the sire’s, sire’s, bond. Perhaps it allowed one to both function as the sire of the one named in the ritual and to claim his bond. 
The only problem with that was that it was little more than a barely educated guess. There was a good chance I was wrong. Something else could be going on. What worried me the most was that I didn’t have a clue what it could be.  
I went back to where Willie first brought us from the in-between to the Seelie Forest. I didn’t see a portal. Something in my backpack rattled. I dropped my bag on the ground and unzipped it again. Merrick’s skull was glowing with magic of gold and green, not unlike the magic I saw the faeries use. This must’ve been what Willie meant. The skull took us to that clearing from earth, before. Now that Willie made a portal connecting these two places, the power that remained in the skull somehow resonated with the lingering magic that formed Willie’s portal. 
I took Merrick’s skull in my right hand and held it out in front of me. I moved it around, watching the light pouring from its eye sockets, nose holes, and mouth intensify as I got closer to the exact spot where the portal opened up before. 
The skull shook in my hand so hard that I had to grab it with my other hand to steady it. I wasn’t sure of the precise spot where the portal was before. I just knew the general area. It wasn’t a detail I was keen to memorize at the time. When it happened, when Willie brought us to the Seelie Forest, I was more concerned with where it was we’d gone and who this faerie really was who saved us from Merrick and Nico. 
I used the skull like I’d use dowsing rods. Instead of two rods crossing, the strength of the vibrations in the skull let me know if I was getting hot or cold. When I reached the right spot, the skull shook itself right out of my hands and blasted against the ground, shattering into a hundred pieces. 
“Shit!” I shouted. That skull was our ticket back home. How the hell were we going to get back to Romania where we left, at the moment we left, without it? One more problem to add to my growing list. 
When the skull hit the ground, a beam of light shot up from the ground and enveloped me. It took me back to the clearing in the in-between. I looked around. I didn’t see Merrick or Nico. The last time, though, it only took a few moments before Merrick showed up as a wraith. I didn’t expect I had much time. Somehow, I had to find the sacrificial animal that Merrick used in the circle. I had to find it and unstake it. Finding something buried in such a large space could take days. If I had minutes, I’d be lucky. 





Chapter 13

[image: image-placeholder]

Even if I knew where to dig, my chances of digging deep enough before Merrick and Nico found me were slim. On top of that, I was worried about Cain. He never made it back to me. I could only hope he defeated the faeries and ogres, or at least escaped. Cain wasn't a werewolf anymore. He was human. He was powerful on account of Damballa's aspect, but he was basically an untrained hougan. He'd picked up a few things over the years working at the Vilokan Asylum, but he wasn't a vodouisant. All I could do was press forward and hope I'd find a way back to save Cain later. I sure as hell would not leave him there in the Seelie Forest to be hunted down by the Faerie King. 
Most of the ground in the sacred circle was covered in green grass. How long had it been since Merrick conducted the ritual and buried the sacrifice? Time didn't pass the same way in a place like the in-between that it did on earth. There was a small patch of ground at the very center of the circle that wasn't covered in grass or weeds. I didn’t remember seeing the patch of dirt before, but maybe I’d only missed it. I wasn’t looking for something buried there.
There wasn't any guarantee that it was the right spot. Perhaps the sacred circle concentrated its energies there, and that's why nothing grew there. Then again, I'd seen a few druid circles in my time. Many of them had tall trees at the center. Druids wielded the power of life itself, power drawn from the Great Tree in Annwn, or Eden, or Guinee depending on what mystical tradition you followed. Three names for the same place. This circle was like the inverse of most druid circles. Life flourished all around it. Nothing grew at all in the middle.
It was as good a place to dig as any. So much for keeping my nails clean. I was about to dig when I heard something move in the trees. Nico was fast. If he saw me, he'd be on me faster than I could say, "oh, shit!" 
I had another idea. I didn't know what animal Merric used as a sacrifice, but I knew what a stake looked like. I didn't have to picture it exactly as it was. If there was anything close enough to what I visualized in the area, if I focused, I could use my telekinesis and it would come to me. The only way it wouldn't work was if there was a stone or something denser than wood between the stake and me.
I pictured a stake in my mind. Something crude. What it might look like if you were in the woods and all you had were your bare hands and had to make one out of a broken tree branch.
The bare patch of ground shook and cracked. A half-second later, a make-shift stake flew out of the ground and into my hand.
I heard footsteps running my direction. I pivoted, ready to stake which ever vampire it was who was coming for me. A large hand stopped my arm in mid-air. It wasn't Nico. It was a vampire with long, scraggly red hair and a long beard to match.
"Who the hell are you?" I asked.
"I'm Merrick."
"Seriously? Where the hell is Nico?"
"You don't want to know. He might be here. He could be in hell. If he finds you, you're in trouble."
"What do you mean? I thought you and he were in cahoots. Didn't you use a sire bond to control him?"
Merrick tilted his head. "Nico doesn't have a sire."
"Yeah, but you know, I figured maybe it also controlled the person whose sire bond you claimed."
Merrick sighed. "No, that's not how it works."
"Then what did you do to Nico? Why'd he turn against me before?"
"The wraith you saw before wasn't me. Niccolo only thought it was because he sensed my presence deeper in the woods. A sire can always sense when his progeny is nearby."
I bit my lip. "I'm a new mommy, myself. I get it. Sort of."
Merrick raised an eyebrow. "A mommy?"
"You know what I mean. Whatever. What the hell is going on here? If that wraith wasn't you, who was it?"
"It was Dracula. He went to hell when you killed him. He came with a newly acquired ability."
I huffed. "Mercy's compulsion."
Merrick nodded. "When Corbin learned you were coming here to seek my grimoire, he sent Dracula to stop you. I didn't know what was happening. I was told that if I helped Dracula, I could leave vampire hell. I could stay here."
"So Dracula couldn't compel you to do it?"
Merrick shook his head. "I'm older than Dracula. Not by much. But it doesn't matter. The ability Dracula gained doesn't work on vampires older than he is."
"Then how is he manipulating Nico?"
Merrick sighed. "Dracula performed the ritual. He stole Niccolo's sire bond."
"I thought the ritual didn't work that way."
"It doesn't, but when he took Nico's sire bond, it changed the rules. I don't know how it works, but it became as if he was older than Nico. Dracula used Nico's sire bond to control me. He used his compulsion ability to control him."
"When you came running after me a second ago, you weren't planning on having this conversation, were you?"
Merrick shook his head. "Dracula told me to grab you and take you to him so he could take your abilities. When you pulled the stake from the proxy sacrifice, it broke his sire bond."
"Then he can't control Nico now, either."
Merrick nodded. "He can't issue any new orders to Niccolo, but until someone claims his bond again, any outstanding commands that Dracula gave him will remain in effect."
I huffed. "Let me guess, Dracula gave Nico the same orders he gave you."
Merrick nodded. "I imagine he did. We have to perform the ritual again."
"I have the grimoire."
Merrick grinned. "I have the ritual memorized."
"Seriously? Well, fuck! You mean, I had to bust into that faerie cave and steal the grimoire, losing Cain in the process, all for nothing?"
Merrick laughed. "Not for nothing. There are other spells in that grimoire that might help you."
I sighed. "I lost your skull."
Merrick tugged at his beard. "That's not something you hear every day."
"Is there a spell in there that can get me into hell and out again?"
"There's much more in there than that. My natural ability, acquired as a vampire, allowed me to enter the in-between. It didn't give me a way to enter other realms. Over time, studying with the druids and one druid in particular, I learned of various gateways, spots of mystical convergence, all around the world. I charted them out in that grimoire. If you can open those gateways, you can get back to the Seelie Forest. You'll be able to save your friend."
I nodded. "One thing at a time. What are our chances of beating them if Dracula and Nico come after us?"
"Dracula may be a wraith. He's phased between both forms. I've never seen a vampire do that before so easily. I think even in hell, he managed to steal a few abilities from other vampires."
I shook my head. "The time disjunction between realms really messes with my mind. For me, I staked Dracula just a few hours ago. To hear that he went to hell, Corbin sent him here, but he got here some time in the in-between's past, before I got here, and did this ritual, before I even got here is insane. How do you even defeat a devil who schemes like that? It's not just that he's one step ahead of me, it's like he's one step behind me at the same time."
Merrick placed a hand on my shoulder. "It's a good thing that Niccolo hasn't found us yet."
I sighed. "I'm more worried about Dracula. If he can move like a wraith and steal my abilities on contact, why hasn't he yet?"
Merric looked around the sacred circle. He rubbed his brow. "I don't think they're here."
"Well, yeah. Duh. We'd be fighting for our lives if they were."
"No, I mean I don't think they're still in the in-between?"
"Where the hell would they go?"
"That's exactly where they'd go."
"To hell?" I huffed. “Right, you said they might be here or in hell.”
"You broke the spell. You retrieved the grimoire. Corbin knows that if you claimed Niccolo's sire bond, you'd be able to control him."
"Then let's hop to it. Let's do the spell and rain our own personal version of hell on hell itself."
Merrick smirked. "Don't mistake my kindness at the moment for a willingness to join you in this fight. I've been in hell too long. I did my part and earned my freedom. This isn't my battle."
I snorted. "Right. Of course it isn't. Why are you even talking to me?"
"Because you have my grimoire."
"I'm not giving it to you."
"I didn't expect you would. Look, you asked why we don't just do the spell here and now. It wouldn't work, that's why. The magic can't reach between realms. You can consecrate a beast with your blood, give it Niccolo's name, but if Niccolo isn't here, it will be like he doesn't even exist. The ritual would accomplish nothing."
I bit the tip of my thumb. "Which is why Corbin recalled Dracula and Nico."
"I believe so."
"Why both of them?" I asked.
"Perhaps Corbin doesn't wish to do you the same harm that Dracula does."
"Of course he doesn't. Corbin thinks he loves me. Thank you, Voodoo Love Goddess, for that."
"That makes sense. Corbin only wanted us to stop you from acquiring my grimoire. He didn't want us to harm you. Dracula took it upon himself to take advantage of the situation and 'stop' you by stealing your abilities."
I raised an eyebrow. "Is telekinesis really that enviable a skill?"
"It allowed you to best a vampire much older than you, did it not?"
"Yeah, I staked Dracula from across the room with the leg of a chair."
Merrick winced. "Ouch!"
I took a deep breath. "You said you're only here playing nice because I have your grimoire. What did you mean by that?"
"I had it brought it here for a reason. The spells in that book, if they were common knowledge among our kind, can you imagine the chaos that would ensue? It's not that hard to claim a sire's bond over another. Add to that the information about traversing between realms and bypassing any gatekeepers in the process. If this grimoire fell into the wrong hands, it could give the vampire who held it the ability to end the world as you know it."
"My lips are sealed and I don't have aspirations like that myself."
"Even if you told me you'd never take your hands off my grimoire, I couldn't trust it. All it would take is one vampire to get lucky with an arrow or a stake, and that would be it."
"Then why tease me with the information in the book?"
"Because I do not intend to see my sire suffer at the hands of Corbin or Dracula. As you noted before, time doesn't pass here like it does elsewhere. Study the grimoire as long as you like, but when you're done, it stays with me."
"You don't think the faeries are going to come for it again?"
Merrick laughed. "Maybe they will, maybe they won't. But if you want to break into hell to save Niccolo, you're going to need a spell in my book."
I huffed. “Nico escaped hell before. The celestials sent him there and he found a way out.”
“Right. Before Corbin knew what he’s doing. That’s no longer the case.”
"Maybe I don’t need your spell. I could stake myself and have someone I trust unstake me later. Easy peasy."
Merrick scratched his head. "Alright. Fair enough. But without the grimoire, your friend, the werewolf, stays in the custody of the Faerie King. You might be able to get in and out of hell yourself, but what of your friend? What of Niccolo? You need the spells I've written in this book. I just can't let you take it with you."
I grunted. "Fine. Then we'd better find a comfortable spot because I have a lot of studying to do and I'm not keen to waste any time."
"Like we discussed, you have as much time as you need here."
I took a deep breath and released it slowly. "Yeah, well, technically, that might be right. But I can't stand sitting here a moment knowing that the two ghosts—well, one's a former-ghost—who came here with me are in enemy hands. I'm sure Nico's suffering a lot of hell courtesy of Corbin. No one knows what kind of sadistic torture Cain might have to endure at the hands of the Faerie King."
"Tickling."
"What?" I asked.
"That's what they do. They'll tickle him nonstop."
I shuddered. "How horrific. I hate getting tickled! At least they aren't pulling out his fingernails with pliers, or poking his eyes out, or shoving power tools up his butt."
Merrick raised an eyebrow. "Power tools?"
"Sorry, I forgot that you've been dead for a long time. It's hard to explain. Mind helping me learn this book of yours? It's not every day when I'm studying a grimoire that I have the pleasure to examine it alongside it's author."
Merrick laughed. "It's been a long time since I wrote those words, but it would be a pleasure."
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It's crazy how many so-called places of mystical convergence there were around the world. It struck me how modern some of Merrick's knowledge was about what he called "the new world." Nico was his sire, so it made sense. Nico was born in the twenty-first century, after all. It wasn't until after he was made the first vampire that he was sent back in time and thus became ancient. He was ancient and modern. The original retro chic. 
Merrick must've spent a lot of time as a young vampire learning about the future at the feet of Nico. Some of the towns he labeled in his grimoire I was pretty sure hadn't even been founded yet when Merrick penned the book.
What was striking was how much the locations he labeled made sense. There were places of mystical convergence in parts of the world you might expect—Cairo, Glastonbury Tor, Jerusalem, places like that. There was also a hot spot in the French Quarter of New Orleans, a place in the Ozarks where I'd met a few druids before, just north of there in St. Louis, and in Exeter, Rhode Island, where Mercy grew up and nearly died of consumption before Nico turned her into a vampire. There were a dozen more spots around North America, more in South America, and hundreds scattered around the globe.
I just shook my head as I examined the makeshift world map that Merrick created at a time when most people still believed the world was flat. "How in the world, no pun intended, am I going to remember all this stuff?"
"The tricky part is learning which spells can open portals in which spots and where they'll take you if you do."
I huffed. "How did you even figure all this shit out?"
Merrick grinned. "I didn't. The grimoire as a whole includes information from a number of sources. Sorcerers, witches, even demigods of the old world. When it comes to the gates and the convergences, well, let's just say I once had an encounter with a very famous druid who was also a gatekeeper in the otherworld."
I ran my tongue across my front teeth. "You met Merlin! He was one of the druids you were working with back in the day?"
"How'd you know?"
I shook my head. "It's a long story. I met him as a kid, you know, before he grew up, left the twenty-first century, and hooked up with King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table."
Merrick chuckled. "Just like Niccolo, Merlin was not from when he was supposed to be."
"Look, I know you said I can't take the grimoire with me. Maybe I could take a few notes?"
"Only if the notes provide only enough information that you could fill in the gaps with your knowledge."
I nodded and grabbed my phone out of my pocket. I opened the grimoire to Merrick's world map. It had all the convergences marked with codes that corresponded with various realms. Some of them had multiple codes. Merrick said it depended on the season.
I started taking pictures.
"What is that contraption?"
I grinned. "It's a note taker!"
Merrick ran his fingers over his moustache and down his chin, across his beard. "What sort of magic powers it?"
I snorted. "Electricity."
"Is this a modern school of sorcery?"
I chuckled. "Of a sort. This device includes a battery. It stores electric energy."
"Like a crystal or stone might contain mystical energies?"
I pressed my lips together. "Actually, yes. I was going to say it's more complicated than that, but it probably isn't. The only difference is that crystals and stones occur in nature. Humans make batteries."
"But this electricity is not a human power?"
I shook my head. "No, it's natural. Sort of like any other kind of magic. I guess the difference between electricity and sorcery is that people understand a lot more about how electricity works and know how to harness it and direct it."
"Is it dangerous if mishandled?"
I nodded. "Very. It can kill you if you don't know what you're doing."
Merrick closed the book. "No more note taking devices. These spells are just as dangerous if you don't know what you're doing."
"This is a lot of crap to memorize, Merrick!"
Merrick narrowed his eyes. "In my day, we had no choice but to learn such things by heart. Do you know how many years it took to complete this grimoire? It was not easy to get so much paper or to bind it in this manner. You moderns depend too much on writing things down and your strange electric devices that your minds have gone numb."
"You're the one who said that you were eager to see the grimoire again because you couldn't remember all of it. Don't judge, Judgy Mcjudgerson."
"Much of this is nonsense to me. I'm not aware of much of the world that I drew at Merlin's behest."
I shook my head. "Why did Merlin show you all this stuff, anyway?"
Merrick rested a hand on my shoulder. "Because he said one day someone would need it. A young witch and vampire."
I stared at Merrick a moment. "Seriously? That's me, right?"
"It must be the case."
I shook my head. "I don't understand. Did he say why I needed this information? Was it to stop Corbin and save Cain?"
"I can't say. Though I had the impression that it was bigger than that."
"Bigger than a vampire who took over hell and wanted to dominate the world through an enthralled queen?"
Merrick nodded. "All I can say is that what he described was an enduring condition, a new kind of world. Defeating Corbin might be a necessary step, I suppose, and I cannot blame you if you use this information to save your friend. What Merlin described, though, was something inevitable. Something he said that was beyond what the gatekeepers could thwart alone. A few unique guardians on earth would stand against a threat the world has never known. You are one of those guardians. You must also share what you learn with Mercy. She will play a pivotal role in the future as well."
I shook my head. "Why would Merlin rely on ghosts from the past, dead vampires at that, to pass that message along?"
Merrick tapped on the grimoire with his fingers. "Because this isn't information that was safe to leave hidden in a cave, or buried in a shallow grave. He knew we would one day meet one another, and that is why he chose me to write the grimoire. It's also why I must ensure it never leaves these realms. Only a few trusted guardians should be privy to the information within. You and Mercy were named. Merlin's own father will also play a pivotal role."
"I know Merlin's dad. He's a nice guy."
"You must learn this contents of this book and ensure that the other guardians learn its contents."
I pressed my lips together. "You realize, if I do the spell and get Nico's sire bond, I'll be like Mercy's sire. Kind of bass ackwards, don't you think?"
"What do fish have to do with it?"
I grinned. "Never mind. I still have to figure out how to complete the ritual in hell."
"It's possible," Merrick said. "First, though, you must learn what you can."
I sighed. "Yeah, yeah, yeah. I thought when I became a vampire that I was done with school."
"Life is school," Merrick said. "You are never done learning. Not unless you are dead and, as recent events have shown, even ghosts and ghouls have a role to play."
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I'm not sure how long I was in the in-between with Merrick and his grimoire. Time was weird there. It felt like I'd barely arrived, but at the same time it was as if I'd been there poring over those spells for years. By the time I was done, I knew that book like the back of my hand. Considering I'd had the same hands my entire life, I knew it well. 
Merrick and I also came up with a plan. I learned how mystical convergences between realms were made. They were left behind when beings of various sorts created portals from one place to another. It made sense. There was a convergence in New Orleans because we'd traveled to several different places using Annabelle's soul blade over the years. It also made sense that there were convergences where the druids roamed in Missouri. A few supernatural showdowns through the years also occurred in Mercy's home town of Exeter. When someone creates a portal between realms, it pierces a veil, it pulls the fabric between different realms closer together.
Since Corbin sent Merrick and Dracula to the in-between and also recalled them back to hell, we discovered a convergence in the forest close to the sacred circle.
I didn't have to memorize the specifics of every spell. Many of Merrick's spells I could incant to my wand. We dug a cistern in the ground to function as a cauldron. We cooked up one spell after the other. I dipped my wand into the various potions and spoke a chosen incantation. I didn't have to learn all the spells because my wand could remember them. I could pass those along to Mercy by using my wand to create a duplicate later.
My mentor, Moll, used to come up with cheesy rhymes as incantations. I had a style of my own. A few little sayings I wouldn't forget but wouldn't likely repeat in casual conversation—thus causing my wand to misfire.
Merrick hugged me. It was a strange relationship. During my time in the in-between, I came to see him as a sort of weird uncle. It fit. He was the sort who didn't show up often, but when he did he left a distinct impression. No one knew what he was up to when he left and few cared to ask. Still, he was your weird uncle. You loved him, despite his eccentricities.
We ruled out the idea that he might stake me to hell. If I did that, I'd go there like any vampire. The devil, aka Corbin, would know it immediately and he'd rally his demonic legions to usher me to his throne room and enthrall me as his vassal queen. The only way to avoid that was to break into hell like a master thief. Thankfully, Merrick had spent a bit of time there. He knew the lay of the land. He also knew of a few creatures I might sacrifice to complete the sire bond spell.
Slaying a dragon in hell was a possibility. I'd fare better against a hellhound. Hellhounds weren't cuddly puppies. There were colossal beasts, large enough to qualify under the spell's requirement that it have more mass than the vampire whose sire bond I had to steal. They also weren't eternal like demons. I wasn't sure how to convert demon years into hell hound years. The math doesn't work when you're dealing with immortal beings. The important thing was that they had a life-cycle relative to the years they lived in hell. I could kill them.
All I had to do was bite one before it bit me. If I drained it, as the spell required, he'd die. I could stake it—I had the same stake I pulled from the beast in the ground before—consecrate it in my blood, and bury it in hell's ashen soil.
It would make Corbin my bitch.
Since Corbin had already created portals from hell to send his demons to us at Castle Corvin, I could use that covergence, along with one of my newly incanted spells, to go back and save Mercy, Mel, and Tommy from the vampires. The problem was, once I used Nico's sire bond to exorcise Corbin from Lucifer, I'd have the actual devil to deal with. Would he be grateful that I handled Corbin for him, or would he just be the asshole everyone expected the devil to be and kill me just because he could? 
Worst-case scenario, I'd stop Corbin and hell would go back to the hell that's tormented souls forever. Provided I got off the spell before Corbin stopped me. Either way, there was a damned good chance I'd end up damned myself.
Merrick walked me to the convergence in the woods. I had my wand ready. Merrick hugged me. It took me by surprise. He hadn't shown much affection at all since we met. I hugged him back, just like I might my weird uncle.
"You can do this, Hailey."
I nodded. "I'll do my damndest."
"More damn puns to prepare for your trip to hell?"
I grinned. "Damn straight!"
Merrick sighed. "Remember what you learned. You have everything you need."
I nodded. "I know. Thank you, Merrick. Enjoy eternity. I hope you like it here."
Merrick grinned. "After centuries in hell, this is paradise."
I gripped my wand. I knew my incantation. I didn't have a cheesy poem. I used a cheesy song instead.
I had to do my best Lionel Richie impression. I always thought I had a fairly pleasant singing voice, at least by karaoke bar standards. I cleared my throat.
"Hell. Oh, is it me you're looking for?"
Red magic blasted out of my wand. A small tornado of energy formed over the mystical convergence. I turned and looked back at Merrick one last time. He smiled at me, flashing his fangs. I smiled back and stepped into the portal.
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I knew there was a lot of fire in hell. Next to wooden stakes, fire was the greatest threat to a vampire. Since I was there in the flesh, I couldn't be too careful. I also had to move fast. I was an intruder. How long would it take before Corbin realized I busted into his domain? 
What I didn't anticipate was the agonizing screams that filled the air. Tortured souls all around. It was deafening—especially for a vampire with acute hearing.
Merrick told me that the hellhounds were likely to find me before I found them. They weren't especially intelligent creatures. Still, they'd sniff out flesh, even vampire flesh, as if I was a raw cut of meat. What I didn't expect was an entire pack of hellhounds bounding over one of the ashen hills, splashing through molten lava as they charged after me.
I had to move fast. Hellhounds weren't smart, but they were the devil's eyes and ears. Now that they spotted me, it was just a matter of time before Corbin knew I was there.
I had to bite one of them. Doing that, draining the beast, and performing the rest of the spell without the others tearing me to pieces would not be easy.
I had to separate one of them from the pack. They moved fast, but not as fast as me. I took off in the other direction to put as much space between me and the pack as possible. The more space I had, the more time I'd have before the rest were on me. Now that they saw me, the more time I took to do this, the more likely it was the Corbin would arrive to stop me.
I couldn't drink all the blood in a hellhound. It was basic physics. My stomach just couldn't handle that much volume. I also didn't have time to wait for one to bleed out. I had to speed things up.
I used my telekinesis. I focused on one of the hellhounds and when I had enough space between myself and the pack, I drew it to me. The creature flew through the air and landed on me. The thing had big teeth. It also had bad breath.
It was going to bite me. I had to deal with it Cobra Kai style—Bite First, No Mercy!
I sank my fangs into the beast’s shoulder. The hellhound whimpered. The thing's blood tasted like burnt ass, if you can imagine what that might taste like. I forced myself to gulp down as much as I could, then I jammed my wand into its gut and cast an exsanguination spell. I bit my own wrist and consecrated the hellhound in my blood, speaking the name of the vampire whose sire bond I intended to steal.
"Niccolo Freeman."
I cast a quick healing spell over the hellhound. I was basically following the process of turning someone into a vampire. Before it revived, I slammed my stake into the creature’s heart. 
I glanced at the horizon. The rest of the pack was getting close. I started to dig. The ashen soil was hot. It burned my fingertips as I clawed through the ground.
I wasn't going to finish in time. The pack comprised six other hellhounds, and they were going to tear me apart before I could get my hellhound in the ground.
A loud roar pierced through the sound of the wailing of the damned. I turned and saw a dragon flying overhead.
It was Corbin.
If the hellhounds didn't tear me apart, Corbin would stop me.
In dragon-form, Corbin dove toward me. I continued to dig. It was all I could do.
I turned and prepared to fire a spell at Corbin. It might not kill him, but maybe I'd slow him down.
I couldn't get it off in time.
Corbin flew right over me. He dove after the other hellhounds and blasted them with fire.
Was he trying to save me?
It gave me enough time to finish the grave. I dragged the staked hellhound to my makeshift grave and dropped it in. I looked up. Corbin was standing there in human form.
"You don't have to do this, Hailey."
"You saved me from the hellhounds."
Corbin nodded. "I love you, Hailey."
I huffed. "I have to finish this."
"You don't have to! Hailey, if you do what you're planning, I won't be able to protect you. Lucifer doesn't love you. I love you! Do you really think he'll let you leave?"
I snorted. "I'll take my chances."
"You don't get it. We can rule hell as king and queen."
"And you'll use me as your vassal to take over the earth as well, right?"
"We'll still be together. We'll rule together. You know the future I've planned for us. Are you really willing to let Lucifer return to power?"
I started pushing dirt into the grave. "Stop it, Hailey! Don't make me do this. I don't want to hurt you."
I pressed my lips together. I didn't know what Corbin planned to do. Yeah, he loved me. He wouldn't kill me, but I didn't know what he'd have to do to coronate me, to enthrall me to his will as his vassal.
Corbin extended his hands. A small crown of onyx formed in his hands. "I'd rather you take this willingly. If I have to force it upon you for you own good, that's what I'll do."
I rolled my eyes. "Right, because you love me."
"I do love you! Why can’t you accept that?"
I bit my lip and shrugged. "Yeah, well, fuck off Corbin."
I dove into the grave. I focused my mind on the ashen dirt around me and pulled it over me with my telekinesis.
I was buried with my sacrifice. I was buried alive. Sort of. I wasn't alive. I was undead. I'd crawled out of a grave or two in my day.
A surge of energy coursed through my body. The spell worked. I had Nico's sire bond. I clawed at the hot dirt that entombed me.
I punched through the surface. Someone grabbed my hand. Corbin pulled me out of the grave and before I could speak and use the power I’d just gained he forced the crown on my head.
I narrowed my eyes. "You piece of shit."
Corbin grabbed me and kissed me on the lips. I pushed him off of me. "Finally! My Queen!"
"Go to hell!" I shouted.
Corbin tilted his head. "Already there."
"You can't control me, asshole. I have Nico's sire bond. I'm not some wraith. I'm here in the flesh."
"But you're my vassal! You must also obey me!"
I rolled my eyes. "Misogynistic prick."
Corbin tilted his head. "I can command you across realms. Now it's time to fulfill my plans."
I narrowed my eyes. I had an idea. If it worked, I wouldn't need to make a portal. I wouldn't have to find a convergence in hell. "Fine, but if you're going to send me to earth, I want to go back and save Mercy and my progeny. I need loyal subjects!"
Corbin smiled widely. "Yes, My Queen. Of course!"
Corbin raised his hand. A tornado of red and black energies formed behind me.
"Now, my queen, go to earth!"
My body turned toward the portal. I knew how commands and compulsions worked. Mercy told me all about it. I turned back over my shoulder even as my legs carried me to the portal. "Corbin, set Lucifer free!"
Corbin's eyes widened. Then he screamed as black energy poured out of his body. The energy formed itself into the shape of the dragon that Corbin assumed before. The dragon blasted Corbin with its fire.
As I stepped into the portal, the last thing I saw was Corbin’s wraith emerge from Lucifer’s flames. 
I flipped off the devil as I disappeared into the portal. 
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I reappeared in the graveyard at Castle Corvin. The demon-possessed slayers saw my crown and immediately took a knee. 
"Go home," I told them.
The demons blasted out of the humans they possessed and shot into the dark of night. I turned around and stared down at the other vampires who'd emerged from the castle.
"You boys really want some of this?" I asked.
One of the vampires gulped. They turned and went back inside the castle.
Connor returned to human form and wrapped his arms around me. I slapped him on his bare butt. "Get some clothes, babe."
Mercy approached me carefully. "Hailey, is that crown what I think it is?"
I winced. "Yeah. I guess I'm the queen of hell now. But at least Corbin is gone."
"Wait," Connor said. "You defeated Corbin?"
I nodded. "I did."
"How did you pull it off?" Mercy asked.
I smirked. "Hey Mercy, stand on one leg."
Mercy did as I said.
"Sing 'I'm a Little Tea Pot' and do all the gestures."
Mercy sang the song in a broken pitch. She had a handle, a spout, and poured it out.
I giggled. "This is fun!"
"You got Nico's sire bond!"
I nodded. "Yeah, about two seconds before Corbin slammed this damned crown on my head. Worked out, though. He can't control me. I used the sire bond to force him out of Lucifer. Last I saw, Corbin was just a wraith."
"Be careful with that thing," Mercy said.
I shrugged and removed the crown from my head. "I'm not keen to wear it unless I have to. I'm pretty sure Lucifer won't share Corbin's affections for me. I don't know if he can manipulate me with it, but at least I know I can boss around a few demons if I need to."
"Where are Nico and Cain?" Mercy asked.
I sighed. "I'm not sure about Nico. I’m pretty sure he’s in hell. The spell I had to do to take his sire bond wouldn’t have worked otherwise. It's a long story. I'll tell you about it later. I’m sorry I couldn’t take Nico’s ghost back with me. Things happened so fast. For now, though, we have to try to save Cain."
"Where is Cain?" 
“I think the Faerie King captured him.
Connor chuckled. "Did you say the Faerie King?"
Mercy sighed. "That's not as funny as it sounds."
"You know about faeries?" I asked.
"I've heard about them. They don't look all that frightening, but they're insanely powerful."
I nodded. "He's also human again. He emerged from the Cauldron of Rebirth."
Mercy’s eyes widened in surprise. “Really? That’s incredible.”
I nodded. “And he’s more vulnerable than before.”
Mercy sighed. "Even if I thought we could rally the troops and save him, I'm not sure how to get to the faerie realm."
I smiled widely. "I can handle that. You're right, though. We need more help. There's a chance Cain isn't even alive."
Mercy shook her head. "After everything Cain has done for all of us, we have to try."
"There were ogres, too."
Mel giggled. "Ogres? Really?"
Mercy didn't find it so funny. "They aren't a joke."
"If the faeries didn't capture Cain, the ogres might have eaten him. I don't think so, though. Cain isn't a werewolf anymore. When he was reborn, he lost that. But he still had Damballa's aspect. He turned into a big white snake. He helped me escape. I'm with you. I don't care how powerful the faeries might be. We have to try to save him."
Mercy nodded. "We need to head back to New Orleans and gather as many as we can who will help."
Tommy cleared his throat. "I'm hungry."
I rolled my eyes. "Of course you are."
Mel nudged Tommy in the ribs. "Don't worry about that. What do you say you and me go get a bite while the rest save the good doctor?"
Tommy looked at Mercy and me.
I shrugged. "Just be smart about it."
"We've got this!" Mel said.
"Works for me," Mercy said. "Sounds like you have a date, Tommy."
Tommy tilted his head. He’d had a crush on Mercy before, but he looked at Mel with fresh eyes, as if he’d been blinded by his obsession with Mercy and was only looking at her for the first time. "Alright, I guess I do."
We made our way back around the front of the castle. Pauli was still coiled up on a branch on a nearby tree. We huddled up, and he took us back to Vilokan.
[image: image-placeholder]Pauli took us to Annabelle's office. She volunteered to gather as many as possible who were willing, and planned to meet us at her old plantation which now served as an extension site for the Vilokan Asylum of the Magically and Mentally Deranged.
When we arrived at the plantation, all the wolves were there. Donald was the alpha wolf of the rougarou. Cain's brother, Abel, was also a werewolf and had a pack of his own. Jessie was a badass in her own right. She had the aspect of Ogoun, the Loa of War, and was an asset in any fight. Rutherford was in tears as she saw how many people—vampires, werewolves, and vodouisants—rallied to go save her husband.
"I can't go," Rutherford said. "My baby needs me."
I nodded. "We don't expect you to go. Cain wouldn't want you to put yourself in harm’s way. He told me he did everything to secure a future for you and Byron."
Rutherford wiped a tear from her eye. "That sounds like Cain."
Abel gave Rutherford a giant hug. "Don't worry. We'll bring him back."
Rutherford sniffed. "I know you will."
I smiled at Rutherford. "You should know, Cain might not be exactly the same."
Rutherford nodded. "Is it true what Annabelle told me? Cain is human again? He's no longer a werewolf?"
I nodded. "He's also mortal. He'll have a normal, hopefully long, human life. But without eternity staring him down through the windshield, things might be different."
"I understand that. Thank you, Hailey."
"The pack is ready to fight!" Donald declared. "We're behind you a hundred percent."
"As are we!" Abel added. "We're bringing my brother back, no matter the cost."
I nodded. "Now, we have to talk about how we're going to get to the Seelie Forest. There are convergences, places all around the world, where portals have been forged in the past."
Annabelle chuckled. "That's fascinating, Hailey. I'm eager to learn all about that. But getting to the Seelie Forest isn't a problem."
I raised an eyebrow. "It isn't?"
Annabelle smirked. "The faerie realm isn't a realm of its own. It's in Guinee. I can take us there. We won't arrive right in the forest, but it's less than a day's journey on foot."
I snorted. "Seriously? I spent months working with a dead vampire and studying his grimoire trying to find a way to get there. The best shot we had was a convergence at Glastonbury Tor."
"As much as it pains me to say it," Mercy added, "I like Annabelle's plan. The faeries might sense our arrival if we appear in the middle of the Seelie Forest. They won't see us coming if we journey through Guinee to get there."
Abel rubbed his brow. "Guinee is basically Eden, right?"
I nodded. "Or Annwn, depending on your tradition."
Abel chuckled. "Back to Eden. Let's hope the angels don't get involved."
"Don't worry about that," Annabelle said. "Isabelle is with me. She's connected to the Tree of Life. She's guaranteed us safe passage."
I chuckled. "Out of hell and into paradise. All in the day's work of a blood witch."
Annabelle grinned. "Don't get me wrong, Hailey. It is a paradise in the garden groves. Once we reach the Seelie Forest, it's something else entirely."
I nodded. "Trust me. I know all about it. I'm ready if everyone else is."
Annabelle smiled. "One more advantage we'll have is Beli. He'll cut a portal for us here.'
I grinned. "But once we get there, he'll be a dragon, right?"
"Exactly!"
I nodded. "Alright. Let's go kick some faerie ass."
Pauli giggled. "Kicking it wasn't my idea of a good time. But to each her own, I suppose."
"What were you thinking?" I asked.
"Don't ask!" Annabelle interrupted. "You coming or not, Pauli?"
"Are you kidding me? The chance to confront the Faerie King? Bitch, please. I'm the Faerie Queen. He won't know what hit him. From behind, of course."
I chuckled as I shook my head. "Alright, Annabelle. Summon Beli and make us a portal. Let's bring Cain home."




Chapter 18
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I left my crown back in Annabelle's office. I didn't anticipate encountering any demons in the Seelie Forest and, honestly, the thing gave me the creeps. So long as I wasn't wearing it, Lucifer couldn't touch me. I was pretty sure Corbin's plan was to use his thrall to force me to keep the thing on. Good thing it never worked out. Good riddance, so-called vampire king. 
The air in Guinee was clean and pure. None of that city smog and the combined scent of alcohol, vomit, and cajun cooking I was used to in the French Quarter. The in-between smelled like forest. A lot of pollen. The Seelie Forest has a similar but sweeter odor to it. It wasn't the garden groves, though. That place was like the earth might have been if humans never discovered fossil fuels, invented industry, or had to develop methods to dispose of human waste.
Not that creatures in paradise didn't poop. I'm sure they did. Everybody poops. Read the book if you don't believe me. In Guinee, though, it was just a part of the ecosystem.
The werewolves could run fast. It wasn't a full moon, but one of the wolves, Julie, carried a celestial flame that allowed them to shift any time. Mercy and I could keep up—just barely. Jessie, Pauli and Annabelle rode on Beli, now appearing in all his glory, and flew over us, leading the way to the Seelie Forest.
We had a long way to go. In this paradisiacal realm, though, I never ran out of breath. I didn't get tired. We just kept moving at full-speed until we reached the edge of the Seelie Forest.
The faerie kingdom might have been a part of Guinee, but it was almost like a realm within a realm. The second we crossed the tree lines, everything changed. It was just as I remembered it from before. There were a lot of trees and mushrooms. Some of the shrooms were as tall as trees. The sky above us sparkled in faerie magic.
Annabelle and Jessie dismounted Beli and joined us. If we needed the dragon again, Annabelle could call him.
A translucent figure caught my eye in the distance.
I raised my hand. "Wait up."
"What is it?" Mercy asked.
"I think I saw something."
"Like what?"
I shook my head. "I can see ghosts, remember?"
"There's a ghost here?"
I nodded. "I think that's what it was. Stay here. Let me check it out."
Mercy sighed. "Be careful, Hailey. It might be a trap."
I took off after the figure I saw. He didn't run away from me once he noticed I was following him. I found him standing on the opposite side of one of the many towering mushrooms of the Seelie Forest.
"Nico?" I asked. "I thought you were in hell."
Nico laughed. "I was."
"What do you mean?"
"When you unstaked that beast, Dracula couldn't use his compulsion on me any more. When you took out Corbin there was a brief moment before Lucifer took over. The gateways out of hell were open. I escaped there once to earth. This time, well, the closest convergence was the one I came through when I left the in-between. I went back there."
I chuckled. "I can’t believe you made it. It scared me you’d have to endure Lucifer’s tortures forever."
Nico nodded. "Trust me, I didn’t want that, either! After I returned to the in-between, Merrick helped me forge a portal here through a convergence left behind by that faerie who brought you here to begin with."
I scratched my head. "Don't get me wrong, Nico. I'm glad to see you. Thrilled, even. But why did you come here?"
"For more than one reason. Merrick might think the in-between is his paradise, but I was a hougan before I became a vampire. This place has always been my version of heaven.”
“And the other reason?”
“I knew you'd be back for Cain. I thought you could use some advance intelligence."
"You know where he is? Is he okay?"
Nico nodded. "He's fine. They're tickling the dickens out of him, but other than that, he's well."
I stared at Nico blankly. "Don't ever use the phrase 'tickling the dickens' with me again."
Nico chuckled. "Sorry. It doesn't mean what it sounds like."
I smirked. "I get it. Well, I'm the only one who can see you. The others probably think I've lost my mind about now."
"The faeries can't see me, either. I thought they'd be able to, but for some reason they can't."
"I have something of yours, by the way."
'Nico nodded. "Use my sire bond well. And be nice to Mercy."
I smirked. "I already made her sing 'I'm a Little Tea Pot.' It was epic."
Nico laughed. "I wish I could have seen that."
I held up three fingers. "Scout's honor, though. I won't mess with her. Not too much, anyway."
"You were a scout?" Nico raised an eyebrow.
I shook my head. "Nope. So, I guess my promise doesn't mean much, does it?"
Nico rolled his eyes. "Behave, Hailey."
I nodded. "I will! I'm one of the good girls, you know."
Nico pinched his chin. "Boy bands."
I furrowed my brow. "What about them?"
"Mercy hates boy bands. Just thought you should know."
I grinned widely. "I'll keep that in mind."
"I'll go ahead of you and come back and let you know if anything is amiss. You should find Cain held in a burrow about a mile straight ahead the direction you're moving. There are a lot of faeries there, though. Are you sure you're up for this?"
"Any tips on how to swat down a faerie?"
Nico shook his head. "The wolves will certainly freak them out. Use them as a distraction. You aren't going to swat the faeries. They're too strong for that. You might stand a chance if you can sneak past them."
I nodded. "Got it. Thanks, Nico."
Nico nodded. "In the words of Mercy's least favorite group, ever. Bye, bye bye. For now, at least."
I snickered. "See you later."
I returned to the group.
"What was that about?" Mercy asked.
"Nico sends his regards."
"Nico is here?" Annabelle asked.
I nodded. "He has been for a while, I guess. He already scouted out the faeries. Cain is bound in a burrow straight ahead a couple miles. We need to provide a distraction. We can't beat them in an all-out fight."
"What kind of distraction?" Annabelle asked.
"I need everyone attacking from one side. Try and draw the faeries out. I'll sneak into the burrow and get out of there with Cain. We'll run back this direction. Remember, no magic. It won’t be any match for the faeries. We have to use subterfuge to pull this off. Just don't let them capture anyone. We all get out of here together, understood?"
"Got it." Annabelle nodded. "What about Beli?"
"Can you call him and have him meet us? When I get Cain out of there, we stand a better chance if we can fly out of the forest."
"Fine," Annabelle said. "But I'm going to have to come with you."
"I will too," Jessie said. "Cain's my mentor. Not to mention, if magic doesn't work against these faeries, a little extra muscle might come in handy. Of course, Beli is my ride out, too. I can't run fast like the wolves."
Mercy cleared her throat. "Sounds like a plan. About Nico, is he okay?"
I nodded. "He is. If all works out, he gets to spend his eternity haunting paradise rather than as a wraith in hell. I'd say that's a win for him."
Mercy took a deep breath and exhaled. "That's good to know."
I shrugged. "Besides, you never know. The Cauldron of Rebirth is in this forest somewhere. Maybe we can bring him back again."
Mercy shook her head. "I wish he would. Nico had that chance once before and passed it up. I think he's ready to move on."
I nodded. "Well, at least we know he has the eternity he deserves."
Pauli appeared on Annabelle's shoulders. "I'm going with y'all."
I nodded. "Makes sense. Can you teleport here?"
"Not very well," Pauli said. "It's hard to get my bearings here. The energy is all different. Still, I might be able to move someone around a little here or there. I don't think I'd be able to handle taking all of you out of the burrow and back to the garden groves. Anything out of my line of sight doesn't seem to work here."
I nodded. "That could come in handy."
"Who wants a handy? Ten bucks, that's all I charge!"
Annabelle rolled her eyes. "You don't have hands at the moment."
Pauli huffed. "At the moment is the key phrase, honey!"
I smirked. "That's not why we're here. Still, I appreciate the help, Pauli."
Mercy, Donald, and Abel led the wolves around one side of the faerie burrow. They went ahead of us, howling along the way. The thing about faeries is that we'd be able to see them from a distance. We couldn't guarantee that they'd lure away every faerie from the burrow, but they'd certainly thin out the swarm.
They didn't have to charge for long before a couple dozen green orbs floated out of the forest from the direction of the burrow. The wolves and Mercy pivoted and headed the opposite direction.
That meant we had to move fast. Once the faeries chased the wolves out of the forest, they'd be back.
When we reached the borrow I found Nico waiting for us. "The coast is clear outside. The Faerie King is inside. So is that other faerie who helped you before. They have him in a cage next to Cain."
I turned to Annabelle, Pauli, and Jessie. "The Faerie King is in there. So is a friend of mine. He's a faerie named Wee Willie Winker."
"Poor guy!" Pauli said. "Nicknamed for his wee willie?"
I chuckled. "I expected you'd have something to contribute. Look, I don't know how we stop the Faerie King. If you can get Willie out of his cage, Pauli, I think he might be able to help with that."
"Take Willie out of his cage? Honey, you really can't leave something like that hanging out there if you don't want me to stroke it."
I smiled. "Just bust him out of the cage, Pauli. Jessie, Cain is in bindings. Try to use your strength to break them. If Willie can distract the Faerie King long enough, we might make a run for it."
"What about me?" Annabelle asked.
"Stay outside and get ready to summon Beli. You're our getaway."
I could hear the werewolves howling in the distance as the green glow emanated from the mass of faeries chasing them faded from view. Nico directed me into the burrow. Jessie followed.
Cain was bound in chains of gold. I didn't know where these faeries got their gold, but damn. Willie was buzzing around in an oversized bird cage that hung from the ceiling.
"Well, lookie here! If it isn’t the vampire who evaded my capture before! Delightful!" The Faerie King had a smug smirk on his face as we stepped into the burrow.
"Let our friend go and we'll leave you be."
The Faerie King tugged at a tuft of white fur that sprouted from one of his cheeks. I didn't expect he'd agree. He pulled a feather from his faerie crown and ran it against Cain's right bare foot.
Cain winced.
"He isn't all that ticklish. He's no fun at all!"
"It's alright, Doc. We're here for you."
"He can't hear you, little miss! We've shut out all his senses aside from touch. Usually, that makes someone more susceptible to our tortures."
I snorted. "Your tickles, you mean?"
"He ate one of my best warriors!"
"As a snake, you mean?"
"Yes! We can't let him go. I don't know about you, but snakes aren't welcome in these parts."
I chuckled. "Right, because this is the Garden of Eden."
"Not exactly, but yes. This isn't the garden. It is Eden. That's one of many names for our world. We can't allow snakes to roam free. Bad news, those slithery nasties are!"
I huffed. "He's not technically a snake. He's a man. He has the aspect of a Loa who allows him to become one."
"And would you take it kindly to a human who allowed himself to become a devil?"
"Look," Jessie said. "He's a good man. He helps a lot of people."
"He's one of Adam's sons, is he not?"
"Well, yeah," Jessie said.
"Bad news, bad news! And he ate a faerie!"
We were buying time for Pauli to figure out how to get into Willie's cage without being seen. When Paulie was a snake, he was hard to miss. His body literally glowed. Now that the Faerie King revealed that snakes were public enemy number one, it was a good thing that he was being careful.
"Let him go!" Willie said. "So what if he can become a snake? He's the son of the deceived. What of it? He's not supposed to be here. Let them take him home!"
"Silence, traitor!" the Faerie King snapped.
I noticed a light on the wall behind Cain. We were in a burrow. Pauli must've dug his way through the ground. His head was poking through.
"Look, we don't mean any disrespect, your Highness. Cain isn't the evil man you might think. He's lived a long time and atoned for his errors. He has a new baby boy at home who needs his dad."
The Faerie King shook his head. "I cannot allow him to go. I'm sorry. You're lucky I don't imprison you two as well for encroaching on my realm."
I smirked. "Why haven't you?"
"My army is chasing werewolves!"
I laughed. "Yup, they sure are. Let me guess, you don't think you're strong enough to take us."
The Faerie King narrowed his eyes. He extended his hand. A ball of sparkling pink light forms in his palm. "Do you want to test me, vampire?"
In a flash of light, Pauli teleported into Willie's cage.
"Free Willie, bitch!" Pauli shouted. Then he teleported Willie out of the cage. Willie blasted the Faerie King's pink ball of whatever it was he was about to cast with a green ball of his own. The two magical orbs collided and produced a shower of magical energies that scattered through the room.
"Jessie! Get Cain!"
Jessie nodded. She extended her hand and evoked a giant club. That must've been her soul weapon. She blasted Cain's chains.
When she did, Cain gasped. The magic that blinded him must've been in his bindings.
"Hailey! Jessie!"
"Don't forget Pauli, you handsome former-werewolf, you!" 
"Another snake!" the King shrieked. "What have you done? You've brought more snakes into my realm."
"Shut up," Willie said. "These people aren't your enemies."
"You are my enemy now, Willie!"
The two faeries exchanged punches. Each blow produced another shower of golden magic. The magic didn't dissipate. The magic they made blew all around the room.
"Run!" Willie shouted.
"You can run, vampire! But I'll find you. I don't care what realm you flee to. I'll have you punished for violating my realm."
"Bitch, please," Pauli draped himself over my shoulders.
"That's right," I said. "Bitch, please!"
Jessie helped Cain to his feet, and we took off out of the burrow as Willie continued battling with his king. I felt a little bad leaving him behind. Once the rest of the king's army returned, they'd surely punish him. They might even execute him. I didn't know how faerie laws worked, but I imagined that assaulting the king was treasonous. In most societies, treason was punishable by death.
Annabelle saw us as we ran out. She summoned Beli who dove to our position through the canopy above. We climbed on his back.
"We can't leave Willie."
"We have to go!" Annabelle said. "The other faeries are turning around."
Pauli sighed. "Maybe I'm partial to him because his name is Willie. But I agree. He helped us escape."
"Hurry!" Annabelle said.
Pauli nodded. He flashed off my shoulders and slithered back into the burrow.
The king shrieked. "Snake! Snake! Snake! Eeeeek!"
In a streak of rainbow colored light, Pauli appeared on Annabelle's shoulders and Willie flew out of the burrow.
"Willie!" I shouted. "Come with us!"
Willie flew over to me and grabbed onto my shoulders.
"Let's go, Beli" Annabelle commanded.
The dragon spread his wings and took off into the sky. Willie was on my shoulders and Jessie held onto my waist. Cain held on to her. We flew out of the Seelie Forest and saw the werewolves making their way back toward the garden groves.
"You saved me!" Cain shouted, the wind in our faces.
I looked back. "All of us did. We couldn't have done it without your wolves."
Beli landed back in the green grasses of the garden groves. The wolves gathered all around us. Julie extinguished her celestial flame. The wolves were all naked but, I suppose, since this place was known by some as the Garden of Eden, walking around naked wasn’t so obscene as it was retro.
Cain hugged his brother first, then Donald. Watching naked men hug was awkward, but Pauli was in the middle of it, still in serpent form, squeezing himself around all the naked men he could find.
Cain hugged Mercy last and kissed her on the forehead. "You're a gem, Mercy Brown."
"And you're a gift," Mercy said. "To all of us. We love you, Doc."
I smiled as Cain approached me. I extended my hand to shake. He took it and pulled me into a hug. "You did all of this, didn't you?"
I nodded "I guess so."
"Did you stop Corbin?"
I nodded. "I did."
"What about Nico? What happened to him?"
I glanced past Mercy. Nico was standing in the green grasses, watching us from a distance. A wide smile split his face.
"He's here, with us. I can see him."
"He's staying here?" Cain asked.
I nodded. "I think that's what he wants."
Cain followed my eyes toward Nico. "Is that where he is?"
I nodded.
Cain waved at the air. Nico waved back. Then he approached Mercy. He touched her cheek.
Mercy gasped. "Nico! I can see you!"
Nico nodded. "There's a lot of magic here. I can use it to show myself for a little while."
"Are you sure you don't want to come home? Hailey said that the Cauldron of Rebirth is in the Seelie Forest. We can go back. We can take you there."
Nico shook his head. "I could go there myself, Mercy. If I wanted to."
"Then why don't you?" Mercy wiped a tear from her eye.
Nico brushed a strand of dark hair out of Mercy's face. I was shocked that he had enough substance that he could do it. "I'll always be here. You can come visit if you'd like. My time has come to an end. This is my peace."
Mercy grunted. "Well, if you get bored being dead in paradise..."
Nico laughed. "I know where the cauldron is."
"I still have most of your clothes at Casa do Diabo. Couldn't bring myself to throw your shit out."
"You should move on," Nico said. "I'm happy here."
"Yeah, for now!"
"I love you, Mercy."
"I love you too, damn it!"
Nico took a step back. Mercy gasped when he disappeared from her view. I could still see him. I watched as Nico walked away through the green grasses of the grove.
"Everyone ready to go home?" Annabelle asked.
"I'm ready," Cain said.
"Me too," I added.
"Can you send us back to where and when we left?" Annabelle asked.
Beli nodded. He took a deep breath and exhaled a torrent of golden magic that formed a portal in front of us.
Willie was still on my shoulders. "Should I come with you?"
I smiled. "You're welcome to stay with me. My home is your home."
Mercy turned her head around. "Correction. My home is everyone's home, apparently."
Beli's portal was big enough that all of us could step through it at once. When we appeared in front of the old Mulledy mansion, I saw Rutherford with Byron in her arms.
Cain ran to her and embraced both of them.
I couldn't hold back the tears.
They were a family again.
I looked off toward the horizon. The sun was rising.
"I'd love to stay and celebrate, but we have to go."
"Thank you, Hailey!" Rutherford cried.
Cain turned and smiled at me. "Hailey Bradbury. You're one of a kind."
I smiled and wiped the tears of joy from my eyes. "You're welcome."




Chapter 19
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Mercy and I had to hurry home. Mel and Tommy were already back at Casa do Diabo. Apparently, they found a drunk in the French Quarter for dinner. Mercy hammered them with about twenty questions. The short story was that they didn't kill the guy. They fed the way they were supposed to. I was impressed with both of them. For one young vampire to help another one eat properly was unique. Mel wasn't a slouch. Mercy raised her well. Cain even played a role in helping her tame her cravings in the early days. Tommy was still a work in progress, but he had promise. He had a sparkle in his eye when he looked at Mel. Love was in the air. I didn't know how to raise a youngling, much less one that was falling in love, but I'd defeated the vampire king. I stormed hell itself, and thwarted the schemes of a Faerie King. How hard could guiding a couple of new vampires really be? 
Who was I kidding? It was probably the most daunting thing I'd ever faced!
Willie buzzed around the place. I hoped he'd make himself at home. This wasn't the Seelie Forest. Our world was strange to him. I also had a sinking feeling that we hadn't seen the last of the Faerie King. We were harboring a faerie fugitive, after all. I'd have to learn whatever I could from Willie about how we might thwart the king if he came after us. For now, though, things were quiet. We were safe. Corbin was gone. 
Rutherford texted me. She wanted to invite Connor and me over for dinner. A double-date, perhaps. They were staying in Vilokan. They used to have an apartment downtown but it burned down because of an incident involving infernal power and the Witch of Endor. She was gone, too, of course. She'd been Cain's nemesis for some time, and since she'd always done the devil's bidding, his enemy and mine became the same. It only made sense that Cain and I defeated their demonic duo together. 
I wasn't sure if they were going to stay in Vilokan forever. It made sense. Both Cain and Rutherford worked at the Vilokan Asylum. Living there certainly shortened their commute.
When Connor and I arrived at their place, I was surprised to see that they had two suitcases and a few boxes stacked by the door. They lost all their stuff in the fire so didn't have much.
"Are you guys moving? Did you find a new apartment?"
Cain smiled. "No apartment, but we are moving."
"What's cooking?" Connor asked. "It smells delicious."
Rutherford pulled a large dish out of her oven. "It's my famous casserole. We wanted to have you over to say thank you."
I shrugged. "You already did."
Cain laughed. "Words aren't enough. You risked your life for me. I'll forever be in your debt.“
"Nah. Consider your debt paid."
"There's no blood in the casserole," Rutherford said. "Sorry about that."
I chuckled. "It's okay. I can eat regular food. It doesn't really do much for me, but I enjoy it."
Cain smiled. "We know. We've treated a few vampires through the years."
I grinned. "Right. Of course. So, where are you two moving to?"
Cain shrugged. "Here and there."
"What do you mean by that?" I asked.
Cain took a deep breath. "I'm mortal now. The Vilokan Asylum is in capable hands with Jessie and Freud. I'm going to purchase an RV. The werewolves here don't need me. I'm not a werewolf anymore, after all. Still, there are supernatural beings of various sorts all around the world who don't have anyone who understands, who can help them sort through their problems. I want to do what I can."
I raised an eyebrow. "So you're going to be a traveling therapist?"
Cain chuckled. "Something like that."
"I think that's incredible," Connor said. "You're right. We’ve been incredibly lucky having you here so close to home. A lot of others could really benefit from your unique skills."
"What about Byron?" I asked.
"Well, for now, it's not an issue. Eventually, maybe we'll homeschool. Perhaps we'll find a place to settle down for a while so he can have some stability."
"We'll make those decisions when they come," Cain said. "We might come back to new Orleans eventually but, for now, we're leaving."
I pressed my lips together. "Something is coming."
"What do you mean?" Cain asked.
I shook my head. "Something to do with the mystical convergences, the places around the world where the veil between worlds is thin. I don't know exactly what is going to happen, but when I was in the in-between Merrick told me I needed to prepare myself to become a guardian when the other realms break into our world."
Cain smiled. "You'll be up to it. If anyone can do it, Hailey, it's you."
Connor put his hand around my shoulders. "She's impressive, isn't she?"
I blushed a little.
"She most certainly is," Cain said. "You're a lucky guy."
I smiled. "He really is."
Everyone laughed.
"And I'm a pretty lucky girl, too."
Rutherford placed her casserole on the table. Paper plates were already set along with plastic forks and spoons. They were moving, after all. I didn't expect they'd bring out fine dinnerware. I took the serving spoon and put a modest amount of the casserole on my plate. Connor served himself next.
"Remember one thing," Cain said. "Love sometimes gets a bad rap. It comes with pain and, at times, heartache."
"Tell me about it!" Rutherford jested.
"It also makes us better. It's what makes us human."
I laughed. "Well, I haven't been human for some time."
Cain shook his head. "It's not what you are that makes you human, Hailey. It's what you do. Even more, it's what's in your heart. In all my years, I've never known a better human than you."
My eyes welled up with tears. "That means a lot. It means the world."
Byron cried from his bassinet. Rutherford stood from the table and brought the baby to me. "Would you like to hold him?"
I gasped. "I'd love that!"
I took baby Byron in my arms. He stopped crying. He looked up at me with his wide brown eyes and cooed. I didn't know what challenges I was going to face. I didn't know what this business involving the mystical convergences meant. I didn't know how soon the Faerie King would come after Willie and me looking for revenge. For a second, though, as I looked into the face of that baby, everything was right in the world.
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