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  Chapter 1
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I was brand new again. The oldest damn youngling in vampire history. All thanks to a plan we’d cooked up a few months back with Baron Samedi to defeat an ancient Chinese wizard and the empire he’d raised from the dead. For a good hour, give or take, I became human again. That’s how shitty of a human I was. Within that hour, I got myself killed. I don’t know how most humans do it. Meat sacks, running around with skin as durable as the plastic bags you get at a grocery store. Granted, most humans don’t put their mortality on the line to challenge ancient immortals to a fight. Then again, even as a human, I was still Mercy Brown. That was the whole point, the only way to beat the bastard was as a human. Long story short, the emperor’s spirit was possessing Mel—the vampire who used to be my progeny. The emperor bit me and, you know, since he used Mel to do it...my own progeny turned me. That’s right. I’ve heard the joke a hundred times since. I became my own goddamn vampire grandma.  
Life’s a bitch, then you die, then you die again, and come back again. And everything’s still a bitch. 
Now, a part of my deal with Baron Samedi—which I didn’t know at the time—was that I inherited the aspect of my former sire, the original vampire, Niccolo the Damned. You see, he’d died some years back—by choice, of course. He was also a practitioner of voodoo. In death, he was divinized. He became a Loa. He wasn’t the first vodouisant to do it. Not that it was especially common to become gods post-mortem. But Nico was nothing if not uncommon. 
Now that his aspect was in me, I had an innate ability to clean shit up. I could also communicate with him at any time. Think his name, and bam, there he was, chatting away in my head. He said he’d become the Loa of balance. That didn’t mean he became a great gymnast or a tightrope artist. It meant his gift set things right that were out of whack. Like I said, cleaning shit up. Not the most glamorous aspect out there, but it came with some perks. 
Because when I became a vampire again—after my brief foray as a human—Nico intervened and improved Baron Samedi’s design. 
I wasn’t as strong as I was before. Not as fast, either. That was to be expected since I was brand new again. 
But now I could walk in the sun. 
You might think it was a good trade, giving up some speed and strength for the ability to go out into the sun whenever I damn well pleased. You’d be right, to a point. But the way evil shit seemed to find me? Well, I could deal with only fighting outside at night. Lacking strength and speed, though, was a real liability. 
That meant I had to level up. No, not my vampirism. My witchcraft. 
Another vampire witch, Hailey Bradbury, was always a help in that respect. But I wanted to expand my horizons, dive into different aspects of the craft I’d never before explored.
I was new, so why not try something new? A lot of people get a new outfit, a new car, a new whatever, to commemorate a big change in life. 
This was my way of stepping into the new calculation of my existence with my head held high. 
You might say I had a new lease on death. 
It was a grand world out there, so much to learn, so many things to do. Why focus on what I lost? Now that I could go out during the day, I could finally engage the one kind of magic that I hadn’t entertained since I was human the first time. Moon-based magic was cool and all. A lot of witches really ate it up, and I did too. The moon tended to align with the cosmic feminine. The sun, though, represented its masculine counterpart. And since I now had the aspect of my former sire, and the Loa of Balance, rattling around in my head... learning sun-based magic seemed the right thing to do. It was all about balance. 
And it gave me something to do during the day other than sit on my thumb, play checkers with Muggs and Mel, or Twister—the grown up version—with my girlfriend Juliet. Let the reader understand. Right hand goes where? Let’s just say we rarely played the game by the rules in the box. 
It was fun and all, but I’d done that kind of thing my entire existence. Not the Twister part. That was still relatively new. But indoor activities. I was sick of indoor activities. 
And there were a lot of covens out there that met up to explore sun based magic during the day. I figured, why not hit a few of the Meetups? 
I knew I could probably teach most of them more than they could teach me. I’d been a witch a long time. I was trained by Moll Dyer, one of the most powerful witches ever. I’d used my magic in actual fights, against real evil sons of bitches. I’d saved the world on account of my magic, before. Most of the witches I met weren’t ready for things like that. I knew to be careful about teaching things people weren’t prepared for. That didn’t mean I couldn’t learn anything from them. 
That’s something you pick up when you get old, like me. When you’re young, you think you know most everything. You might be willing to learn from someone who’s proven, who has more experience, who has solid credentials. But you dismiss most anyone else. After a while, though, you begin to realize that despite living for more than a century and a half, the collective age of all the humans who make up an entire coven of mortals might actually eclipse mine. No single one of them could rival my knowledge or experience, but all together? Well, with a touch of humility, which didn’t come easy to me, even I could learn something. Sometimes the best wisdom, and the best magic, comes from the unlikeliest of sources. 
That said, even I was cynical when I found out this particular coven was meeting at Panera Bread. Serious witches don’t meet at chain restaurants. Old bookstores, electric coffee shops, maybe. The back rooms of mystical shops, definitely. Panera Bread, though? I’m sure the food was great for humans. But what got my attention was a particular witch who was visiting this coven.
Raelin Noor.
Anyone who was anyone in the craft knew who she was. Known for her expertise in elemental magic and divination, she was rumored to possess powers that rivaled even the most ancient of witches. Her presence at a mundane place like Panera Bread was mildly jarring. 
As I walked into the bakery-cafe, the scent of freshly baked bread and brewing coffee wafted over me. And the smell of blood, of course. Because the place was packed. It’s funny the things you miss when you’re a creature of the night. I’d never experienced a place like this—totally different from the kinds of establishments I sometimes visited after dark when I was out for a bite. 
I don’t know if I was as powerful as Raelin or not. Thing was, since I was a vampire, I had to be careful about what witches I fraternized with. I haunted little witch forums online looking to impress people with my insights, or attend pagan conventions where I could hob-nob with other practitioners. 
I kept my abilities to myself. Not that I was afraid to share my skills with others. But because exposing that part of myself came with the risk of exposing the other side of what I was. The blood-sucking, sun-allergic side of me. 
But with a set of contacts in place to hide my red eyes, and without the risk of turning into barbecue in the sunlight, it meant I had a chance to actually engage in some folks who might know a few things I’d never explored. 
It was Raelin Noor’s reputation with divination that had me especially intrigued. Given all the horrible crap I’d faced through the years, how big of an advantage would it be if I could see into the future? Even if I was only good enough to peer into the near-future, thirty minutes to an hour, I’d be able to see what my enemies were going to do before they did it. I could cut them off at the knees—literally or metaphorically, depending on my mood. 
The coven meeting at Panera Bread was an unusual sight, to say the least. As I made my way through the bustling cafe, I immediately recognized the congregation of witches gathered around a large table with steaming beverages in hand.
There was nothing about the ways most of them were dressed that gave them away. No pointy hats, or brooms leaning against the table. They didn’t have green skin or warts. Witches pretty much look like anyone else. Some of them pretty, some of them ugly, and everything in between. They come in all sizes and shapes, colors and cultures. It was the magic radiating off the coven that made it obvious—to my magical sensitivities—where the Meetup was sitting. There was a power emanating not from the group at large, but from the woman I’d come to meet. 
Raelin Noor sat at the head of the table, her presence commanding attention without her needing to say a word. The other witches around her looked up to her with reverence and awe, their expressions a mix of respect and curiosity. I could sense the undercurrent of energy swirling around her, a subtle hum that spoke of untapped power and ancient knowledge.
As I approached the table, I caught Raelin’s gaze, and for a moment, it felt as though the world around us faded away. Her amber eyes held a depth of wisdom that seemed to pierce through my very soul, leaving me feeling vulnerable in a way I hadn’t experienced in a long time.
“Mercy Brown,” Raelin spoke, her voice smooth like silk yet carrying a weight of authority that demanded attention. “I have been expecting you.”
Her words sent a shiver down my spine. How did she know my name? I knew the answer—she’d divined it. She foresaw my arrival, somehow. Even knowing that, though, it took me off guard. Did she also know I was a vampire? Probably. But she didn’t show the slightest trepidation. Probably because she’d also divined that I wasn’t going to bite her anytime soon. 
Yeah, seeing the future—what a gift! What a difference it could make. Maybe, just maybe, if I could stop all the world-ending threats that consumed my time, I’d be able to carve out some me time for once in my existence. 
All I could do was force a laugh. “Of course you were.” 
“I’m Sunshine!” one of the other witches said, a bubbly blonde with a voice so grating and high-pitched it almost made my sensitive vampiric ears ring. The first thing I thought was how ironic her name was. Until recently, a name like “Sunshine” would have been to me like calling someone “Guillotine.” 
Not the happy-go-lucky kind of name her hippie parents probably thought it was. 
I nodded at Sunshine and extended my hand. “Mercy.”
“I know!” Sunshine chirped, shaking my hand. I was a little anxious she’d react to my general clamminess, but she didn’t seem to notice how cold I was. Probably because the whole damn restaurant was over-chilled. “Raelin just told us, remember? What a pretty name! Your parents must’ve been like mine.” 
I nodded. “Yup. Pretty. And, no. My parents have been dead a long time.”
“Indeed,” Raelin added—a single-word clue she tossed out there to let me know that she knew exactly who I was. Was it meant as a threat, like “Yeah, I have my eye on you, vampire,” or was it more of an olive branch, like she was saying, “I know why you’re here, and I can help you.” Or was she just showing off? Maybe it was multiple-choice D: All of the Above. 
Sunshine didn’t pick up on any of that. Instead, she winced out of embarrassment. “Oh… I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—“
I waved my hand through the air. “It’s for the best. If my parents were still alive, they’d be monsters.” 
Raelin chuckled a little. “Glad you’ve joined us, Mercy. You’re the reason I came.” 
I bit my lip. “Really? I just saw your name on the Meetup. I didn’t have any expectations, just figured, you know—“
“That I might be able to show you what you’re looking for?” Raelin asked. “Let us enjoy our lunch—well, the rest of us will enjoy it. I suspect you’ll abstain. I don’t see anything on the menu here that suits your unique dietary restrictions.” 
“They do have vegan options!” Sunshine added. “You might be surprised.”
I winked at Raelin then turned back to Sunshine. “Yeah, I’m not vegan. Let’s just say my dietary needs are due to an extremely rare and unique condition. But I’m not here for a physical, I’m here to meet the coven—and Raelin, of course. I’d rather not discuss my medical history.” 
Raelin’s lips curved into a knowing smile as she gestured for me to take a seat at the table. The other witches moved slightly, creating an open space for me beside Raelin. I settled into the chair, feeling the weight of everyone’s curious gazes on me.
As I sat down at the table, a brief silence hung in the air before Sunshine eagerly piped up, “So, Mercy, what do you do for a living?”
I arched an eyebrow at her, resisting an urge to refine her definition of ‘for a living.’ “Let’s just say until recently, I worked the night shift—I had for years, longer than anyone here would probably believe. Presently, well, let’s just say everything changed and I’m looking for new opportunities.” 
Raelin, watching the interaction with a keen gaze, interjected smoothly before Sunshine could press further. “Mercy’s line of work is rather unique and often requires discretion. She deals with matters that lie beyond the ordinary scope of employment.”
Sunshine’s eyes widened in fascination. “Oh, mysteries! How exciting! Do you work for the FBI? The CIA?” 
I chuckled. “Something like that. But less…well-known. Super secret stuff. I mean, I’d tell you all about it—but then I’d have to kill you.” 
Raelin’s eyes gleamed with amusement as Sunshine giggled nervously, clearly unsure if I was joking or not. Raelin smoothly steered the conversation back on track, her voice calm and reassuring.
“Mercy’s skills are unparalleled in her field,” Raelin said, her tone carrying a subtle note of respect. “She navigates the shadows that most dare not tread, protecting our world from threats that remain unseen to many.”
I inclined my head at the praise, acknowledging Raelin’s words with a tight smile. The coven members around the table exchanged glances, a mixture of curiosity and wariness in their expressions. They probably thought I was some kind of assassin, black-ops, an operative for the deep state or some shit. I mean, I did live underground. I suppose you could call my band of vampire warriors a deep state of a kind. But it wasn’t at all what the conspiracy theorists thought it was.
As everyone started eating their sandwiches and salads I just sat back, doing my best not to crave any of the food sitting around the table. I was there to mingle, to meet Raelin, and maybe pick up a few tips from the other witches. 
“So, Mercy,” another witch who hadn’t introduced herself to me yet, “I have to ask, what is your skin routine like? Your complexion, it’s flawless.” 
I smirked. “Let’s just say I have plenty of iron in my diet.” 
Sunshine tilted her head. “Iron is good for the complexion? Who wouldda thunk?” 
“Clearly,” the girl who’d asked the question initially continued, “you don’t get too much sun. I think that’s probably a big part of it. The sun can do a lot of damage to the skin.” 
I nodded. “Oh, you have no idea. It can be devastating. Like I said, I’ve worked nights for a long time. I can barely remember the last time I was out in the daylight.” 
I was getting in a groove. It was funny, you know, how many things these witches said that touched unwittingly on my vampirism, questions I couldn’t answer with complete forthrightness. Still, I was navigating them well, finding answers to most anything they asked that were true, even if my replies didn’t reveal the whole truth. 
As the conversation flowed around me, I studied Raelin. There was an air of mystery about her, a subtle power that seemed to emanate from her very being. I couldn’t help but feel drawn to her, a sense of familiarity tugging at the edges of my mind like a half-remembered dream.
Raelin caught my gaze, her amber eyes holding mine in a silent exchange that seemed to transcend words. There was a depth to her gaze, a knowledge that hinted at secrets long buried and truths waiting to be uncovered.
Breaking the unspoken connection, Raelin shifted in her seat and addressed the group with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Now that we’ve all had our fill, I believe it’s time to discuss the purpose of our gathering.”
The other witches turned their attention to Raelin, their expressions shifting from idle curiosity to focused attention. 
Sunshine cleared her throat. “Yeah, we invited you!”
Raelin bowed her head slightly. “You invited me three years ago. Today, however, there was a reason for my visit. I’m certainly happy to discuss the intricacies of divination with your coven, but I’m here for another reason.” 
Raelin fixed her eyes on me. Those eyes—eyes that could look into the future. I wasn’t sure if I was more turned on or creeped out by it all. It’s one thing to know of witches who can see into the future. It’s another one to look into the eyes of such a witch wondering what it was they really saw. I knew reflective objects were a part of her craft—did that mean as she looked into the dark contacts, the glisten in my eyes, she was reading my fortune even now? 
“I was hoping you could help me with my illusions!” Sunshine piped up. “I know divination is your thing, but I hear you work with the sun quite a bit. Figured you’d have a few pointers.” 
Raelin forced a smile. “If time allows, I’m happy to help however I can. You’re more powerful than you realize. Most modern witches can’t manifest evident magic, only implicit power. They cast rituals that have an unfolding effect over time, rather than cast spells that have a visible impact on reality now.” 
Sunshine leaned forward eagerly, her eyes shining with excitement. “I’m ready to learn anything you have to teach me, Raelin! I want to be as powerful as you one day.”
Raelin’s smile softened at Sunshine’s enthusiasm. “Patience is as much a part of magic as the spells themselves. Your journey is just beginning, Sunshine. Embrace each step along the way, and you will unlock powers within yourself that you never knew existed.”
Then Raelin turned back to me. “You are why I’ve come. Will you come with me, Mercy?” 
“Can we come too!” Sunshine blurted.
“Give us a moment,” Raelin insisted. “We’ll be back momentarily. I must have a word with Mercy, alone.” 
My eyes darted back and forth—I wasn’t sure if it was out of nervousness or because I was hoping she wasn’t using my eyeballs as crystal balls. Either way, I was curious about what she meant. 
I stood up and straightened my dress. “Lead the way.”






  
  Chapter 2
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I stepped out of the Panera Bread, squinting against the late afternoon sun, and followed Raelin across the parking lot. An old camper and pickup truck sat in the far corner, looking decidedly out of place. I cocked an eyebrow at her.  
“Aren’t you from Morocco? What’s up with the camper? I figured you flew in.”
Raelin flashed me an enigmatic smile. “Of course I flew into the states. But I knew I’d be here a while. I needed a place to set up my things, and given the nature of what I’m going to show you, I thought it best if I make my new sanctum portable.”
I tilted my head, trying to decipher her cryptic words. What the hell did she mean by that? A sense of unease prickled along my spine. 
“What do you mean ‘what’s going to happen?’” I demanded.
Raelin’s amber eyes gleamed with secrets. “You must see it for yourself. I will not expect you to take my word for it.”
Well wasn’t that just peachy? I huffed out a breath and followed her to the camper door, my boots crunching on the gravel.
The interior of the trailer was nothing like I expected. No cozy living space or quaint little kitchen nook here. Instead, the guts had been completely ripped out, transformed into some kind of witchy apothecary. Intricate patterns swirled across the walls, herbs hung in dried bunches, and the pungent scents of sage and other ritual plants permeated the air. 
My eyes fixated on the massive crystal ball perched on a pedestal in the very center. Even from several feet away, I could sense the power thrumming within its crystalline depths. Magic radiated off it in palpable waves.
“This is my preferred divination focus,” Raelin explained, caressing the orb with a reverent touch. “The crystal structure amplifies my natural scrying abilities, which are already quite formidable. Combined with Soleil energy - sun magic, if you will - this orb has the power to reveal the future of whomever touches it.”
I arched a brow. “Then how the hell do you know mine? If it only shows the future of whoever is touching it.”
Raelin’s laughter tinkled like wind chimes. “That rule only applies to those I’m working with. I can see the fate of anyone.” She fixed me with a piercing stare. “You don’t witness as many futures as I do without learning the name Mercy Brown.”
I planted my hands on my hips, meeting her gaze head-on. “So, why were you spying on me, anyway? I didn’t even expect you’d know who I was.”
“Oh, Mercy.” Raelin shook her head, an enigmatic smile playing at her lips. “If the world was in jeopardy, and it has been many times, I’d often see the one who stopped it. As many times as not, it was you.”
I tilted my head, considering her words. A smirk tugged at the corner of my mouth. “So in terms of saving the world and all, I’ve done it the most, right?”
Raelin’s eyes sparkled with amusement. “Perhaps. Is it a competition?”
I shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “Well, sort of. I just wanted to make sure I’d saved the world more than Annabelle Mulledy.” 
Raelin winked. “You have.”
Satisfaction swelled in my chest. Take that, Annabelle. I blew out a sigh and refocused on the matter at hand. “So, you wanted to show me something?”
Raelin gestured towards the crystal ball. “Place your hands on it, Mercy.”
Curiosity piqued, I stepped closer. “How does the magic work? Can I learn it?”
“There’s no reason to teach you,” Raelin said, a note of urgency creeping into her voice. “I’m sure you have the strength, but it doesn’t matter. Please, just do as I ask.”
I bristled at her tone, mildly annoyed. What was with the sudden rush? But despite my reservations, I found myself drawn to the orb, its power beckoning me like a pulsing artery. 
Fuck it. I’d come this far. Might as well see what all the fuss was about.
I placed my hands on the cool, smooth surface of the crystal. The moment my skin made contact, a jolt of energy raced up my arms, setting my nerves alight. I gasped as images coalesced in the ball—the size and shapes warped by the crystal’s spherical structure, but not so much I couldn’t make out what I saw.  
It was me, wandering the streets at high noon in a few days’ time. Alone—obviously. Not like the rest of my sun-allergic crew could join me for a midday stroll.
“When exactly is this happening?” I asked.
“Three days from now,” Raelin replied with unnerving certainty.
I quirked a brow. “And you know that...how?”
“I can sense it.” She waved a hand, as if plucking an explanation from the air. “It’s hard to articulate, but there’s a...tingle. The strength of the sensation allows me to gauge how far in the future an event lies. Trust me, Mercy. It will be three days from today, right around noon. The sun’s position in the sky confirms it.”
I nodded, even as unease coiled in my gut. I turned back to the vision, watching as a cloaked figure approached me. A figure that was, for some infuriating reason, blurred and warped. Like a glitch in the magical matrix.
“Who the hell is tall, dark, and depressingly fuzzy?” I demanded.
Raelin pursed her lips. “Beings from outside the constraints of time do not appear clearly in my visions. I can see their actions, but never their forms.”
“Okay, so what kind of being are we talking here?”
“An angel. Perhaps.” She paused. “Or a demon. Celestial and infernal entities are the most frequent offenders when it comes to obscuring my sight.”
I snorted. “An angel or a demon. Fantastic.” On my list of favorite things to fight against, they were right near the bottom. Just above politicians. 
“Keep watching,” Raelin insisted, her voice urgent. “You need to understand what’s about to happen.”
I sighed, but placed my hands back on the crystal, the vision resuming. I saw myself, shock and terror etched across my face as the enigmatic figure approached. I tried to fight, throwing punches and kicks, but the being effortlessly fended me off. Like it was toying with me.
Desperation rising, I watched as my future self cast spell after spell. They bounced off the figure, about as effective as throwing marshmallows at a brick wall. Finally, I turned to flee. 
The figure moved in a blur, faster than should’ve been possible. In an instant, it caught me, slamming its fist into my chest. I watched, bile rising in my throat as it ripped out my heart. 
My future self crumpled to her knees. The heart in the figure’s hand burst into flames, consuming it to ash.
I reeled back from the crystal, my own heart hammering against my ribs. “This can’t be... No fucking way. I don’t die in three days.”
Raelin’s expression was somber, her amber eyes filled with sympathy. “I’m sorry, Mercy. But this will come to pass.”
“Like hell it will!” I snarled. “You showed me this so I could stop it, right?”
She shook her head. “My visions are immutable. The future cannot be changed.”
“Bullshit.” I threw up my hands. “What’s the point of seeing the future if you can’t do a damn thing about it? That’s like reading the last page of a book first. It ruins the whole story.”
Raelin remained infuriatingly calm. “I understand your frustration, but—“
“No, you don’t.” I jabbed a finger at the crystal ball. “That’s my life you’re playing with. My death. You can’t just drop that on me and expect me to accept it.”
I paced the length of the camper, my mind racing. There had to be a way out of this. A loophole. Some magical fine print I could exploit. 
I refused to believe that my fate was sealed. That I was helpless against the whims of destiny. I’d fought too hard, for too long, to let it end like this.
“Fuck immutability,” I spat. “And fuck your visions. I’m Mercy goddamn Brown. I don’t die until I say so.”
Raelin watched me, her expression inscrutable. “Mercy...”
“No.” I held up a hand. “I’m not having this conversation. I have three days to figure this out. And I’ll be damned if I waste them listening to you tell me it’s hopeless.”
I strode towards the door, my mind already churning with plans and contingencies. I’d cheated death before. I could do it again. 
I was halfway out the door when Raelin’s voice stopped me. “Mercy, wait. There’s something else you need to see.”
I paused, my hand on the doorknob. I didn’t want to see anything else. I wanted to get the hell out of there and start planning my survival. 
But something in Raelin’s tone made me hesitate. A hint of urgency, of desperation. Like she knew something even worse than my impending demise.
Against my better judgment, I turned back. “What now? You gonna show me my funeral too?”
Raelin ignored my jab. She approached the crystal ball, her movements deliberate, almost reverent. “Watch closely.”
I rolled my eyes but complied, leaning in to peer at the swirling mists within the orb. They coalesced, forming a new scene. One that made my undead heart seize in my chest.
It was my throne room. The heart of my empire. But I wasn’t the one sitting on the throne.
It was him. The blurry figure. The one who was supposed to kill me.
And around him, kneeling in supplication, were my people. My friends. My family. 
They were pledging their loyalty. To him.
“Aw, hell no,” I breathed, my fists clenching at my sides. “This is bullshit. They would never—“
The image vanished, leaving me staring at my own reflection in the crystal’s surface. I whirled on Raelin. “Keep going. What happens next?”
Raelin shook her head, her amber eyes filled with a mixture of pity and frustration. “It doesn’t work that way, Mercy. I cannot play the future like it’s some kind of digital video library. I only get to see what I find, what I’m shown.”
I jabbed a finger at the crystal ball, my voice rising with each word. “Why would my friends follow the son of a bitch who killed me? It makes no sense!”
Raelin’s shoulders slumped, and she let out a heavy sigh. “I cannot interpret what the scene in the throne room means. What is seen is immutable, but the interpretation of it might vary. Since we don’t see what happens before or after this event, I cannot say what led to it or what will follow.”
I threw my hands up in exasperation, pacing the length of the cramped trailer. “So why show me any of this if I can’t change it? What’s the point of knowing my own death if I can’t do a damn thing about it?”
Raelin’s voice was soft, almost apologetic. “You can’t change what is shown. But what you do might affect things yet unseen.”
I stopped in my tracks, my shoulders sagging under the weight of her words. “So, I’m going to die.”
“I am sorry, Mercy. It is your time.”
“Fuck that shit.” I shook my head vehemently, my eyes blazing with defiance. “Fuck immutability and all of it. What if I just don’t go out in three days? It can’t happen if I’m not there, right?”
Raelin’s expression was one of infinite patience, like a teacher explaining a simple concept to a stubborn child. “It will happen, Mercy. I cannot say why, but no matter what you know, you will go out that day.”
I shook my head and defiantly crossed my arms. “Nope. Can’t make me.” 
Raelin remained patient—like she was some kind of saint. Or, maybe, she was a kindergarten teacher. Takes a special person to do that. 
My pouty defiance wasn’t working. So, I slammed my fist against the wall. If I wasn’t a youngling again, if I was as strong as I used to be, I probably would have destroyed the whole thing. But my strength, now, was just sufficient to shake the place. It was enough to drive home my point. “You still haven’t told me why you showed me this. Why put me through this hell if there’s nothing I can do?”
Raelin’s voice dropped to a whisper, her words heavy with dread. “Because I fear that this creature...if it’s recruiting vampires, and it’s either angelic or demonic, it poses a major threat. I think his plan may end up destroying the world.”
I huffed out a bitter laugh. “Why would you think that? Just because some blur-faced asshole offs me and cops a squat on my throne?”
Raelin’s gaze was distant, as if she were looking at something far beyond the confines of the trailer. “Because I can’t see anything beyond this event. My abilities stop there.”
I shrugged, a wry smile tugging at my lips. “Maybe you die, then. Ever consider that?”
Raelin sighed, her expression thoughtful. “That’s not an impossibility, but most diviners can see things beyond their own demise. They cannot see things beyond the world’s demise.”
I paced the length of the trailer, my mind racing. “So, what you’re saying is, I should warn my team, tell them to prepare for it, give them a way to kill an angel, or a demon, or whatever the hell this thing is?”
Raelin nodded, her eyes glinting with a mix of hope and trepidation. “Perhaps that will do it. What is key is coming to grips with who or what the entity is and ensuring that whatever happens after that man sits on your throne is the last thing he ever does.”
I stopped in my tracks, a chill running down my spine. “Because if he recruits vampires to his cause, if he forces our kind to do his bidding... Apocalypse Now.”
“Pretty much,” Raelin agreed, but was shaking her head as if she didn’t want to. “That’s my fear, at least.”
I turned to face her, my eyes narrowing. “And there’s nothing you can show me between now and then that will help me figure it out?”
Raelin shook her head, her expression apologetic. “I cannot. But new visions might come. Once you’ve done what you must do, if my theory is correct, I should be able to gain new visions of the future. Unless, of course, the world really ends shortly after this event.”
I stood there, my mind reeling, my heart a heavy stone in my chest. Three days. Three fucking days before some cosmic asshole ripped it out and set it on fire. Fang-fucking-tastic. 
Raelin’s voice cut through my spiraling thoughts. “For now, come inside. Let’s finish our little gathering.” 
I gaped at her, incredulous. “What? I only have three days to live. I want to be with my girlfriend.”
Raelin’s amber eyes softened, but her tone remained firm. “I think it would be wise to learn more about what this coven has to offer. Some of its members might have a few things that could help your team--because when this thing, whoever he is, comes after your team, a few skilled witches on your side might come in handy.”
I ran a hand through my hair, tugging at the strands in frustration. They wouldn’t come in handy for me, of course. Because I’d be pushing up blood roses by then. Still, I did care about what happened to the world after I was gone—sort of, I mean. Kind of hard to think about that. I mean, would I even know if the world unwound and ceased to exist after I died? Would I care at all, on account of being dead? Didn’t matter, I guess. I cared now. 
If I was going to die, the least I could do was make sure my team had every possible advantage. “I just don’t understand how this coven can help. I didn’t sense much coming from them. No real skills, or abilities.” 
“Only because they aren’t trained, Mercy. This coven has incredible potential. If you and I are going to train them up well enough to support your team against the threat that looms, we’d better get started now.” 
I stared at Raelin. “Look, I know what you’re going to say before I bitch about it. Let me just say what I have to say, though, otherwise it’s going to come out in a fit of rage later.”
Raelin bowed her head. “Of course. Say what you must.”
“If I only have three days left to live, spending it with witches I barely know sucks ass. I know it might be for the best so far as Juliet, Mel, Muggs, and the rest are concerned. But right now, thinking I won’t have much more time to spend with them before that cosmic dickwad rips out my heart…well…”
“It’s hard to accept,” Raelin said. “I understand what you mean. Many times, when I show someone a future that portents something like this, and they are given the choice to either make preparations that will ensure their loved ones’ futures, or to do nothing but spend time with them, they find themselves torn.”
“What choice do they typically make?”
“Usually, I tell them that the time their loved ones have with them will mean more in the long run than any preparations. But this case is different. Because the cost of not being prepared very well might mean the end of the world.”
I sighed. “I guess that raises the stakes…oh, good lord. My word choice couldn’t be worse today.”
“I don’t follow.”
I rolled my eyes. “Never mind. Vampires, stakes, it’s sort of a thing. I’m sure you understand. Just an untimely pun. Because what I saw, well, that son of bitch didn’t even need a wooden stake to do me in. In the light of that…well…I’d give anything for a good stake right about now.”






  
  Chapter 3
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I trudged after Raelin through the Panera Bread parking lot, the sun-scorched asphalt like a stovetop. Bacon, eggs, and fried vampire, anyone? 
Little details that you notice when you haven’t been out in the sun for more than a century. My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out - a message from Juliet, all hugs and kisses and hopes I was enjoying my day. God, I wished she was here right now. Her perky text grated, though that wasn’t fair - I was just pissed at the bombshell Raelin had dropped. Three days. I had three fucking days until my number was up, and my best shot at saving not just Juliet but Mel, Muggs, the whole underground and maybe the world, was teaming up with Little Miss Sunshine and her make-shift coven. 
I briefly considered reaching out to Nico psychically, letting my sire-turned-Loa know about the steaming pile of shit I’d stepped in. But what would I even say? “Hey, FYI, I’m gonna kick it in 72 hours unless I level up these wannabe Sabrinas”? I’d look batshit, mumbling to myself in the middle of Panera. Still, I’d get in touch with him sooner or later. If anyone knew a way to defy fate—it was Nico. And I fully intended to not only defy it. I planned to grab fate by the gonads, let it know it was messing with the wrong bitch, and send it packing. 
Raelin led me to a table where Sunshine sat, all bouncy blonde curls and shiny faux jewelry. Bet that perky attitude would evaporate real quick if she knew who…and what…I was. Not to mention the threat Raelin wanted her and her coven to face after I kicked the bucket. 
“I think some proper introductions are in order,” Raelin announced in that annoyingly calm voice, settling into a chair. “It would be good if everyone could tell Mercy about themselves, your magical specialties.” 
I slumped into a seat, eyeing up the other chicks. Sunshine was practically vibrating with eagerness to blab about her skills. I gestured for her to get on with it, already knowing her shtick was illusions. Whoop-de-friggin-do. I’m sure she’d do great on America’s Got Talent. Not so sure she’d stand a chance of thwarting an apocalypse. 
“I’m Amber,” chirped a plump redhead with a spray of freckles across her nose. “My magic allows me to, like, channel sunlight into energy blasts. They’re not super strong yet, but I’m working on it!” She beamed, pride radiating off her like UV rays.
A rail-thin girl with jet black hair streaked with purple introduced herself as Raven. Original. “I can manipulate shadows cast by the sun. Bend them, solidify them, that kinda thing. It’s pretty rad.” She shrugged, trying to look nonchalant, but I could tell she was stoked to share.
Last up was a brunette with glasses and a timid smile. “Um, I’m Willow. I have this ability to photosynthesize sunlight and transfer its healing properties to others. I’m still learning to control it, though.” Her cheeks flushed as pink as her floral blouse.
I fought the urge to roll my eyes. This motley crew was supposed to help save the world? We were so screwed. 
Raelin cleared her throat, drawing everyone’s attention. “While Mercy’s magic isn’t solar-based like yours, hers is deeply connected to the moon. There’s a reason for that.” 
Fuck. I glared at Raelin, realizing she expected me to spill my guts to these virtual strangers. The awkwardness was palpable, thick as the stench of overpriced coffee and pastries.
Then again, given the surge in “vampire sightings” splashed across tabloids, the existence of my kind wasn’t entirely ridiculous to the average Joe nowadays. Most folks chalked it up to hoaxes or drugged up hallucinations, but those who believed? They had stories that hit a little too close to home.
It was sorta like how the notion of extraterrestrials had become more mainstream lately. The government releasing grainy footage of unidentified aerial phenomena, former officials admitting to experiments on ships and devices of extraterrestrial origin—the evidence kept piling up. But did the media give a shit? Hardly. They brushed it off with an apathetic shrug. Mostly so they could resume business-as-usual spouting whatever political crap or social agendas they were pushing. 
As if the existence of aliens wouldn’t be the biggest fucking paradigm shift since Copernicus told everyone the Earth wasn’t the center of the universe. People just didn’t seem to care. The implications were too massive, too reality-shattering.
There was just as much proof of vampires out there, but again...the collective reaction was a resounding “meh.” Folks would rather bury their heads in the sand than confront a truth that upended everything they thought they knew. Ignorance is bliss and all that jazz.
I realized I’d been silently staring at Raelin for a solid thirty seconds. She nodded at me encouragingly, prodding me to come clean. 
Sighing, I deflected, “Well, you all know I’m not vegan. More like a carnivore. Controversial stance in some witchy circles, I get it.” 
Raelin shook her head, clearly seeing through my stalling tactic. Damn her.
“What you don’t know,” I continued, choosing my words carefully, “is that my restrictive diet consists mainly of humans.” 
Audible gasps erupted from the girls. Sunshine’s eyes bulged comically. “You’re a cannibal?! That’s...that’s so gross!”
I couldn’t help but snicker. “No, not a cannibal. I’m a lot older than I look,” I said, hoping they’d connect the dots themselves.
Sunshine’s jaw dropped. “Let me guess! You’re over thirty!”
“Eww!” Amber chimed in. 
Raelin shot them a glare. “Hey, I’m forty-five.”
Amber mumbled an apology, her cheeks flushing. 
I shook my head. “I’m not thirty. I’m nineteen—-and I’ve been nineteen since 1892.” 
Silence hung in the air, thick and heavy. The girls stared at me, wide-eyed, their expressions a mix of disbelief and shock. I could practically hear the gears turning in their heads as they tried to process what I’d just revealed.
“I drink human blood,” I continued, my voice steady despite the weight of my words. “Until recently, I couldn’t go out in the sun. But that’s a long story.” I paused. “I was trained as a witch by Moll Dyer herself, in the woods not far from here.”
Sunshine’s brow furrowed. “I don’t understand...I mean, I know what it sounds like...”
“Mercy’s a vampire,” Raelin interjected, her tone matter-of-fact.
I whipped my head around to glare at her. “Damn it, Raelin. That was supposed to be my line. I was waiting for the dramatic effect. You know, that moment when I say it, and it suddenly dawns on everyone?” I raised my hands, wiggling my fingers menacingly. “I am a vampire! Muahaha!”
No one laughed. They were still too stunned by my revelation to find any humor in my failed attempt at levity. The silence stretched on, uncomfortable and suffocating, until Sunshine broke it with a flurry of questions.
“So, like, are you allergic to crucifixes? Do you sleep in a coffin? What about garlic? Does it really keep you away?” Her words tumbled out in rapid succession, each one more ridiculous than the last.
The other girls joined in, their curiosity overriding their initial shock. I held up my hands, trying to stem the tide of their inquiries. “Whoa, whoa, slow down. First of all, no, I’m not allergic to crucifixes. And I don’t sleep in a freaking coffin—those things aren’t designed for comfort, you know.”
I rolled my eyes. “Garlic sucks, but it’s not as bad as the movies make it out to be. Stakes don’t totally kill us—they just send us to hell. But if our hearts are burned, well, that does us in permanently.”
Raelin cleared her throat loudly, silencing the girls’ barrage of questions. “Mercy’s time is running short. I’ve seen her future.” She paused, letting her words sink in. “And Mercy is not the only one of her kind. There is one coming, who intends to use her kind for a nefarious purpose.”
The gravity of her statement hung in the air, a palpable weight that seemed to press down on us all. I felt a chill run down my spine, a sense of foreboding that I couldn’t quite shake.
“I believe,” Raelin continued, her voice low and urgent, “that unless there are witches who can oppose this threat, it may mean the end of everything.”
Sunshine huffed and waved her hand through the air. “No way. Grey’s Anatomy will never end. No matter how many times it could have, it just goes on, and, on, and on.”
I rolled my eyes, unable to suppress a smirk. “Not talking about television shows,” I said, my tone a mix of exasperation and amusement. “We’re talking about the world as we know it. I’m not as sold on the idea that this threat means the end of the world as Raelin is, but I know whatever this guy is planning—the man or whatever he is—who is supposed to kill me in a few days, intends to fill the void of my death by recruiting others.”
Sunshine’s brow furrowed, confusion etched across her features. “Why would your death be that big of a deal to other vampires?” she asked, her voice tinged with genuine curiosity. “No offense, I mean, I’m sure your people love you plenty.”
I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the table, and fixed Sunshine with a steady gaze. “I’m their leader. I’m the vampire queen.”
The words hung in the air, a declaration that seemed to echo in the silence that followed. I don’t know what I expected. A pipe organ to accompany my announcement with Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D minor? It would have been cliché, but better than the awkward silence that accompanied the shock, the disbelief, the awe, all flickering across the faces of the girls around the table.
“Now, I don’t intend to let this asshole do me in,” I continued, my voice growing stronger, more determined. “I know what Raelin showed me, and it looks pretty damning, but I’m not going down without a fight.” I paused, taking a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “But in the event I don’t make it, Raelin says our best chance to stop this prick, and to save my friends—you know, the other vampires—is to train you girls up.”
The weight of my words settled over the group, a heavy blanket of responsibility and urgency. I could see the fear in their eyes, the uncertainty, but also a glimmer of something else. Determination. Resolve.
They were just kids, really. Barely older than I was when I was turned. But they had power, potential. And with the right guidance, the right training, maybe, just maybe, they could help save us all.
If I believed in fate, I would say that Raelin had been right to bring us all together. But I didn’t believe in fate. I believed in choices, in actions, in the power of being a stubborn bitch.
“You’re going to teach us?” one of the girls asked, her voice a mix of awe and trepidation. I recognized her as the one who had introduced herself as Amber, a petite redhead with a smattering of freckles across her nose.
Raelin cleared her throat. “We are going to teach you together,” she said, her voice carrying the weight of centuries of wisdom. “For, while you all have dabbled in sun-based magic, if you can master the power of the moon as well, it will only enhance your present abilities. And I have a few things I can teach each of you as well. Yes, I’m mostly known for divining, but it’s not my only area of expertise.”
I couldn’t help but smirk at that. Raelin was being modest. I knew her reputation. Even sitting there, I sensed the raw power that emanated from her. 
Raven, who’d stayed mostly silent, finally spoke up. “What about you, Mercy? What’s your magic specialty?”
I felt my smirk widen into a full-blown grin. “Kicking ass, taking names, and saving the goddamn world.”
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The shadows writhed like living things as we ventured into the forest. This wasn’t where I’d learned the craft. That forest held a convergence, guarded by a faerie now. It struck me I hadn’t even been in the forest often  during the day before I was turned. Back then, I had to sneak out of my room at night to meet Moll and her coven in the forest. That’s how I became a witch while my hyper-zealous Puritan father was so damned worried about all those “sinners” in our midst that he didn’t even notice what I was up to. Honestly, I wasn’t even all that interested in witchcraft at the time. I did it out of spite. Mostly as a way of getting back at my father. Not sure how that was supposed to work, since I was mortified he’d find out and took great measures to hide my nocturnal activities from his damning awareness. I suppose it wasn’t so much about him knowing what I was doing as it was about me embracing anything and everything that was opposed to his narrow-minded hate. 
I didn’t resent my father’s religion, per se. In fact, I have an appreciation for it. What I hated was how my father took a book that was all about radical love, embracing the outsider, having mercy on the broken and the sinner, and used it instead to justify his narrow-minded hatred. 
My father and I had an opportunity to reconcile a while back. I wasn’t holding onto any of that stuff, any more. But heading out into the woods—even during the day—with a coven, brought back old memories. A spark of that rebellious little girl who went out into the woods to learn witchcraft just to spite her father, was still alive and well. 
But this time, it wasn’t about my former daddy issues. I was rebelling against fate, itself. 
The trees towered over us like sentinels as we made our way across a barely-beaten path. Shadows I wasn’t accustomed to danced on the path ahead of me. One of those little things you don’t think about missing when you’re a creature of the night. It’s light that creates shadows. There had to be a metaphor there that I could use. There was a big ass shadow looming over me, threatening to swallow me up. Was there a light behind it? If I could find it, if I knew where the light was coming from, maybe I could move whatever was casting the shadow—like the breeze fluttering through the tree branches above. A small figure standing close to a light source casts a large shadow. What if that was the secret—what if this wasn’t as great a threat as it seemed, but only cast a shadow that most couldn’t escape because they were so intimidated by the shadow they never investigated the source? 
Interesting thoughts. Fun metaphors, though, wouldn’t save me. I had to figure out a way to put it into practice. Sure, I had to train these witches. I couldn’t risk everyone I cared about—or the world—just to save myself. I intended to give fate the finger, one way or another—the question was, how could I? Until I had an answer, something that gave me a fighting chance, I had to prepare. Just in case Raelin was right. 
The young witches stumbled along behind us, taking turns in pairs to haul a large cauldron filled with various ingredients we’d gathered from Raelin’s trailer. 
“This is far enough.” I announced when we found a clearing. “Gather some tinder. We need to build a fire.”
The young witches got to work gathering kindling and stones to make a firepit, their excitement a stark contrast to the growing angst in my gut. You know, when people think they only have so long to live, they usually want to spend the time they have doing something they’d never done, or with people they love. I didn’t have a bucket list, really—mostly because I never intended to kick it. I still didn’t. But I’d be lying if Raelin’s insistence that my fate was unavoidable wasn’t eating away at me. 
On the outside, I remained defiant. Fate could kiss my dead ass. As the minutes passed, though, it was like doubt was creeping in little by little, an oozing ichor, preparing to swallow me whole. 
Amber held out a magnifying glass, channeling a ray of sunlight from her palm into it until a pinpoint beam ignited the tinder into flames. I had to admit, it was a clever use of her abilities. But staring into those fledgling flames, I also knew it wouldn’t do much against the thing that was en route to do me in. If that damned thing bested me…a girl with the power to roast ants wouldn’t stand a chance.
I really hoped Raelin knew what she was doing. I didn’t have any reason not to trust her. She seemed genuine, and she didn’t have to show me what she did. Her reputation was solid—a good witch, powerful, but not dangerous. So far as I could tell, she’d never made an enemy out of anyone. 
Raelin tossed ingredients into the cauldron—eye of newt, mandrake root, willow husk, and a bad attitude. All based on the recipe I’d hastily scrawled on the back of a Panera Bread receipt.
Not exactly the kind of grimoire I usually used when crafting spells—but I remembered how this spell worked, and most of my grimoires were back in New Orleans with Hailey. If I ever needed something, she’d text me a photo. 
The digital age is handy like that. Convenience, of course, came at a cost. It wouldn’t be long, I imagined, until the most powerful spells from the rarest of grimoires were put into e-books. For a low, low price of only $4.99 you, too, can craft a spell that might unravel the universe and cast the world into oblivion. How to transmutate your friends, and immolate others! Available in e-book, paperback, and audio! Narrated by Kelley Hazen, of course. Because she voices all my favorite books.
I sighed. What-the-hell-ever. 
I knew witchcraft was on the rise in the west—not because young people were genuinely interested in balance and nature, but because they had a shit-ton of angst and were desperate to wield something they thought they could control. That’s what got me into the craft. If it hadn’t been for Nico, turning me and guiding me to respect my power—as a witch or a vampire—I could have destroyed the world several times over. Or, at the very least, I would have allowed someone else to do it. 
The existence of vampires was becoming less an urban legend and more a dark truth that people ignored. 
How long could that powder keg sit there before a spark set it off? 
Most things in the world aren’t dangerous in their own right. It’s when people take those things, use them to further their own agenda, warp them to serve themselves rather than others, that turns something good, decent, or neutral into a devastating force. 
The entire world was a ticking time bomb. The digital world wasn’t all bad. It was neutral, really. But it also fueled polarization, discontent, and angst. It made things accessible that you used to have to find in dusty tomes, or had to research in libraries or at universities. You don’t need to travel the world to consult an expert any more. A bastardized version of almost any expertise was posted online for all the world to use and abuse. 
What should have united people, giving us access to information to understand other people, cultures, and worldviews, has instead become bent by the human pathology—the disease of narcissism—to do the opposite. We used the digital sphere to close our minds to anything that challenged our assumptions. People found it easier to congregate among the like-minded. It’s reached a point of absurdity. Rather than consider views that challenge one’s perspective of the world, people search out those who will ratify and confirm their biases. As such, rather than bringing people together, or debating their ideas in the public square, people on either extreme of any situation only grow more polarized, stretching the civilized world like a criminal on a medieval rack. 
All because everyone’s too damn blind to consider their own error, how they might be wrong, or to critically reconsider their own insecurities and fears. 
Understanding the other has never been more possible due to the accessibility of information. Anyone who genuinely wants to understand alternate lifestyles or views can do so quite easily—but no one wants to. Because when our idols fail, when our false-gods betray us, it leaves us grasping at straws. Even those like my father, who use religion to serve their own insecurities, and reforge their deity into an idol in their own image—worship at the altar of the unholy trinity of me, myself, and I. 
That’s always been the state of the world, in truth. Whatever we fear, love, or trust the most. That’s our god. And most people trust “number one” above all else, they prioritize themself over all others, and since they’ve become gods unto themselves, anyone who disagrees with them is no longer viewed as a dignified person with a right to their own opinions and choices. If their opinion contradicted and violated my divine me, then anyone who disagrees with me is by definition a heretic. 
And the world has only ever had one way of dealing with those they deem heretics.
One thing I’ve learned more than anything else over the last century and a half of my existence is that being wrong isn’t a bad thing. We can’t grow at all if we can’t admit our error. We will never advance if we don’t grant ourselves permission to be wrong—if we aren’t thankful for being disproven, that we might evolve, adapt, and grow in our wisdom. 
That’s what’s crazy about the world. It’s spinning out of control, ready to tear itself apart. All it would take is a simple recognition that it’s okay to be wrong, that it’s a necessary part of life, and a realization that we can all learn something from anyone and everyone else. But we’ve all become zealots in the religion of self. We’re all staunch defenders of our personal dogma. 
The problem is that we all nod along to those insights—so long as they convict everyone else. While the god of “self” is weak, an idol no more trustworthy than gods of wood or stone, it doesn’t die easily. 
Who was I to think I could save the world ever? All I’d ever done was delay the inevitable. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t keep trying… I wouldn’t keep fighting.
Because when we stop fighting for others we end up stuck in that damned religion of me. And I was never very religious. Why change now? 
If fate had its way, I wouldn’t live long enough to even try to save the world from itself. I wasn’t sure I could. I could only hope others stepped up and took my mantle. 
As Raelin stirred the brew, I gathered the girls around me. 
“Here’s how you incant the wands,” I said, demonstrating the proper swirling motion. “You can use any words you want, but make it something you won’t say by accident. I’ll set my wand aside so we don’t have any mishaps when I tell you the incantation I chose for this spell.”
I placed my wand on a nearby stump. “I call this spell, ‘Enerva.’ That’s the incantation I use, and I think you should all do the same. It’ll help keep things straight. Most covens share the same incantations. It makes things easier when they’re working together. That way you always know what your fellow witches are casting.” 
I nodded to Raelin as she added the last ingredients to the bubbling cauldron. 
“The Enerva spell won’t cause any real harm,” I explained. “It just temporarily paralyzes the nervous system. Leaves a person unable to move or speak for a little while. Could be a few minutes, could be a few hours. Depends on the person.”
I met each of their gazes. “It’s useful when you’re not sure if killing is the answer. Gives you time to figure things out. See if they’re a genuine threat or if you need to interrogate them.”
Raelin gave me a knowing look as she stirred the brew. “This spell takes time to brew properly. While we wait, why don’t you girls demonstrate your talents for Mercy?”
I nodded, gesturing for Sunshine to go first. She practically bounced over, beaming.
“Check this out!” Sunshine said excitedly. She waved her hands in an elaborate pattern, murmuring under her breath. The air shimmered, and suddenly an intricately detailed castle appeared, towering over us. I reached out and my hand passed right through it. Just an illusion, of course. But damn impressive.
“Wow, great job,” I said, smiling at her enthusiasm. Illusions alone wouldn’t win a fight, but creativity like that could definitely prove useful. 
Sunshine giggled, dissolving the illusion with a snap of her fingers. “I’ve been practicing!”
“I can tell,” I said. I glanced at Amber. “What about you?”
Amber stepped forward, cupping her hands together. A glowing orb of light blossomed between her palms, radiating warmth. She tossed it lightly upwards, where it hovered, as bright as a miniature sun.
“Very nice,” I said appreciatively. That light could incinerate most vampires. But we weren’t facing normal bloodsuckers. Still, good to know what she could do. 
The orb faded as Amber lowered her hands, blushing at the praise. I gave her an encouraging nod. They had raw talent and dedication. With guidance, who knew what they could accomplish?
I turned to Raven next. She sauntered over, shrugging nonchalantly. 
“It’s nothing special,” she muttered. 
Raven stretched her hands towards the shadows cast by the trees. The darkness rippled and swirled, solidifying into smoky humanoid figures that stalked towards us. They radiated an unnatural chill, making the hair on my neck stand up. 
I shivered involuntarily. “Creepy. I like it.”
Raven allowed a hint of a smile. “They’re cold. Really cold. Sub-zero temperatures. Not that I’ve had much use for them—that I’d admit to—but I could overwhelm someone with them, freeze them solid if they don’t get away.” 
“Good to know.” I filed that away for later. I related a lot to Raven. She reminded me of myself. The way I used to be, when I’d forgotten my humanity, when I’d totally embraced my vampirism. In those days, I didn’t give two shits about much of anything. I wasn’t sure that was Raven. She wasn’t a bloodsucker. Still, she was trying to cover something up, something broken deep inside. Her issues weren’t mine—but I knew what it was like to have issues and to use a don’t-give-a-shit attitude as a defense mechanism. 
The shadowy figures dissolved as Raven lowered her hands. 
“Nice work, Raven.” I nodded at her.
“Yeah. Whatever.” 
“Alright, Willow, you’re up,” I said.
Willow timidly approached. “Um, I need someone to get hurt first...”
Raven shrugged, picked up a sharp rock from the ground, and swiped her palm, barely wincing as blood welled up. 
“Not too deep!” Willow fretted, taking Raven’s hand gently. A soft glow emanated from Willow’s skin and settled on Raven’s palm as the cut sealed itself, leaving unbroken flesh behind. 
“Good as new,” Willow said with a small smile. Impressive. “But I can’t heal much more than that. Little cuts and scrapes is about the extent of it. I can’t cure cancer, heal a bullet wound, or regrow a limb.” 
I nodded approvingly. “Great job, all of you. You’ve got real power, all of you. But you lack guidance, the focus necessary to make the most of your unique skills.”
I nodded towards Raelin as she stirred the bubbling cauldron. “This potion will help channel some of that power into your wands, give you a tool to focus it. But the actual key is your mindset. Intent, focus, control - those will determine what you’re able to accomplish. Once you have a few spells, you can use in your wand, the more you use it, the more it can focus your innate abilities as well.”
I looked each of them in the eyes. “Your abilities have far greater potential than you realize. Suppose Amber could concentrate her light into a searing beam that cuts through anything. Or Raven’s shadows could smother all light and life with their chill. And Willow...”
I turned to her. “You underestimate your gift. With practice, you could heal grievous wounds, regrow lost limbs, even pull someone back from the brink of death. Magic like yours, it could also turn vampires.” 
Willow’s eyes widened. “I could create vampires?”
“In a manner of speaking, yes. Not everyone who a vampire drains will turn. They need to be nearly exsanguinated, yet somehow survive. Usually magic is required to complete the transformation.” 
I hesitated, then continued. “Some vampires can perform that magic themselves. Others require a witch’s help. And in rare cases, a witch’s innate healing power will turn them after being bitten. No other magic needed.”
Willow looked thoughtful. “So if a vampire bit me...”
“Let’s not find out,” I said firmly. “But there’s a chance your power would come to your defense, on a subconscious level. You might not die, once exsanguinated, but endure long enough to complete the transformation. It’s not a guarantee, of course. So don’t get any funny ideas. Immortality and all that can be quite alluring to mortals—trust me, you wouldn’t believe how many humans have begged me to turn them. To date, though, I’ve only created three progenies. It’s not a responsibility I take lightly.” 
“Damn.” Raven muttered. I chuckled. She was exactly the type that usually sought me out looking for a bite. All that angst, buried deep, tended to make vampirism attractive to certain people. They thought it was an escape. What they didn’t understand was that when you’re a young vampire everything is amplified. Those first few months, if you aren’t well adjusted before you’re turned, all that angst will turn to rage. It fuels the kind of feeding frenzy that usually forces other vampires to end their existence before their behavior threatens to expose the rest of us. 
I silenced my phone as it buzzed incessantly in my pocket, no doubt Juliet wondering where I was. I’d deal with her later. Right now, I needed to focus on the task at hand - preparing these young witches for the fight ahead. Once we were done for the night, I’d catch up with Juliet, Mel, and the others. 
I watched them closely as they practiced, their movements becoming more fluid and confident with each repetition. But I still harbored doubts. Could they really become strong enough in just three days to face the ancient evil I’d seen in that crystal ball?
Their raw talents weren’t useless, but I wasn’t sure yet how they might be applied to counter this specific threat. Raven’s shadows, Willow’s healing, Amber’s light - all impressive in potential but unrefined. Would any of it make a difference against an enemy powerful enough to kill even me? How much could they realistically learn and master in such a short time?
The sun sank below the horizon as we worked, casting long shadows across the forest floor. The contents of the bubbling cauldron glowed with an eerie, ethereal light. It was time. 
I called each of the girls forward, instructing them to dip their wands into the prepared potion and speak the incantation “Enerva.” 
They followed my directions, voices ringing out in the deepening twilight. Their wands pulsed with faint light as the spell took hold. I watched with a mix of pride and uncertainty. We’d taken the first step, but the true test still lay ahead of us. 
The young witches were flush with excitement after their success, chattering enthusiastically as they headed back to the RV for the night. Their childlike joy and optimism stood in stark contrast to the foreboding sense of dread that clung to me like a shadow. 
I knew our minor victory tonight meant little in the grand scheme of things. We still faced a formidable enemy, one that had existed far longer than any of us and possessed power beyond imagining. Stopping it would require more than a few novice witches with half-learned spells.
Raelin and I stood alone under the moonlight as the girls departed, the weight of our task pressing heavily on both of us. I could see the concern etched on her face, her usual calm confidence replaced by pensive worry. 
“Do you really think they’re ready for this?” I asked her bluntly. “Be honest with me. I know you want to believe your vision showed us the key to defeating this thing, but they’re just kids. Cute tricks won’t save us against real evil.”
Raelin sighed, her amber eyes distant and troubled. “I cannot say for certain,” she admitted. “The threads of fate are complex and ever-shifting. But I believe in my vision, and in them. With your guidance, they may yet surprise us.” 
Her words were meant to reassure, but doubt still gnawed at me. Surviving centuries as a vampire had taught me harsh lessons about placing faith in untested allies. I wanted to trust Raelin’s prophecy, but the bitter voice of experience warned me we might all pay the price for misplaced hope.
“They’re sleeping,” I said. “I’ll come back at sunrise. I have personal matters to attend to.”
Raelin nodded. “I understand. Don’t lose focus, though. I’d advise against sharing your vision with your team. Sometimes, when people know the truth of what’s coming, they panic. Their efforts to stop an inevitable event become the very actions that bring it about.” 
I shrugged. “If that’s the case, if it’s all inevitable, does it matter what I do or don’t do?” 
Raelin sighed. “In terms of what happens, no, it doesn’t. In terms of how you spend your last few days, it makes all the difference.”
“Which is why I need to prepare my team. These witches, don’t get me wrong, they have promise…”
“But they’re raw,” Raelin finished my thought. “Keep in mind, Mercy. We do not know the nature of the threat that’s coming. Until we know exactly who or what we’re dealing with, there’s only so much we can do. You already know your team, their skill, and the like. I suggest you enjoy what time you have left with them. Let me and the girls worry about doing what must be done after you’re gone.” 
I nodded, only because I sensed there wasn’t any point in arguing with Raelin. But could I really keep this a secret from my team? We always faced things like this together. I had to decide if trusting Raelin, or my instinct, was the wisest course. Raelin hadn’t given me any reason not to trust her. But my instincts had proven useful time and time again. The question was, how do I even begin to tell my team the truth? Do I tell them all, or just Juliet, Mel, and Muggs? Of all three, Muggs was the one most likely to have an insight on how to stop what we were facing. Then again, I wasn’t as close to him as I was to Juliet or Mel. 
And then there was Nico. I could tap into his insight at any moment—and while I wasn’t sure what he’d have to say—he was the one entity in any dimension I knew I could trust above all else. My friends meant well, but they had a vested interest in what was coming. They’d stop at nothing to save me. Was there a way to help my team prepare without telling them about my impending death? Was that even the right move? Nico would know what to do. At least, I hoped he would. 






  
  Chapter 5
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The moonlight filtered through the branches overhead as I walked alone through the woods, the stillness of the night a comforting embrace. Earlier, basking in the warmth of the sun, Raelin had cast my fortune, proclaiming my impending demise. The darkness now seemed a fitting companion, a blanket that had covered me for a century and a half, a reminder of how I had always defied death’s clutches. Was it mere coincidence that my new, refined, vampirism had led me into the sun to be killed not by its burn, but by the threats that lurk under its illuminating beams?  
My mind wandered back to the night many centuries ago when Niccolo, the first of our kind, bestowed upon me the curse of immortality as I lay on my deathbed in a damp sanatorium near Exeter, consumed by illness.
It was time to seek counsel from my dark angel once more. “Nico,” I whispered, his name a summons in the night. His voice echoed through my mind, our new psychic bond linking us across dimensions. 
“Mercy, my daughter. What troubles you?” His rich baritone echoed in my cranium. 
“It’s Raelin, this witch I met who specializes in divining people’s future,” I confided, my voice barely audible amidst the rustling leaves. “She cast my fortune, Nico. She says I’m going to die. She showed me how it’s going to happen in three days’ time, more like two and a half days now, in her crystal ball. She also showed me how my killer will use my team, recruiting them to his cause, whatever that might be. Raelin thinks he intends to use vampires to destroy the world. Can you believe this shit?”
Nico’s laughter resonated through our connection. “Ah, the proclamations of diviners. They always speak with such conviction, don’t they? But tell me, Mercy, do you truly believe your fate is sealed?”
I hesitated, considering his words. The vision Raelin had conjured was vivid. Sure, I’d defied the odds before, but that was only when my demise was likely. This time, I saw my death. That’s not the kind of fortune anyone wants to find in a cookie. “I don’t know, Nico,” I admitted, my fingers absently tracing the rough bark of a nearby tree. “Raelin is certain that my fate is sealed.”
Nico’s voice took on a more serious tone. “Mercy, think back to when I turned you, lifetimes ago. If you had seen a vision then, showing your body lying in your grave, what would you have thought?”
I snorted. “Well, I rested in my grave the first few nights after I was turned—“
“Which you wouldn’t have known when you were still human was what had happened.”
I sighed. “Alright, but that’s different than actually seeing myself get murdered by some shithead who Raelin thinks must be some kind of angel or demon.” 
“What if you had foreseen your father cutting your heart from your chest after your vampiric body was exhumed?” The memory of that awful incident replayed in my mind as Nico described it. “Would such a vision have revealed the spell Moll cast to preserve your life, even after your heart was burned? Would it have shown you reclaiming your heart from the depths of vampire hell, defying what seemed like certain death?”
I pondered his words, my brow furrowing. He had a point. If I had seen those visions back then, I would have believed my fate to be sealed, too. Yet, here I was, still kicking. “So, you’re saying I need a spell,” I mused aloud. “Something that will keep me alive even after my killer burns my heart?”
“Perhaps,” Nico replied, though I could tell from his tone he wasn’t sure that was the answer. “There may be more than one way to achieve that. Is there a mortal, like your brother, whom you’d be willing to damn in your stead, as Moll did to young Edwin to save you?”
I shuddered at the thought, memories of Edwin’s torment flashing through my mind. After Edwin was damned in my stead the little bugger found a way to latch onto me, he possessed me for a season, and made me do some pretty awful things. Mostly because he’d been sent to hell and his mind was warped by all the shit he’d gone through there. Little brothers can really be a pain in the ass that way. Still, I’d learned that lesson the hard way. That wasn’t an option. 
“I know that spell, but I won’t do it.” My hands clenched into fists. “I’m not damning someone else, putting them through the hell Edwin suffered at no fault of his own, just so I can live.”
Nico’s understanding emanated through our connection. “If that’s not a sacrifice you’re willing to make, then you must find another way to make things appear other than how they seem. You need to make what you saw in that vision a partial picture of the truth, one that leaves out the crucial part of the story hidden from view, the part that might allow you to survive despite what looked inevitable.”
“Raelin insists that my death is inevitable.” I shook my head. “Of course, you know, I don’t accept that. But it’s still—well, I don’t know how to put it…”
“Scary?” Nico asked.
I gulped. “Look, I’m not afraid.” I paused a moment. “I’m pissed. Because I sure as vampire hell don’t want to go out this way. I just wish I knew who the hell that was who was going to kill me. He was all a blur in the vision.” 
Nico chuckled through our psychic link. “Ah, diviners. Mortal witches often lack the perspective that an immortal might provide. I’ve lived far longer than any human witch, and in my vampiric life, I saw too many things that did not play out according to how those who divined the future thought they must.” His tone grew more serious. “Remember, Mercy, what the witch sees might come to pass—but it is not all that might come to pass.”
I pondered his words, trying to find some hidden meaning, some clue that could help me unravel this tangled mess. But as usual, Nico’s cryptic advice left me grasping at straws. I needed more than theoretical musings; I needed a concrete plan.
“Give me something specific I can do,” I pressed. “I appreciate your confidence and all that my fate isn’t written in stone, but I need to know how to change it, how to undermine what I saw.”
Nico’s response was infuriatingly calm. “You were always a better witch than I was a vodouisant. Perhaps, Mercy, you already have the answer. The question is, do you have the eyes to see it?”
I ground my fangs. “Damn it, Nico. I don’t need a riddle right now. I need an answer. Something practical. Do this, save your ass. That’s what I want you to tell me.”
Nico’s laughter echoed through our psychic connection. “I don’t know the answer, Mercy, or the steps you must take. Only that the steps are there, that there’s a path ahead, though it might be shrouded in shadows at present. You must find a way to illuminate the path.”
I clenched my fists, my nails digging into my palms. Another predicament I was going to have to face in the next few minutes struck me. “Should I tell Juliet, Mel, and Muggs about what’s going on?”
But Nico remained as enigmatic as ever. “I cannot answer that question for you, Mercy. You must determine whether you’re telling them for their sakes or your own. In answering that question, you’ll find your answer to the first.”
I grunted, my patience stretched thinner than yoga pants on a Kardashian. “Again, no answer. More riddles. Well, riddle me this, Nico. Suck my—“
“Mercy,” Nico interrupted, his laughter ringing through my mind. “I will not suck your blood. That’s how I saved you when you were mortal, but it will not work this time.”
I smirked. “Not what I was going to say.”






  
  Chapter 6
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I pulled out my phone to check my messages. I’d silenced it when I was working with the witches. Knowing Juliet, she’d probably hit me up once or twice, or twenty times. Sure enough. One missed message after another, each text more impatient than the last.  
It’s night, bitch! Time 2 hit the town!
Mercy???
Where the hell r u? 
Getting worried. Please text back.
Where r u? Just let me know ur ok, k? 
Hello???
U ok? Respond or I’m coming looking for u. 
I sighed. I didn’t mean to worry her, but I didn’t know what to say, either. 
My thumb hovered over the screen, poised to fill her in on the day’s events, the impending doom Raelin showed me. But I hesitated. If Juliet, Mel, even Muggs, were destined to bow before my killer, could I risk telling them? What if this mysterious figure held sway over their minds, bending their wills to his own? If he enthralled them somehow, it was best they not know anything. For all I knew, my killer could make them talk. 
I tapped out a quick reply. 
Meet u at HQ. Figure out plans then.
I picked up my pace. My top speed wasn’t what it used to be, but it still didn’t take long before I found myself strolling through the garage doors over the Underground. Didn’t even need to hit the elevators. Juliet stood with her arms crossed, next to Mel who was tapping her foot. 
“There you are!” Juliet sounded exasperated. “I was this close to organizing a search party.”
“Sorry, babe. I was out in the woods with that coven I met, showing them a few tricks of the trade. Didn’t have the greatest cell reception.” The lie rolled off my tongue. I hated deceiving her, but until I knew more, I couldn’t risk it.
Mel perked up. “How’d it go with that witch you were so eager to meet? The fortune teller?”
I raised my eyebrows and exhaled deeply. “It was...interesting. Never mind that, though.”
“Come on,” Juliet prodded. “Did she teach you anything neat?”
I shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “Not really. Let’s just say my meeting with her was...disappointing.” Understatement of the century. “But I’m meeting up with the coven again tomorrow. The witches there have promise. I’d like to help them out.”
Juliet’s face softened. She leaned in, planting a soft kiss on my cheek. “I’m glad you’ve found some daytime friends now that you’re sunproof.”
I glanced around the room. “Muggs coming with us tonight?”
Mel shook her head. “Nah, he wasn’t feeling it. We were hoping to hit the clubs, and you know that’s not really his scene.”
“Besides,” Juliet chimed in, “the last time we took Muggs out on the town, that whole blood moon fiasco started.”
I shuddered as my gaze drifted to the sky visible through the garage doors, the moon a comforting shade of ordinary. “Looks like a normal night. We should be good.”
But even as I said the words, a sense of unease crept through me. The vision of my impending demise lingered in the back of my mind, an unseen specter haunting my thoughts. I pushed it down, determined to enjoy the night with my girlfriend and progeny-turned-sire. If these were to be some of my last moments, I’d be damned if I didn’t make them count.
“So, what’s the plan?” I asked, forcing a grin. “Dancing, drinking, debauchery?”
Mel smirked. “The unholy trinity of a perfect night out.”
She paused, tapping a finger against her chin. “Though, should we grab a bite before or after we hit the club?”
I shrugged. “Why not at the club?”
Juliet frowned. “Yeah, but you know, if people go missing it can sour the evening. People freak out, start shutting down the clubs, sometimes the cops get involved.”
I shook my head, a wry grin tugging at my lips. “We enjoy the night until we’re done with our fun. Then, we find a few nice boys, B positive preferably, and take them out for a bite before heading home.”
“Right,” Mel said, nodding. “So after the club. With one modification. I’m in more of an O negative mood.”
I chuckled, the sound hollow in my ears. “After clubbing, while clubbing, whatever. Let’s just see how things play out. I’m not in the mood to bind myself to anyone’s plans. Destiny can suck it.”
Juliet raised an eyebrow. “Destiny? We’re talking about feeding, like we do all the damn time. I’m not sure the fates really give a shit.”
I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “You know what I mean. Just not really in one of those ‘plan ahead’ kind of moods.”
The weight of my secret pressed down on me, the urge to confess warring with the fear of what might happen if I did. If Mel and Juliet were destined to bow to my killer, what good would telling them do? It might only seal my fate faster.
But as I looked at their faces, the people I loved most in this world, I wondered if keeping them in the dark was truly protecting them or just delaying the inevitable. The not knowing ate at me, a gnawing hunger more insistent than any craving for blood.
I forced a smile, pushing the thoughts aside. Tonight, I would focus on the present, on the joy of being with my family. The future could wait. After all, if destiny really was a bitch, I might as well enjoy the ride while I could.
“Let’s get going,” I said, heading for the door. “The night’s not getting any younger, and neither are we.”
We piled into one of the Vampire Underground’s sleek black SUVs. I let Mel drive, because well, if she was momma now, then that was her responsibility. I never cared much for driving, anyway. 
The city lights blurred past the windows, a kaleidoscope of neon and shadow. I leaned back in my seat, trying to let the familiar rhythm of the road soothe my nerves.
But as we drew closer to Federal Hill, the tension in my gut only wound tighter. I could feel Mel and Juliet’s excitement growing, their eagerness to hit the dance floor palpable. I wished I could share in their enthusiasm, but the weight of what I knew cast a pall over everything. 
I was torn between my determination to enjoy the night with my girls and the irresistible urge to do nothing at all. A part of me wanted to wallow in my self-pity. The one thing I couldn’t allow was my anxiety to turn to anger. If that happened, a massacre wasn’t out of the question. Yeah, my better demons told me killing people was bad. But I had other demons, too, and the more furious I got, well, you know how that story ends. Being a youngling again, losing control was a bigger risk than it used to be. 
Taming my instinct with positive self-talk wasn’t going to work. The only way I could get through this without going murderous was either to focus on the problem so much that I didn’t have the time to wallow, or to distract myself with meaningless shit. This little trip was an attempt to do the latter. I wanted it to work—because I needed a distraction, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do at the moment that helped solve my problem. 
We pulled up to the club, the bass thumping through the walls like a heartbeat drowning out a couple hundred more heartbeats inside, all beckoning me to take and drink… 
Mel and Juliet practically leaped from the car, their eyes bright with anticipation. I followed more slowly, conflicted. Was I really up for this? Wanting to enjoy yourself, and actually having fun, are two different things. 
Inside, the club was a riot of sound and motion, bodies writhing under pulsing lights. Mel and Juliet wasted no time joining the fray, their hips swaying to the beat. I hung back, content to watch from the sidelines.
“Come on, Mercy!” Juliet called over the music, beckoning me closer. “It’s not the same without you!”
I shook my head, forcing a smile. “I’ll join you later. You two have fun.”
Mel glared at me, her eyes narrowing. “Don’t make me use my new sire bond on you to force you to dance.”
I glared right back. “You wouldn’t dare.”
A nasty grin spread across Mel’s face. “How about it? Who wants to see Mercy do the electric slide?”
“Ah, hell no!” I snapped. “Not doing any of those damned dance alongs. I hate that shit.”
Mel’s grin only widened. “Then come along, or next thing you know, you’ll be flossing on the tabletop.”
I cocked my head, confusion momentarily replacing my irritation. “I don’t floss. Vampires don’t get cavities. What’s the point?”
“I floss,” Juliet interjected. “Nothing worse than human skin caught in your fangs. Ugh.” She shuddered dramatically.
I shrugged. “Not generally a problem for me.”
Mel burst out laughing. “You two really don’t know what flossing is?”
Juliet and I exchanged a bewildered glance. Mel, still chuckling, proceeded to demonstrate, her arms crossing back and forth in front of her body in time with the music, hips swaying side to side.
Intrigued despite myself, I tried to mimic her movements, feeling utterly ridiculous. Juliet, too, attempted the dance, her brow furrowed in concentration. We must have looked like a pair of uncoordinated fools, flailing about on the edge of the dance floor.
“This is stupid,” I muttered, giving up after a few awkward attempts.
Juliet, however, seemed to be getting the hang of it. Her movements grew more fluid, more confident, until she was flossing in perfect sync with Mel, their bodies moving as one to the relentless thud of the music.
I watched them, a strange mix of envy and amusement stirring within me. It was rare to see Juliet so carefree, so unburdened by the weight of our responsibilities and constant danger. For once, so far as she knew, things were calm…we were coasting through existence…
Coasting right along to my actual death…if I didn’t figure this shit out. 
If I didn’t, if I died, it would destroy her. Mel too, probably. Vampires in mourning can be dangerous. How many people would die because I died. And if my killer really did enthrall them…
As I watched my progeny-turned-sire and my girlfriend lost in the rhythm, a pang of guilt twisted in my gut. How could I keep this secret from them? How could I bear the burden alone, knowing that my death would destroy them. What if it’s the shock of my death that leaves them vulnerable? What if they’d been prepared and that was the only way they could resist my killer’s thrall? 
Whatever choice I made, it was like I was destined already to make the wrong one. Because I already saw them paying homage to my murderer in my throne room. 
The decision weighed heavily on my mind like a leaden ball of dread. Tell them, or don’t tell them? Despite my desire to push it all away, to forget about what I was facing, it wasn’t possible. I knew how to box up my emotions—did that plenty as a vampire. Boxing up my knowledge, though, wasn’t possible. And since my feelings were tied to what I knew was coming, I couldn’t enjoy the night. 
“Mercy, come on!” Juliet called, her voice barely audible over the pulsing beat. “Join us!”
I forced a smile, pushing my dark thoughts aside. “I think I’ll sit this one out,” I replied, trying to keep my tone light. “You two look like you’ve got it covered.”
Mel shot me a knowing look, her eyes narrowing slightly. I could feel the weight of her gaze, the unspoken questions that hung between us. But she didn’t press the issue, instead turning her attention back to Juliet and the dance.
As I watched Mel and Juliet sway to the beat, their bodies moving in perfect synchronicity, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of nostalgia. It seemed like only yesterday that I had turned Mel, bringing her into my world of darkness and secrets. And now, here we were, our roles reversed, with Mel holding the power of the sire bond over me. It was a strange sensation, being beholden to my own progeny, like a twisted version of those parent-child reversals when the kids send the parents to nursing homes. The kid becomes the caretaker, the one calling the shots, while the parent is left to drool on themselves, locked in a place more like a prison than a home. They languish there…treated like children again… 
Until they die. 
At least I knew I wasn’t going somewhere that smelled like piss to spend my last couple nights. 
I leaned against the wall, my eyes scanning the crowded dance floor. The air was thick with the scent of sweat and alcohol, the bass thumping through my bones. I couldn’t shake the feeling that this might be one of my last nights out with Mel and Juliet, that the clock was ticking…
Mel caught my eye from across the room, her brow furrowed with concern. She leaned in close to Juliet, whispering something in her ear before making her way over to me. I braced myself for the interrogation I knew was coming.
“Mercy, what’s going on with you?” Mel asked, her voice low and urgent. “You’ve been acting weird all night.”
I shrugged, trying to play it off. “Nothing’s going on. I’m just not in the mood to dance, that’s all.”
Mel’s eyes flashed with a mix of frustration and worry. “Bullshit. I know you better than that. Something’s bothering you, and I want to know what it is.”
I held her gaze, my jaw clenching as I weighed my options. Part of me wanted to spill everything, to confess the truth about what I’d seen, what I’d learned about my own impending demise. But the words stuck in my throat.
“Nothing, alright?” I snapped. “I’m just not up for dancing. You two have fun.”
Mel’s eyes narrowed. “I could make you talk, you know.”
A surge of anger coursed through me at the threat, my fists clenching at my sides. “Better fucking not. Because I could blast you with my paralysis spell and spoil your night before it begins.”
Mel made a mock cat hissing sound, her fingers curling into claws as she swiped at the air between us. “Someone’s in one of her moods. Come on, Juliet. Let’s find ourselves a few snacks for later.”
I watched as they disappeared into the throng of bodies, guilt and frustration warring inside me. 
I stood back, observing as Mel and Juliet worked their magic on the dance floor, their allure drawing in a flock of eager young men. Most of them were nothing more than appetizers, hardly worth a second glance. 
The dilemma gnawed at me, an incessant itch I couldn’t scratch. Should I tell them? 
Damned if I do, damned if I don’t. The phrase had never rung truer.
I’d faced my fair share of adversaries over the years—demons, resurrected witch hunters, dragons bent on world domination, even ancient Chinese wizards with delusions of grandeur. But in all those battles, there had always been a weakness to exploit, a strategy to employ. How the hell was I supposed to fight fate itself? Outwit the inevitable?
Nico’s words echoed in my mind, taunting me with their cryptic wisdom. Reinterpret the vision, he’d said. Change its meaning. But how? Short of sacrificing someone else in my place, like Moll had done with my brother, I was at a loss. And that wasn’t an option. I couldn’t live with myself if I pulled that shit again.
Well, maybe “live” wasn’t the right word. I couldn’t exist with myself. Damn vampire semantics.
I watched Mel and Juliet, their laughter mingling with the pulsing beat of the music, and my heart ached. They deserved better than this. But what choice did I have? If there was even a chance that keeping them in the dark might spare them, didn’t I owe them that much?
A flash of movement caught my eye, and I turned to see a man at the bar, his gaze locked on mine. He was tall, with a shock of dark hair and a smile that promised trouble. Normally, I would have ignored him, but tonight, with the weight of my impending doom hanging over me, I found myself drawn to his reckless energy.
He sauntered over, his eyes never leaving mine. “How about a drink?”
I grabbed his hand, feeling the warmth of his skin against my own. “You have no idea what you’re asking.” I paused a moment. “But sure. Why the hell not? Life is short, you know. And then you die. Then you die again, and come back. Only to find out you’re still going to die, but this time for good.”
He blinked, confusion etched across his features. “I don’t know about all that. I just thought you were hot and wanted to get you a drink.”
I bowed my head slightly, a smile playing at the corners of my lips. “Very well.” I locked eyes with him, capturing him in my allure. “Come with me. Let’s get that drink.”
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The tang of copper lingered on my tongue as I pulled away from the man’s wrist, his heartbeat slowing to a gentle thrum. I propped him up against the alley wall, ensuring he wouldn’t topple over. He’d live, though he’d wake with a hell of a headache and no memory of our little rendezvous.  
I wiped a stray trickle of blood from the corner of my mouth and stepped out onto the darkened street. The club’s pulsing music faded behind me as I walked, hands shoved deep in my pockets. Mel and Juliet would be royally pissed when they realized I’d ditched them, but I couldn’t stomach another minute of pretending everything was fine.
Spending my last days surrounded by the people I loved most sounded perfect in theory, but in practice, every laugh, every smile, every goddamn second in their presence just reminded me of what I stood to lose. 
I needed to do something, anything, to derail the shit-show Raelin’s visions had revealed. Even if it was a fool’s errand, I owed it to Mel and Juliet to try. To fight like hell to keep them safe, to spare them the twisted future where they ended up on their knees before my murderer. 
My boots crunched against the fallen leaves as I left the city streets and trekked through the woods, the scent of pine and damp earth enveloping me. I picked up the pace—it was a good run back to the clearing where I’d trained with the witches earlier, but it was the only place I knew I could go. 
Raelin’s RV sat in a small clearing, the windows dark. She and the coven were likely fast asleep, recharging for another day of training. Sometimes it would be nice if vampires needed sleep. We can do it, but it’s not required, so we hardly ever do. Sleep is more than the body’s way of recharging. My body didn’t need it. It was also a way of giving the mind a break—and I could have used that. 
But why sleep away hours that could be used to do something. Whatever that might be. I still didn’t have a clue. 
I settled on a fallen log near the RV, staring up at the night sky through the canopy of leaves. The stars twinkled, oblivious to the shitstorm brewing down here on Earth. For a moment, I let myself get lost in their distant light, wishing I could be one of them—far away from this mess, from the responsibility weighing on my shoulders.
The snap of a twig shattered my reverie. I jumped to my feet, fangs bared, ready to face whatever threat had found me.
“What the hell?” I snarled as Mel and Juliet stepped out from the shadows.
Mel rolled her eyes, holding up her phone. “Death360. I mean, technically it’s called Life360, the app that lets me see where you’re at all the time, but you know, since we’re vampires I changed its name, altered the code a little.”
I groaned, realizing how stupid I’d been. We’d been using that damn app for months to keep track of each other, but in my anxious haze, I hadn’t even thought to turn off the GPS settings on my phone. Some badass vampire I was.
“Seriously, Mercy, what the fuck?” Juliet demanded. “You can’t just take off like that without telling us.”
I ran a hand through my hair. “I know, I know. I just...I needed some space to think.”
“About what?” Mel pressed. “What’s so important that you had to ditch us and come out here in the middle of the night?”
I shrugged, trying to play it cool. “Just wasn’t feeling it. Figured I’d be here ready to go in the morning, so I can train the witches some more.”
“Train them for what?” Mel’s voice was laced with suspicion.
“Stuff.” I turned away, avoiding her gaze.
Juliet huffed in exasperation. “Seriously, Mercy. Leaving like that, without even letting us know what’s up? That’s not like you.”
I sighed. “Yeah, well, sometimes we don’t know each other as well as we think we do.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Mel snapped, her patience wearing thin.
“Whatever the fuck you want it to mean,” I snapped.
Mel grabbed my hand, her grip tight. “Don’t make me do it, Mercy.”
I yanked my hand away. “Don’t you fucking—“
“As your sire, I demand you tell me what’s going on,” Mel commanded.
I gulped, feeling the pull of her influence. Fucking sire bond. I couldn’t resist a direct order, no matter how much I wanted to. The words spilled out of me before I could stop them.
“It’s Raelin, alright?” I admitted, though wouldn’t say a thing more than I had to in order to fulfill Mel’s demand. “The witch in that trailer. She showed me my future. It’s that future that has me on edge.”
Juliet’s eyes widened. “What happens in your future?”
I clenched my jaw. “Not telling.”
Mel’s eyes flashed. “As your sire—“
“Fuck off!” I screamed before she could finish.
Juliet stepped between us, putting one hand on each of our shoulders. “Don’t bother, Mel. There’s more than one way to skin a cat.”
In a blur of motion, Juliet took off toward Raelin’s RV. I lunged after her, my newly diminished speed no match for her powerful strides. She reached the trailer in microseconds, nearly ripping the door off its hinges as she burst inside. 
I stumbled toward the RV just in time to see Juliet dragging a startled Raelin out by the arm. The other witches poured out behind them—Amber, Raven, Willow, and Sunshine—all in varying states of drowsy confusion.
Sunshine let out an ear piercing shriek, clutching at her pajamas. “They came to eat us!”
I rolled my eyes. “No one is eating anyone.”
Juliet shoved Raelin toward me, her eyes flashing with anger. “So, Mercy here doesn’t want to tell us what you showed her. Why don’t you fill us in?” 
Raelin straightened, brushing off her nightgown with an air of dignified calm that made me want to scream. “It’s not my place. Her fortune is her own.”
Mel stepped forward, baring her fangs at Raelin—a not-so-subtle threat that basically said, do what I say or I’ll drain you dry. “Then then tell my fortune! Show me my future.”
I snorted. “You don’t want that.”
“No…” Juliet stepped up next to Mel and fixed her eyes on Raelin. “Show me mine, too!”
My mind raced as I tried to figure out how to stop this train wreck in motion. The thought of Mel and Juliet seeing the same horrific future I saw made my stomach turn. But what could I do short of blasting Mel and Juliet with Enerva. I wasn’t a match for them physically anymore. 
But casting a spell on Mel and Juliet? I couldn’t do it. I wouldn’t do that to them. 
Raelin’s gaze flicked to me. I gave a barely perceptible shake of my head, praying she would understand. 
“I cannot simply reveal the paths of fate on a whim,” Raelin said calmly. “The future is a delicate thing, not to be trifled with lightly.”
Mel’s eyes flashed with barely restrained fury. “I am not trifling with shit. I am demanding.”
Juliet nodded, crossing her arms over her chest. “What she said.”
I could feel the situation spiraling out of control, the tension crackling like static electricity in the air. The witches huddled together, and as a group, quietly padded back into the RV. 
I had to do something, anything, to prevent this disaster in the making. But what? My mind spun uselessly, grasping at straws as I tried to find a way out of this mess. 
Raelin’s amber eyes met mine once more, and in that moment, I saw a flicker of understanding pass between us. She turned to Mel and Juliet, her voice low and measured. “If you insist on knowing your futures, then please, step inside. My crystal ball awaits.”
As Raelin disappeared into the RV, Mel and Juliet exchanged a glance before following her inside. I hesitated, my instincts screaming at me to stop them, to prevent the inevitable chaos that was about to unfold. But I couldn’t move, frozen by the weight of my own uncertainty.
And then, all hell broke loose.
A giant, cold shadow engulfed the RV, swallowing Mel and Juliet whole. I heard Raven’s voice, low and steady, chanting something while Amber, Sunshine, and Willow all shouted “Enerva!”. The air crackled with the release of their paralysis spells, and I could only watch in horror as the scene unfolded before me.
Sunshine’s illusions filled the space, doubles of herself flickering in and out of existence. Amber’s beams of UV light cut through the darkness, but they were too weak, too unfocused to have any real effect on Mel and Juliet. The two vampires fought back, their movements a blur of speed and strength.
I couldn’t make sense of the chaos, the swirling maelstrom of light and shadow and magic. But then, a familiar scent hit me like a freight train. Blood. Rich, warm, and intoxicating.
My youngling urges surged to the surface, and before I could even process what was happening, my fangs were sinking into Raelin’s neck. I didn’t know how she got cut, I didn’t care. It happened, somehow, in the chaos. All I knew were anger, rage, and desperation. And before I knew it, I drained her dry. 
The coppery taste of Raelin’s blood flooded my senses. “More!” I screamed, lost in my frenzy. 
More chanting filled the air, more shouts of “Enerva,“ followed by two thuds. I dropped Raelin’s lifeless form. Another thud. 
As my senses slowly returned, I noticed Mel and Juliet, their bodies rigid and unmoving on the ground. The witches had actually managed to paralyze them with their spells. Under different circumstances, I might have been impressed.
But right now, all I could focus on was the gnawing hunger that still clawed at my insides. “Who cast the spell?” I demanded, my lips still dripping with Raelin’s blood.
Sunshine raised a trembling hand. “I...I did one of them.”
“And who else?” I snarled, my gaze sweeping over the remaining witches.
Amber slowly raised her hand, her eyes wide with fear. I snapped my fingers, and she immediately sent a beam of light in my direction. But it was useless. My body absorbed the UV rays without so much as a tingle. Immunity, another perk of being a fucking monster.
Rage consumed me, and before Amber could react, I was on her, my fangs tearing into her flesh. She screamed, but the sound was quickly cut off as I drained her, too.
Somewhere in the back of my mind, I registered movement. Willow, scurrying around like a frightened mouse. I didn’t see her as much of a threat. What could she do, heal a paper cut?
But then, I saw her kneeling over Raelin’s body, her hands glowing with a soft, pulsing light. Was she trying to heal her? Trying to bring her back? No way. Willow’s powers were too weak, too limited. She couldn’t possibly...
Could she?
“Enerva!“ Sunshine screamed. 
I ducked. “Oops.” 
But as I looked around, I saw five Sunshines. Talk about a bright sunshiny day. Sunshine’s illusions swirled around me, each one seemingly as frightened and confused as the next. I struggled to separate the real Sunshine from the illusions, my own disorientation making it difficult to focus. But I had to. My eyes tried to focus on the illusions, but they danced and swirled, a kaleidoscope of bodies and light. 
I sprinted forward, my eyes darting left and right, trying to catch a glimpse of the real Sunshine. “Which one of you morons is the real one?” I snarled, my voice echoing through the cramped space.
The illusions all laughed nervously, clearly trying to throw me off. I reached out to one of them, the closest one, and grabbed her arm. She screamed and dissipated into thin air, leaving behind a sickly sweet smell of burning flesh.
Another one of them lunged at me, and I swatted her away like a bothersome fly. The real Sunshine was nowhere to be seen. Or was she? She could be hiding behind one of the other illusions. But which one? 
The illusions surged around me, Sunshine’s magic pulsing through the air like a living, breathing entity. It was an intoxicating blend of fear, chaos, and power that fed the primal beast inside me. I could feel it growling, gnashing its teeth, eager to taste more blood, to feel more pain.
But there was something else, something beneath the surface of the chaos that caught my attention. It was a faint, almost delicate note of...hope?
Hope? What the fuck did I have to be hopeful about? It was like something was screaming in my head…an answer…a way out of this mess… 
I mean, not the bloody mess that was the RV, but the original mess. 
Illusion…
What if what the future I saw wasn’t really me at all, but one of Sunshine’s illusions? That wouldn’t work, would it? When I bit or clawed at any of these fake Sunshines they disappeared. If only there was a way to make her illusions more real… more convincing…
But in that fleeting moment of clarity, somehow my fangs found flesh. And before I knew it, Sunshine’s body was limp in my hands. Drained and dead. 
“Willow…” I gasped. “Her next…Sunshine…” 
Willow froze, a look of betrayal flashing across her face. “You...you’re a monster,” she whispered, her voice shaking.
I wiped the blood from my mouth with the back of my head. “Yeah. Your point? Heal Sunshine next.” 
Even as Willow scurried across the room, to try healing Sunshine, slow, mocking applause echoed through the RV. I whirled around, my fangs bared, to see Raven reclined on a couch, a knife in her hand and a smirk on her face.
“Come on, bitch,” she taunted, slicing her wrist open with the blade. The scent of her blood hit me like a freight train. “Have a bite.”
I couldn’t help it. I laughed, the sound harsh and grating even to my own ears. She had no idea what she was asking for. It didn’t matter why she was asking me to bite her. All I knew was I smelled more blood, fresh blood, and I had no idea Raven could be smell so delicious. 
Still cackling, I lunged forward, sinking my teeth into her flesh, reveling in the rush of power as her blood flooded my mouth.
Raven was moaning, enjoying the sensation. Not all that uncommon, really. There’s a rush that happens when blood leaves someone’s body, but this was more than I expected. Usually the ecstasy someone feels when being drained is tinged with pure terror. Not so for Raven. I could swear, the girl had a death wish.
Or an undeath wish…was all this set up? Did the witches want me to turn them, or was this some kind of fucked up accident? If it was all a plan, Raven knew about it. The other girls, I wasn’t so sure. I didn’t know, and I was to frenzied to care. 
Even as I drained Raven, I could sense Willow’s magic at work. She was moving from body to body now, her hands glowing brighter with each passing second. She was moving between the bodies. Raelin was already stirring. I’d be damned if that girl’s power wasn’t doing the trick. I wasn’t murdering the coven…I was turning them… 
Their wounds were closing, their hearts beginning to beat once more—but this time, a slow thump, three or four beats per minute. 
They were coming back. Turning. But not quite there yet. Still languishing in that liminal space between life and death, human and vampire
I dropped Raven’s limp form to the ground, my gaze locking onto Willow. She was the only one left now. The only one who could stand in my way.
I stalked towards her, my lips curling into a cruel smile. “Wouldn’t want to leave anyone out now, would we?” I purred, my voice dripping with false sweetness.
It took all I had in me to stop myself, to wait for Willow to heal Raven. But when it was done, when Raven’s dead heart thumped again, a blur of movement caught my eye. 
Raelin, revived and ravenous, had latched onto Willow’s throat, her newly-formed fangs tearing into the healer’s flesh.
And then, as if drawn by some unspoken signal, the other girls converged on Willow, their own hunger driving them to feed. I watched, transfixed, as they drained her dry, their movements frenzied and uncoordinated.
It was a fucking mess. A bloody, chaotic mess. And I was the one who had created it. The weight of that realization settled heavy in my gut, a stroke of clarity now that there wasn’t a drop of human blood left in the room…
I’d just made a bloody coven. And these witches, like me, like Hailey especially, could access the power in blood itself. With a bite, with a feed, they’d become powerful, more powerful than before. Would it be enough? Could I and a whole coven of vampire witches change destiny? Hell yeah, we could. We’d either do it, or we’d all die—again—trying. 
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Blood. Everywhere. Splattered across the walls, the floor, my hands. I surveyed the carnage, my crimson eyes darting from one blood-drenched witch to the next. Raelin, Sunshine, Amber, Willow, Raven—all of them stood there panting, their newly-turned vampire eyes as red as mine.  
My mind reeled. This coven of vampire-witches, I had hoped they could aid me. But now, as they twitched and snarled like rabid animals, those hopes evaporated like mist under the scorching sun. Willow, the last to turn, seemed particularly on edge, her petite frame practically vibrating with need. The rest of them had a sampling of Willow—but she didn’t drink herself. She still needed a first feed, and until she got it, she’d be single-minded, focused on one thing. 
Fuck, what had I done?
Guilt crashed over me in suffocating waves. Had I really drained them all? Lost control so completely? It was easy to forget I was a youngling again. Still, I’d told myself that if I used all the tools, all my knowledge, all my expertise, that I’d gleaned over my century and a half as a vampire, I’d manage. 
Clearly I was wrong.
But then a nagging thought surfaced, pushing through the haze of self-recrimination. There had been things that shouldn’t have happened, things that seemed almost...orchestrated. As if this whole clusterfuck was expected. Predicted. Raven’s casual invitation to take and drink. Willow’s surprising ability to heal more than paper cuts and hangnails. 
I swallowed the bitter pangs of guilt and faced the group, my voice sharp as a razor’s edge. “Alright, what’s the truth? I’m your sire now. Well, for all of you except Willow, who apparently has four vampire mommies.” A sardonic smile twisted my lips. “So, as your sire, I demand to know—was this planned from the start?”
Raelin’s poise was unnerving, like she’d seen this all before—and she probably had. Sunshine, on the other hand, bounced on her heels, her blonde curls and quirky jewelry at odds with the gore-splattered scene. She seemed eager, almost...excited?
Willow huddled in on herself, her delicate features contorted with a mix of terror and hunger. Poor thing. She hadn’t asked for this. None of them had. Or had they?
I fixed my gaze on each of them in turn, waiting for a response. The silence stretched, broken only by the ragged panting of the newly-turned vampires. Usually a sire-bond would elicit a more immediate response. Perhaps there was something about my command that was uncertain. A sire bond demands obedience, but there are nuances to commands, little loop holes in phrasing, and sometimes the questions I might attach to a sire bond required complicated answers. All the bond did was require an intention of compliance. If I commanded something they couldn’t do, or weren’t sure how to accomplish, delayed obedience was likely.
“Always wanted to be a vampire,” Raven admitted, her voice a throaty whisper. “Ever since I read Interview with the Vampire. I contributed to the plan, but it wasn’t my idea.”
I arched a brow. I suppose it wasn’t surprising. I mean, at least her desire to become one of us wasn’t Twilight inspired. Anne Rice’s books were more accurate. Some of them, in fact, were based on true stories. The names and places changed to protect the guilty. 
Raelin spoke up, her melodic voice cutting through the tension. “I would have told you the truth from the start, if I thought you’d have gone along with it. But since you command it, I will tell you everything.”
“Proceed,” I demanded, crossing my arms over my chest. 
The blood on my skin was starting to dry, leaving an uncomfortable, itchy sensation. I needed a shower. Almost as much as I needed answers. 
“I haven’t been completely honest with you,” Raelin admitted.
I deadpanned. “You don’t say.”
“There is more to the last vision I showed you in the throne room,” Raelin continued. “It’s true, this is the last thing I’ve seen in the future, but I didn’t show you the entire vision. It is easier to show you the truth than tell you what I saw.”
I sighed as I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Fine. Do it.”
Raelin retrieved her crystal ball, which had been knocked from its pedestal during the earlier chaos. She placed it back on the stand with reverent care. Then, she inhaled deeply, her eyes fluttering closed as she channeled her magic.
A laugh bubbled up from her throat. “It’s so much stronger now. The power of blood...it invigorates my magic.”
“Yeah, whee, it tingles,” I snarked. “Get on with it.”
The crystal ball began to glow, pulsing with an eerie, otherworldly light. I leaned forward, my eyes narrowing as I prepared to witness the truth Raelin had hidden from me. 
The vision materialized within the crystal’s depths, and once again, I found myself gazing upon the blurred figure of a man seated on my throne. The audacity of it made my blood boil all over again—even though I’d seen this before. This bastard, whoever he was, had the nerve to claim what was rightfully mine—after killing me, no less.
As the scene unfolded, I noticed other vampires in the room, some shrouded in dark robes with their faces concealed. But there, kneeling at the foot of the throne, I recognized the faces of my loyal friends and family—Mel, Juliet, Muggs. Their presence filled me with a sickening dread. What the hell had this monster done to them?
The blurred man rose to his feet, his voice booming through the crystal ball. “Rise, my faithful servants! Tonight, our campaign against mankind begins!”
A chill raced down my spine at his words. Campaign against mankind? Over my undead body.
But as the vision played on, a flicker of hope ignited within me. One of the cloaked figures at the back of the room stood abruptly, extending a wand toward the man on the throne.
“Enerva!“ the figure screamed, their voice cracking.
A burst of energy erupted from the wand, hurtling toward the blurred man. For a moment, I dared to believe it would strike him down, that this nightmare would end before it truly began.
But the spell fizzled out, dissipating harmlessly against some unseen barrier. The man on the throne remained unaffected, his laughter echoing through the room like a death knell.
“Seize the intruders!” he commanded.
The vampire thralls surged forward, Juliet, Mel, and the rest, a tide of fangs and rage closing in on the group at the back of the room. Five shrouded figures, their hoods falling away to reveal...
Raelin, Willow, Amber, Sunshine, Raven—the witches I’d inadvertently turned mere moments ago. They stood together, united, their wands raised in defiance against the onslaught of possessed vampires.
A kaleidoscope of magic erupted as the witches unleashed their powers. Amber’s hands ignited with UV light, the radiance searing through the air like miniature suns. Raven’s shadows twisted and writhed, forming icy tendrils that lashed out at the advancing vampires. Sunshine’s illusions shimmered into existence, disorienting our foes with phantasmal duplicates.
Raelin and Willow stood back-to-back, their wands pointed forward as they chanted in unison, “Enerva! Enerva!“ Pulses of energy burst forth, striking the thralls with the force of a thunderclap.
But the man on the throne merely laughed. With a casual flick of his wrist, a shimmering shield materialized around him and the enthralled vampires, deflecting the witches’ spells like raindrops against glass.
“Is that the best you can do?” he taunted.
A black smoke simmered from the man’s blurry form and swirled around the room, obscuring the entire vision. 
Amber thrust her hands forward, her UV light piercing the darkness like a beacon. For a moment, I caught a glimpse of the witches’ determined faces.
A dark magic, like violent bolts of lightning, coursed through the smoke. 
When the darkness finally cleared, my heart sank. The throne room was empty, save for the witches. The blurred man, my future killer, had vanished. And with him, Mel, Juliet, Muggs, Antoine, Clement—my entire loyal underground, gone without a trace.
But there was one more absence of note. Someone I hadn’t seen at all as the vision played out in Raelin’s crystal ball. 
I wasn’t there either.
Because I was still destined to die.
As the vision faded, I turned to Raelin, my eyes narrowed. “So, this is why you had me train the witches. You knew I’d teach them that spell. You knew they’d become vampires before this was over.”
Raelin nodded. “And somehow, we’d be the only ones who didn’t fall under the enemy’s thrall.”
I whirled around to face the group, my voice laced with disbelief. “You all knew about this?”
Willow stepped forward. “I’m a bit more powerful than I let on before.”
“No shit!” I exclaimed, throwing my hands up in exasperation. “You were strong enough to save the entire coven. To help complete the transformation.”
Raelin placed a hand on Willow’s shoulder. “Willow was a recent addition to the coven. I recruited her when I saw her in the vision.”
Sunshine fidgeted with her hair, her eyes downcast. “Raelin showed this to us a few weeks ago.”
“And I connected the dots,” Raven added, her voice as cool as the shadows she commanded. “Before that man, or whatever he is, kills you, you had to turn us. Didn’t know when it would happen, though.”
Raelin cleared her throat. “I believed that while I could not see everything that happened to bring about our turn, if we brought you into the coven, something would transpire to make it happen.”
I paced the room, my mind racing. This was a lot to process. These witches, my new vampire progeny, had known more than they’d let on. They’d manipulated events, manipulated me, to ensure I turned them into vampires. But this wasn’t about some vain quest for immortality. It was because they knew they stood against the bastard who killed me and survived. More than that, he fled from them. He was powerful enough to kill me—and he had all my friends as support. Why didn’t he kill the coven when he had a chance? 
I turned to stare at Juliet and Mel, their bodies still frozen on the floor, eyes wide with fear and confusion. A pang of guilt twisted in my gut. They didn’t deserve this. None of them did. “They can hear all of this, you know,” I said, my voice tight. “Just because one of you hit them with that spell doesn’t mean they’re unconscious. So we shouldn’t talk about any further plans.”
I ran a hand through my hair, the weight of responsibility settling heavily on my shoulders. “It seems clear, now, though, that if I’m going to save them from this asshole, it’s with the help of you girls. Because I wasn’t in that vision. Which means, while I still intend to fight like hell against it, there’s still a possibility that I don’t survive this.”
The words tasted bitter on my tongue, but I forced myself to continue. “You girls will be my only hope for Mel, Juliet, and the rest of my friends. You all don’t defeat him in that throne room, but something about what he saw in you girls frightened him enough that he didn’t stick around to fight.”
Sunshine raised her hand tentatively, like a student in class. “What next?”
I sighed. “Well, first, we take my girls here home so they can recover. We don’t have time for a conventional hunt tonight, and Willow needs to feed.” I glanced at the the healer-turned-vampire, the only of the group not technically my progeny. I could see it in her eyes. Show her a human, she’d lose control. Even if I wasn’t her direct sire, I guess I was her grand-sire since all the other girls were the ones that drained her. Grand-sire bonds aren’t as direct, but not entirely absent. It would have to do. “I have blood maids in my headquarters—human volunteers if you will—who will suffice.”
I looked each of them in the eye, my gaze hard and determined. “If we’re going to move forward, I can’t have you girls jonesing for blood all the time. We feed until the urge subsides. Once we get that handled, we come up with a plan.”
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The elevator doors screeched open, revealing the cavernous expanse of the Underground. I stepped out, the clack of my boots echoing through the silence before a swirling vortex of green druidic magic signaled that we had a welcome party—which consisted solely of Muggs, his weathered face scrunched up in confusion the moment he materialized in front of us. He was blind, of course, but he could smell us, he could our breaths, our slow heartbeats. He’d know these were younglings, that they had access to magic—because apparently witches emit a subtle odor no one other than Muggs can sense—and because he’d know from their slow heartbeats that they weren’t human anymore.  
I didn’t need to ask how he knew. He’d put two and fifteen together and figured out in a half-second what happened. 
“Mercy, you turned these witches...and Mel and Juliet—“ 
I cut him off with a sigh. “Long story. Meet your new sisters.” I gestured to the five vampire witches flanking me. Raelin and Sunshine carried Mel’s paralyzed form between them, while Amber and Raven supported Juliet. “Well, if I’m still your vampire mom. Not sure how that works. Becoming human, then vampire again, messes our family trees.”
I watched Muggs carefully, trying to gauge his reaction. His loyalty meant everything to me, but this situation was beyond fucked up. I couldn’t blame him if he wanted to peace out and leave me to sort out this supernatural shitshow on my own.
Raelin cocked her head, appraising Muggs with those unsettling eyes of hers—eyes that could look through the veil of time itself, albeit with certain limitations. “Mug Ruith, I presume?” 
Muggs inclined his head slightly. “You’ve heard of me, then.”
“Not because I’ve seen you in the future, though there’s that.” Raelin laughed, though what she was talking about wasn’t funny at all—she’d seen in him in the throne room scene she showed us earlier. “You’ve been around for some time.”
“Indeed,” Muggs said, “though not because of my vampirism. That’s a relatively new development in my life, though not an unwelcome one. I wasn’t naturally immortal, I simply managed to appear at various times in history, through my druidic portals, which certainly gave the impression that I’m far older than I look.”
I couldn’t help but chuckle. “You look ancient regardless.”
Muggs cracked a smile. “Wouldn’t know. Can’t see my reflection in a mirror.” He tapped his temple. “Funny, though, I don’t feel a day over twenty-nine.”
I cleared my throat, catching the attention of the group. “Yeah, Muggs is blind. But he can hear things we can’t, even as vampires. His senses are all enhanced.” I shot them a meaningful look. “So if you’re talking about something you don’t want him to hear, you’d best keep your distance.”
Muggs chuckled darkly. “I’d recommend a mile at least.” He tilted his head. “Then again, I can’t imagine why anyone would want to keep any secrets. I’m quite a good listener, not just a great hearer.”
I patted Muggs on the back, trying to play it cool, but my glance at the team showed that they got it. We couldn’t risk Muggs finding out about our plans, not when there was a chance that whatever he learned could be extracted from him or Mel and Juliet once my killer exerted his control over them. 
Muggs, oblivious to the silent exchange, turned his unseeing gaze in my direction. “Might I ask, at least, how all this came about?”
I shook my head. “Big misunderstanding. Long story short, vampires got mouthy, vampires got zapped, people got bit, people died, people became vampires.”
“Ah!” A tartar-filled grin spread across his face. “So it is another Friday, after all.”
Despite myself, I let out a chuckle. “Well, I don’t know if I’ve ever had a Friday quite like this, but in terms of the chaos involved, I see your point.” I glanced at Mel and Juliet’s prone forms, my gut twisting with worry. “They’ll be fine, it’s the spell I taught the witches, you know the one.”
Muggs’ expression softened. “I do. I’ll ensure they’re taken care of.”
I nodded, grateful for his unwavering support, even in the face of this unholy clusterfuck. 
Fuck me sideways. When did my life become a goddamn horror movie? Never mind. Who was I kidding? It had been that way since day one. Even before I became a vampire. Why couldn’t the universe cast me in a freaking romantic comedy for once? Not that I liked rom-coms. Cheesy and sentimental. But I needed a freaking break. 
I almost resented myself for the thought. Because if I didn’t figure things out, I’d have an eternal break in vampire hell in less than two day’s time. 
I gave Muggs a grateful nod as the girls lowered Mel and Juliet’s bodies to the ground at his feet. “Going to take these new vampires for a quick bite. I’m going to have my hands full...for a couple days at least.”
Muggs raised an eyebrow. “A couple days? You think they’ll be able to master their cravings in a couple days?” 
I laughed a little. “They’re going to have to. Because I can’t be around forever.”
Muggs looked confused, but bless his vampire heart, he didn’t push the matter. “Good luck, all of you. The secret to getting a handle on all this, vampirism I mean, is simple.”
“What is the secret?” Raelin was curious to know—and I had to admit, I was just as unsure what Muggs was going to say. I’d never known a youngling taming his or her cravings to be simple. 
“Stick with Mercy. It’s not always the case that a new vampire trusts their sire, not every vampire who is turned becomes one of us entirely of their free choice, but once you’re one of Mercy’s progeny, she’ll take care of you. She’s fiercely loyal. If you have any hang-ups, or hesitancies, it will only delay your mastery of our nature.”
Damn straight. I may have been a snarky, foul-mouthed, disaster of a vampire, but I took care of my own. Even if it killed me. Again, and again, and again. 
“Noted,” Sunshine’s voice was perkier than my mood was prepared to tolerate. “What’s next, Miss Mercy?”
I tilted my head. “Miss Mercy?”
“Should we refer to you as madam?” Amber asked.
I couldn’t help but chuckle. “That makes me sound old. I mean, older than I look.”
“Your Darkness?” Raven suggested as she cracked a crooked grin. 
“I like that, but it no longer applies. We aren’t like most vampires, presuming you all inherited my unique brand of vampirism. We aren’t bound to the night.”
Sunshine’s eyes widened. “Your Brightness?”
I rolled my eyes. “Just stick to my name.”
“Got it, Your Highness!” Willow snickered.
I narrowed my eyes, but couldn’t suppress the chuckle that escaped my lips. These baby vamps would be the death of me—if that bastard didn’t murder me first. 
“Come on. Let’s get ourselves a bite so we can get on with it.” I turned on my heel, motioning for them to follow.
“Get on with what, exactly?” Muggs’ unseeing eyes somehow still managed to bore into me.
I rubbed my brow, scrambling for an answer. “Well, let’s just say, being a vampire and a witch comes with a few unique challenges that other younglings don’t have to learn to manage.”
“Hello,” Muggs stared at me pointedly. “Vampire Druid, here.”
“Right,” I chuckled, shaking my head. “But you don’t use blood magic. You use nature.”
“Use?” Muggs tilted his head.
I rolled my eyes. “Fine, you work with nature. I know you Druids are picky about semantics. It’s a cooperative endeavor. You don’t manipulate energy, it complies with your requests.” 
“Indeed, though in light of that, blood still fuels my abilities,” he countered. “Let me assist, Mercy. There are some things I’ve learned since I was turned about how my magic combined with blood can take the edge off.”
I sighed, the temptation of his offer tugging at me. I knew I couldn’t do this alone, but the more time we spent around him, the more he might learn or discern that my would-be killer could extract from him later. 
“Alright, fine. You can share your wisdom. But no offense, Muggs. This is a girls club.”
Muggs nodded. “Very well. I’ll stay out of your hair. But when you finish feeding, come see me. With fresh blood in your system, I have a little trick I can teach you.”
I raised an eyebrow, curiosity piqued. “Why don’t I know about this trick?”
Muggs laughed, his voice echoing through the tunnels of the Underground. “You had your cravings under control already when I figured it out. I didn’t have any reason to share.”
I couldn’t argue with that. I’d had a handle on my thirst since before these girls’ grandmothers were born. But if Muggs could help, we needed all the help we could get. If there was anything that threatened to derail whatever preparations we were going to make over the next couple of days, it was the unpredictability that comes with becoming a baby vamp. 
“Fair enough,” I said, nodding. “We’ll be back soon. And Muggs? Thanks. For taking care of Mel and Juliet. And for everything else. I don’t tell you how much I appreciate you often enough.”
Muggs furrowed his brow. “Since when did you become so sentimental? I mean, I appreciate your appreciation, don’t get me wrong—“
I patted Muggs on the back. “I don’t know, let’s just say I faced death recently.” I paused a moment, knowing he’d think I was talking about how I’d briefly become human, then became a vampire again. “Sometimes getting a new chance at existence gives you a new appreciation for undeath.” 
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Willow’s eyes gleamed with a feverish hunger as she latched onto Ernest’s thick neck, her fangs sinking deep into his flesh. The burly blood maid grunted but held still, his face paling as Willow gulped down his vital essence with ravenous abandon. 
“Easy now, Willow,” I warned, my voice low and stern. “You don’t want to drain him dry.” 
But my words seemed to fall on deaf ears. Willow’s petite frame shuddered with ecstasy as she drank, lost in the intoxicating rush of her first true feeding. I exchanged a wary glance with the other fledglings. This could get messy fast.
“Willow, stop.” Amber’s soft voice rang out with surprising authority. “You’ve had enough.”
“Pull back, Willow,” Raelin chimed in. “Don’t lose control.”
Raven and Sunshine added their firm commands, but Willow barely reacted, still suckling greedily at Ernest’s throat. Damn, this multiple sire bond situation was going to be a real pain in the ass. 
I stepped forward and grasped Willow’s shoulder, channeling the full force of my own sire connection. “Willow, cease feeding immediately. That’s an order.”
No response. I could force her off of the burly blood maid, but that would be counter-productive. She had to stop herself, otherwise she’d be stuck in a frenzy, an obsession for more. 
Then a thought occurred to me. The other girls had all drank from Willow when she was turned. “You all need to tell her to stop at once. Repeat after me.”
The girls looked at me waiting for the words. “As your sires, stop drinking, damnit!” 
“As your sires, stop drinking, damnit!” The girls echoed in unison. 
This time, Willow froze. Slowly, reluctantly, she detached her crimson-stained lips from Ernest’s neck, her eyes still glazed with bloodlust. The poor lumberjack-looking bastard swayed on his feet but remained upright. He’d be okay, even if he did resemble a drained Capri Sun pouch.
The other baby vamps had only needed a quick nip to sate their thirst, stopping obediently after a single sip. But Willow clearly required a heavier hand—and the unified effort of all her sires. 
I sighed heavily as Willow blinked, gradually coming back to her senses. This whole multiple sire thing was uncharted territory for me. Sure, it had happened before in vampire history, but I’d never dealt with it personally. 
As we headed back, ready to get the hell out of the Underground and back to the woods to train, a familiar green vortex materialized right in front of the elevator, blocking our escape route. Muggs appeared, a mischievous grin on his face.
“I thought you all were going to come see me before you leave! I heard you heading this way, so wanted to remind you.”
I let out an exasperated sigh. “Sorry, Muggs. We forgot. Can’t slip anything past you, can we?”
“You know you can’t!” Muggs laughed.
Muggs turned to address the newly minted vampire coven. “Anyway, as witches, you should be able to do the same thing I do to tame my cravings. When you feed, there’s a power in the blood you consume. Most vampires simply digest it, it invigorates their bodies, makes them stronger and faster. As witches, just as I do so as a druid, you can harness the power of the blood with your magic.”
Raelin, her eyes gleaming with curiosity, asked, “How do we do that, exactly?”
Muggs smiled enigmatically. “When you cast, you’ll notice a different tingle you didn’t have before. The more recently you’ve fed, the stronger it will be. Your instinct will be to hold back that sensation, like the boy with his finger in the dam that saved his village. Don’t do it. Let it wash through you. When that happens, you’ll gain more control over your nature, your vampirism, and as a side-effect, the cravings won’t be quite as intense.”
I raised an eyebrow, impressed by Muggs’ insight. Damn, why hadn’t I thought of that? It made perfect sense, considering their unique situation as vampire-witch hybrids. 
Muggs stepped into the elevator with us. As the doors slid shut, I tilted my head, considering Muggs’ advice. “That’s actually a pretty good trick. I’ve had that experience, but never thought about how it could be helpful with younglings. Mostly because I’ve never turned someone with potential like that, with innate magic already. Apart from Muggs, I mean.”
Muggs chuckled. “Mercy kept me locked up after I was turned. Consider yourselves lucky.”
Sunshine turned to me with a scrunched nose “Locked up?”
I shrugged, trying to play it off as no big deal. “He was an enemy, sort of, before I turned him. And he wasn’t adjusting well.”
“Took me a while,” Muggs laughed. “Hard to teach a dead druid new tricks, you know.”
The elevator dinged, signaling our arrival at the ground floor. As the coven filed out, I grabbed Muggs by the arm, pulling him aside. I needed to talk to him alone. 
“By the way, when Mel and Juliet manage to talk again, they’re probably going to tell you things. Things they overheard back in the woods. I need you to trust me, Muggs. I’m working on it, alright? But for reasons I can’t explain, I can’t tell you all the details.” 
Muggs furrowed his brow, confusion etched across his face. “What’s going on?”
I sighed, the weight of my entire existence weighing on my shoulders. “Again, it’s best if you don’t know. Like I said, I need you to trust me. I can’t command it, since I don’t have the power over you I used to. But these witches and I, we have a plan.”
“Mercy, you know I trust you with my life. Hell, with my afterlife too. But this whole thing stinks worse than a week-old corpse. What have you gotten yourself into this time?”
I couldn’t help but chuckle. Leave it to Muggs to cut through the bullshit. “It’s a long story, and one I don’t have time to tell right now. Just know that it’s big. Arguably, bigger than anything we’ve faced before.”
Muggs raised an eyebrow. “Bigger than Jector’s plan to dominate the world by usurping your vampire throne?” 
I nodded solemnly. “Even bigger than that.”
“Bigger than the blood moon fiasco?”
I bit my lip. “Probably. Yes.” 
“Bigger than a dragon that wanted to wipe the entire world out of existence?” 
I furrowed my brow. “Tough one. I’d say they’re comparably big. And if you guys know more than you should, it’ll likely mean I’m dead, like, really dead.” 
Muggs ran a hand through his shaggy hair. “I don’t even know how to respond to that.”
“Just do what I said, alright?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, but whatever’s coming can’t be more determined to do whatever it’s planning than you are to stop him.” 
I forced a smile. “Sometimes determination isn’t enough.” 
Muggs pursed his lips. “Alright, Mercy. I’ll do what I can to keep Mel and Juliet off your back. But you know those two. Once they get their fangs into something, they don’t let go.”
I clapped Muggs on the shoulder. “I know. And I appreciate it. More than you know.”
I watched Muggs step back into the elevator and rejoined the coven. They’d already gathered outside and the morning sun was already blazing overhead. A sensation I might not live long enough to get used to. 
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The sun slanted through the shadowy woods as I strode back to Raelin’s RV. A plan was forming in my mind, a way to deceive the blurry asshole whom I was destined to meet. It was a long shot, but what other choice did we have? 
“I have an idea,” I announced, planting my hands on my hips. “What if Sunshine can create an illusion of me realistic enough to trick that blurry bastard into thinking he’s killed the real deal? And what if what we saw in the crystal ball that looked like my death, was really her illusion”
Raelin arched an eyebrow. “That’s brilliant thinking, Mercy. But it’s unlikely to work. This entity, whatever he is, is awfully powerful. He may see through the deception.”
“Besides,” Sunshine piped up, her brow furrowed, “I’ve never done anything like that. You saw how it worked in the RV. When I duplicated myself, you bit, you attacked, and poof! My illusions vanished.” She waved her hands for dramatic effect.
I couldn’t deny their reservations. Hell, I had plenty of my own. But we were running out of options. My gaze fell on Sunshine, noting the uncertainty in her youthful features. She was still green, unsure of her own potential. Maybe all she needed was a little push.
“But you have blood magic now,” I reminded her. “What if you can channel some of that mojo into the illusion? You should be stronger than before. Maybe your illusions can be more...corporeal.”
Sunshine bit her lip, contemplating the idea. I could practically see the gears turning in her head. “I don’t know, Mercy. I mean, I’ll give it a shot, but I can’t make any promises.”
Raelin sighed, her expression a mix of concern and resignation. “It’s a risk, Mercy. If this entity sees through the illusion, we might be exposing our abilities too soon.”
I tilted my head. “But we saw how he fled from you all in my throne room. If shit really is immutable, if things are destined to happen as you see them, then why the hell does that matter if there’s a chance doing it can save my goddamn life?” 
Raelin’s gaze met mine, a silent understanding passing between us. She knew I was right, even if she didn’t like it. “Alright, Mercy. We’ll give it a try. But any time we devote to this is time we could be using to figure out how to stop this guy in the end.”
I stepped up to Raelin and stared her down. “Without me, you mean. How you can stop him after I’m already gone.”
Raelin sighed. “You weren’t in the final vision in the throne room.” 
I shrugged, trying to play it off. “Doesn’t mean I’m dead. Look at it like this, if our plan is that we want the blur to think I’m dead, if he thinks he succeeded, then it would make sense I wouldn’t be there.”
“That doesn’t mean you aren’t going to die,” Raelin countered.
“It means I might not!” I exclaimed, throwing my hands up in exasperation. “And right now, well, might makes right. That’s how we’re moving forward, and guess what, you think you’re so clever, you cooked up this plan that made me your sire. So that means, what I say goes.”
Raelin’s shoulders slumped, the first time I’d seen a chink in her usual shiny armor of feigned confidence. I’m just saying, this might not be the right focus.”
I rolled my eyes. “You thought you could get me to turn you, then you’d be free of me in a couple days? Well, over my dead body.”
Sunshine giggled. “Word choice, Mercy.”
I winced. “Yeah. Didn’t mean it like that. Over my undead, very undead, emphasis on the un in undead body.”
Taking a deep breath, I continued, “Now, if we can figure out where the blur’s smoke teleports him with my team, I can intercept them there. If this guy killed me, it was because he was afraid I couldn’t be enthralled, I’d get in his way. It’s the same reason he ran from you all, I think. I mean, the same reason he will flee in that black smoke rather than face you all head on.”
Amber tilted her head. “Your friends, they tracked you out to the woods before using an app. It should work both ways. If we can make this work with an illusion, and the blur—if that’s really what we’re going to call him—doesn’t actually kill you, all you’d need to do is check your app after the smoke removes him and your team from the throne room and haul ass to wherever he’s at.”
“Presuming your friends have their phones on,” Sunshine added.
“Mel always has her phone on,” I said. “Good thinking, girls.”
Raven chimed in, “That’s not all you need to do, Mercy. We have to figure out why it is the blur is afraid of us, if that’s what it was, and know what to do to beat him.”
“True,” I acknowledged. “Any ideas, Raelin?”
Raelin sighed. “We’re vampires who can walk in the sun. There must be something to that which also separates us from the others, something unique about your vampirism that you also passed on to us, that explains why he can’t enthrall us like he will the rest of your team.”
I pressed my lips together. “We’ll workshop that later. I think we’re onto something.”
I turned to Sunshine. “Alright, let’s give this illusion thing a shot.” 
I watched light illuminate in Sunshine’s eyes—with a red hue to it that the glow didn’t have before—as she weaved an illusion of me. 
“Damn,” I looked hologram me up and down. “I’m hot.” 
“And humble,” Willow said with a chuckle. “But yeah, you’re hot, too. For an old chick.” 
I tilted my head. “Thanks? I think.” 
“See what happens when you fight yourself,” Sunshine insisted. 
I looked over the illusions for a moment. Damn, Sunshine was good. It was a perfect replica down to the last detail. But the moment I lashed out at it, my fist connecting with its ethereal form, it dissipated like smoke in the wind, just as Sunshine’s previous illusions had.
“You need to dig deeper,” I urged. “Let the power from the blood enhance your natural ability.” 
Sunshine nodded, determination etched on her face. She closed her eyes, focusing intently as she channeled the blood magic coursing through her veins. With each attempt, the illusions of me grew more resilient, lasting a fraction of a second longer under my onslaught. But still, they shattered like fragile glass whenever I unleashed my full strength upon them.
Amber snickered. “You’re like Jim Carey in Liar, Liar. You know, that bathroom scene. You’re kicking your own ass!” 
I rolled my eyes. “Hilarious. But unless I can rip out my own heart from one of these illusions and burn it, this won’t work. You need to try harder, Sunshine.” 
Frustration radiated from Sunshine as she threw her hands up in exasperation. “It’s no use. I can’t possibly create an illusion powerful enough to withstand some dude ripping out its heart and burning it in his hand. Just keeping the illusion up is almost impossible. To create a heart that burns, all as part of the same illusion... I don’t know how to focus like that. It’s too much.”
I took a deep breath, trying to quell the rising tide of desperation within me. “We have the rest of the day today and tomorrow to get it right, and you’re already making progress. Don’t give up now, Sunshine.”
Sunshine’s brow furrowed. “But how? I feel like I’m hitting a wall here.”
“I think you need more practice, that’s all.” I tried to channel as much confidence into my voice as I could, but even I wasn’t sure we were barking up the right tree. 
Sunshine shook her head, a wistful smile playing on her lips. “You know, when I was a kid, I wanted to be Superman.” 
I tilted my head, caught off guard by the sudden change in topic. “Really?”
“Well, I mean, not the man part. But the Super part. I wanted his abilities. Like Supergirl, you know?” Sunshine clarified, her eyes staring off into the trees, visualizing her childhood.
“Alright, but what does that have to do with any of this?”
“When I was a little girl,” Sunshine explained, “I used to run and dive into the couch like I was flying. I thought if I could just jump an inch further back every time, and I kept increasing the distance, eventually I’d be able to fly.”
I tilted my head, my brow furrowing. “That wouldn’t work. Because jumping through the air doesn’t defy gravity.”
“Exactly,” Sunshine said, her eyes meeting mine. “You’re asking me to do something similar. Yeah, I can make my illusions more resilient, but I can’t make them real. The illusions are hollow, they don’t even feel real when you touch them. My magic is about as capable of doing what you ask as it is for a little girl to think that by working on her jumps she can fly.”
Damn. She had a point. I could’t make her magic do something it wasn’t substantially capable of doing. I scratched the back of my head, wracking my brain for a solution. Then it hit me. “Then we need to layer your illusion with something else.” I turned, calling out, “Raven! Let’s see what your shadows can do, now that you have access to blood magic.”
Raven emerged from the shadows of the trees, her jet-black hair streaked with purple catching the light. She bit her lip, uncertainty etched on her face. “I don’t know what you’re thinking. You want me to give Sunshine’s illusion a shadow? Like Peter fucking Pan?” 
I shook my head. “I’m saying we need to find out exactly what your powers can do now that you’re... different.” The words felt strange on my tongue. Different. If I’d turned them into the kid in kindergarten who ate his boogers, I’d have made her different. What she was now was on a whole other level of what it meant to be different, something I’d adjusted to over the length of multiple lifetimes. And here I was, expecting these three-hour vampires to become badass blood witch bloodsuckers. 
I was asking too much, but it wasn’t like I had any choice. I needed these vampires to witch up, fast. 
“The theory is strong,” Raelin chimed in. “If we could somehow create an illusion that lets the blur—I really think he’s going to resent it if we call him that to his face—think that he killed the real Mercy, it would align with the vision I saw without necessitating your actual death.” She paused, then shook her head. “There are a lot of theories, though, that never materialize. It’s as true in the realm of magic as it is in the sciences.”
I couldn’t argue with that. Magic was a fickle bitch, and theories were just that—theories. But we had to try something. I turned to Raven, my gaze intense. “How about you? Dig deep into that well of blood magic inside you. See if you can manipulate your shadows, make them more tangible. More...corporeal.”
Raven closed her eyes, her brow furrowing in concentration. The air around us seemed to thicken, the shadows cast by the trees growing darker, more distinct. I watched as tendrils of darkness snaked from beneath Raven’s feet, writhing and twisting like serpents.
I’d made shadow puppets on the wall before. But this shit was next-level.
The shadows began to coalesce, forming a vaguely humanoid shape. It was like watching a sculpture being molded out of pure darkness. Slowly, the features became more defined—a face, arms, legs. It was me. Or rather, a shadowy version of me.
Sunshine let out a low whistle. “Damn, Raven. That’s... impressive.”
I had to test it. I stepped up to shadow me and pushed it. It felt solid. I jammed my fist through its chest—where the heart would be. It was like reaching right into a bucket of ice. Probably what it felt like to touch a vampire on the inside. “This might work. It gets us closer, anyway.” 
Raven opened her eyes, a sheen of sweat glistening on her pale skin. “I...I think I can do this. If Sunshine can create the illusion and I can layer the shadows beneath it, we might be able to make something that can fool the blur.”
Raelin shook her head. “We’d still need to create a heart.” 
“I can make multiple illusions at once,” Sunshine beamed. “Like I did of me earlier in the RV. If I can create something that looks like a heart, and Raven can make it feel more solid…” 
Amber pursed her lips. “You think you can keep them in sync? I mean, how can Raven make sure her shadow moves perfectly on coordination with Sunshine’s vision?” 
“We’d need to blend them together somehow,” Raelin pondered. 
I pulled out my phone, scrolling through my contacts until I found the one I was looking for. Raelin raised an eyebrow at me. “Your friends back on their feet?”
I shook my head, not taking my eyes off the screen. “Not what I’m checking. We need to figure out how to make something flesh and blood using illusion, shadow, and blood magic, right?”
“Pretty much,” Sunshine confirmed.
“Then I know just the vampire-witch who might be able to help. Someone who isn’t in the vision, never gets enthralled by the blur.”
Raelin’s eyes widened. “I’m intrigued. You wouldn’t happen to be speaking about Hailey Bradbury, are you?”
I grinned, looking up from my phone. “You know Hailey?”
“Dear,” Raelin continued, a hint of amusement in her tone, “you aren’t a witch worth her salt if you haven’t heard of Hailey Bradbury. But can she get here in time?”
I nodded, already typing out a message. “She knows someone who can bring her here. A teleporter. Seems like I’ve been needing him more than I’d like as of late. His name’s Pauli. In our company, he should be more tolerable than usual.”
Amber tilted her head. “More tolerable? What’s that mean?”
I smirked, hitting send on the message. “Let’s just say, Pauli has a singular obsession, and it’s not women. He’s also a snake, sometimes. He can shapeshift and teleport.”
I tucked my phone back into my pocket, turning to face the others. “Alright, ladies. While we wait for Hailey and her serpentine chauffeur, let’s get back to work. Sunshine, Raven—keep practicing. We need that illusion to be so realistic, it could fool an angel, or a demon, or whatever we’re going to face.” 
The two witches nodded, determination etched on their faces. As they set to work, I couldn’t help but feel a flicker of hope in my undead heart for the first time since I’d learned of my impending demise. Maybe, just maybe, we had a shot at outsmarting this supernatural son of a bitch.
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Rainbow light flashed, like a Pride parade detonating in the middle of the dark forest. Pauli and Hailey appeared amidst the newly-turned witches and me. Pauli tilted diamond-shaped head, smirked, then shifted back into his human form with a shimmer. “Damn. Talk about a Tuna festival! Anyone know where a guy can get a little kielbasa?”  
I rolled my eyes and cleared my throat. “Everyone, this is Pauli, and that’s Hailey. Hailey and Pauli, this is everyone.”
Pauli gave a dramatic bow. “Hit me up, Hailey boo, when you need a ride home. Peace out bitches!” He exclaimed before returning to boa constrictor form and vanishing again in an explosion of rainbow light.
I quirked an eyebrow at Hailey. “So he’s not sticking around?” 
Hailey shook her head, “He’ll be here if we need him, but a bunch of women casting spells in the forest? He claims he has an estrogen allergy.”
I cocked an eyebrow. “Yeah, right.” 
“It’s just not his scene,” Hailey said. “But like I said, he’s just a text message away.” 
Raelin stepped forward, her jaw cracked showing off her newly grown fangs. “It’s so good to meet you. I’ve heard about you for years.”
Hailey inclined her head respectfully. “Likewise, it’s a pleasure.” Her gaze flicked to me. “Now, what is this you said about creating a Mercy double?” 
I brought Hailey up to speed, divulging the gruesome details of Raelin’s vision—my unceremonious demise at the hands of an unknown asshole, my team bowing down to him in the throne room, how he disappeared in smoke. And of course, how the entire coven got upgraded to vamp status. 
Hailey tapped a finger against her chin thoughtfully. “Let me guess,” she said with a knowing smirk. “You need my specialty.”
“Bloodwitchery,” I confirmed. “You know I dabble in it, being a vampire and all, but no one has gone so deep into it as you.”
“You’re right,” she said, her voice laced with confidence. “If there’s a way we can pull this off, we’ll figure it out. What’s the working theory?”
I took a deep breath, organizing my thoughts. “Sunshine can cast illusions that look just like me, but they don’t last and they don’t really feel real.” I gestured towards the blonde witch who gave a small wave.
“And Raven,” I continued, nodding towards her. “She can cast a shadow spell that’s cold as ice. It has more substance to it than Sunshine’s illusion.”
Raven crossed her arms, her dark hair falling over her face. “But trying to cast them together to make the fake Mercy seem real enough to fool the demon, or whatever he is, who’s supposed to kill her...” She trailed off, shaking her head. “It isn’t going to be easy.”
Hailey pursed her lips. “Pretty much impossible. No offense.”
I snorted. “Thanks, that’s helpful.” 
Hailey held up her hands. “Just keeping it real because it sounds like you don’t have time to pursue any dead ends.” Hailey winced. “Excuse the word choice. Point being, this demon dude, he’s not going to be fooled by some half-assed illusion and shadow play.”
I felt a flicker of annoyance, but I pushed it down. Hailey was right. I knew this wasn’t going to work, which is why I’d asked her to come in the first place. 
My mind raced, trying to piece together a solution. Blood magic, illusions, shadows...there had to be a way to combine them, to create a decoy that was as close to the real thing as possible. But if this was going to be real enough to fake something as powerful as I feared we were soon to face, we needed Hailey to add something to our recipe before we tried to make it cook. 
I glanced at Hailey, my eyes narrowing. “Alright,” I challenged. “If our current plan is a steaming pile of shit, what do you suggest we do?”
Hailey’s lips curled into a devious grin. “I didn’t say it’s shit. It’s just insufficient. Throw sugar and vanilla in a bowl, churn it up, you don’t get ice cream without the cream. That’s what you’re missing. The cream, the main ingredient.”
I sighed. “Been a while since I had ice cream. Not that appetizing for vampires.” 
Hailey held her chin high. “The point is the approach isn’t wrong, you don’t have to scrap it all, but you need something more. What you need is a golem.”
I snorted, my eyebrows shooting up. “A golem? Isn’t that some kind of Hebrew magic?”
“Can be,” Hailey shrugged. “But I do it different. We can use blood to vivify a clay form. If Sunshine has the illusion down, I think I can make a golem with clay that will piggyback on her illusion, absorb her spell like a kind of template. Add Raven’s shadow, all the better to make it more convincing.”
My mind whirled with the possibilities. A golem, infused with blood magic, wearing Sunshine’s illusion like a second skin, and cloaked in Raven’s shadows...it just might work. 
Hailey tapped her chin thoughtfully. “I’ll need some intense light to codify it all. And, well, I still can’t do daytime.”
“I’ve got that!” Amber piped up, her face splitting into a grin. “That’s what I do! I make light!”
I couldn’t help but chuckle. A bunch of young vampires, blood witches, a shadow-weaver, an illusionist, and a living, breathing solar battery. To think, if we’d been any other combination of rag-tag witches or vampires we’d never stand a chance. 
“The golem might not hold its form for long,” Hailey warned. “I can vivify it with blood magic, and it will be identical to flesh while it persists. But it may start to deteriorate.”
Willow, who had been quietly observing, stepped forward. “Can healing magic help?” she asked, her voice soft but hopeful.
Hailey snapped her fingers, her eyes widening. “Damn right, it can. Wow, it’s like fate brought us together for this very purpose.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “Fate has been a bit of a bitch lately. Glad she’s mending her ways.”
“Now, if we’re really going to do this, we need a real heart,” Hailey continued, her expression turning serious. “I hate to say it, but none of the magic you all have is going to create something real enough to deceive a being as powerful as whatever this killer is if it’s supposed to yank Mercy’s heart out of her chest.”
Sunshine’s brow furrowed. “Where do we get a real heart?” 
I couldn’t resist. “Pick a human, any human.” 
The girls gasped, their eyes widening in horror. I rolled my eyes. “Oh come on, I’m joking. I’m not going to steal anyone’s heart. Been there, done that. Left a trail of men in my wake.”
Willow looked at me, her expression a mixture of shock and morbid curiosity. “You literally stole their hearts?” 
I smirked. “Literally, figuratively. All of the above.”
Hailey shook her head—she was used to my antics. I practically raised her as a youngling into the badass vampire witch she was today. “Not going to kill anyone to get a heart,” Hailey said firmly. “But if we find one in a morgue, still relatively fresh, that would be delightful.”
Raelin grimaced, her nose wrinkling in distaste. “Morgue and delightful in the same sentence. This life gets weirder by the minute.”
“Don’t complain.” I elbowed Raelin in the ribs. “You’re the one who arranged for all this shit.”
Raelin met my gaze, unflinching. “I didn’t arrange it, I foresaw it. There’s a difference.”
I scoffed. “You saw a vision that’s supposedly immutable, but you still took it upon yourself to gather the witches necessary and made sure I heard about you coming to town in hopes I’d join up.”
Raelin shrugged. “Sometimes fate happens on its own, due to outside forces, sometimes it manifests with our preordained cooperation.”
Hailey arched an eyebrow. “Is it really cooperation if it’s predetermined?” 
I snapped my fingers. “Philosophy is a regular mind fuck, ain’t it?” 
“It doesn’t matter.” Raelin turned to Hailey. “Are you certain this will work? Presuming we secure a human heart?”
Hailey nodded. “I don’t think anyone short of God Almighty will be able to tell the difference between Mercy and the golem if we Captain Planet our powers.”
Sunshine tilted her head. “Who is Captain Planet?” 
I shook my head, chuckling. “You’re too young, Sunshine. ‘By your powers combined, I am Captain Planet!’ Some superhero cartoon from the nineties, he could only manifest when the team mixed their powers. They only did it when something really serious was going on, like if they saw someone litter. Captain Planet would emerge, shame them for their treatment of the planet, then kick their ass.”
“Surprised you saw it,” Hailey eyed me with a smirk. “You’re not exactly a cartoon kind of girl.”
“Surprised you know about it,” I shot back, grinning. “It was before even your time.”
“One problem with all of this,” Raelin interjected. “Who knows how to get into a morgue?”
I couldn’t help but laugh, the sound echoing through the dark woods. “Welcome, class, to Vampirism 101. Today’s lesson: how to steal cheap body parts from a morgue.” I spun around, facing the assembled group of witches. “Now, why don’t we all gather around, introduce ourselves, and tell the rest of the class our favorite artery?”






  
  Chapter 13
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We arrived at a large hospital—we took my SUV from the Underground, the only vehicle we had that allowed us all to ride together. There were a lot of ways to do this. Find the morgue, break in forcibly? Done that a few times. We could bite a few nurses or doctors, steal their scrubs, and waltz right in. Then again, we’d leave our victims passed out somewhere—which could raise alarms making our exit more challenging. “I might have overstated how easy it is to break into a morgue.” 
“We don’t break in for a drink?” Raven asked. “Seems to me like it would work in a pinch. Not like the people in a morgue are using their blood anymore.”
I shook my head. “Dead men’s blood isn’t appetizing. It doesn’t hurt vampires, like in some legends, but it doesn’t do us any good, either. It’s like consuming fiber. Fills a hole, but doesn’t sustain the body in any meaningful way. Gives you serious bowel movements later.”
The rest of the girls giggled a little. Raven spoke up. “I was wondering how that might work. You know, how our bathroom habits would change after becoming a vampire.” 
I smirked. “Little details Anne Rice never mentioned in her novels, eh?” 
“Actually—“
I raised my hand to stop Raven. “Not the point. Right now, the issue is how we’re going to break in and get out of there unnoticed.” 
“I can dial up Pauli,” Hailey suggested. “Otherwise, you’re right. We’ll have to break in old school style.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Fine,” I relented without the argument I usually raised when it involved bringing Pauli on a mission. We were facing a ticking clock and the more we could expedite whatever we had to do, the better. “Let Pauli know we need help with a B and E.”
“Bowel evacuation?” Raven cocked an eyebrow
“Breaking and entering!” I chuckled. “We changed the subject, remember?”
“Right.” Raven sank back into her seat. 
My vampires were children, the lot of them. Human children are obsessed with things like pooping. Vampire babies, not that different, really. It’s the little things we grown-up vamps take for granted about our existence that are most curious for those new to our deathstyle. 
Hailey made the call and before long, Pauli materialized in a dazzling burst of rainbow light. He was wearing a shit-eating grin, clearly amused by our predicament.
“The baby vamps should stay in the car,” Pauli announced. “I’m big, I’m long, and there’s more than enough Pauli to go around, but even I have my limits.”
“That sounded…wrong…” Sunshine giggled.
“He meant it that way,” I said without skipping a beat. “Point is, there’s no reason for all of us to go in there and it would involve several trips. If we need to make a quick getaway, it’s best if Hailey and I handle this alone.” 
“So much for Vampirism 101,” Willow rolled her eyes. “Class adjourned, apparently.” 
I shot her a sly smirk. “Alright, it was a bad joke. I’ve broken into morgues only seven or eight times, ever. It’s not really a basic vampire skill. It certainly isn’t something I do all that often.”
“Seven or eight times?” Raelin repeated, arching an eyebrow. “Only a vampire would say something like that and it wouldn’t be alarming.” 
I climbed out of the car. “Body parts come in handy from time to time, but it’s not a regular thing. What can I say? Usually when I’ve busted into a morgue, it was to cover up the wounds of a vampire kill. Some youngling got careless, drained a poor sap, and the bite marks threatened to expose us. So I had to mangle the wound, make it look like something else.”
Raelin looked equal parts fascinated and disturbed. The enigmatic seer had seen some seriously weird shit in her time, but apparently casual corpse mutilation was more than she’d imagined this new existence might involve. That’s the thing about all those emo kids out there who want to become vampires. They think about the glamour, the immortality, the strength and the power. They don’t think about the things we have to do to just exist that what remains of your human mind will rebel against even as your new body demands them. 
“Just take Mercy and me inside,” Hailey told Pauli. 
The rainbow boa flicked his tongue. “You got it! Who’s ready to taste the rainbow?”
I mock raised my hand. “Me!” 
Pauli wrapped his boa form around us and with a flash of prismatic light, the morgue materialized around us. The stench of chemical preservatives and long-dead flesh assaulted my senses. Pauli had transported himself with us, now draped around Hailey’s neck in his reptilian form.
“Time to dig in!” Pauli hissed gleefully.
Hailey wrinkled her nose. “I prefer to treat the dead with a certain respect.” 
I tilted my head, eyeing the rows of refrigerated corpse drawers. “Oh, come on, Hailey. Live a little.” 
I yanked open a drawer at random. The slab rolled out with a metallic clatter, revealing a middle-aged man, his torso split open in a Y-incision, edges puckered with thick black stitches. Without ceremony, I thrust my fist into his chest cavity, feeling ribs splinter beneath my knuckles. I fumbled past deflated lungs and grabbed the heart, ripping it free in a single yank. Dark blood splattered across the gray linoleum. I tossed the organ to Hailey.
“Have a little heart, for once in your existence.”
Hailey caught it deftly. “Good one. That’ll do nicely. Now let’s get the hell out of here so we can get to work on that golem.”
Pauli flashed his iridescent scales and the morgue vanished. The girls startled as we abruptly appeared back at the SUV. 
As I drove, Hailey sat beside me and casually tossed the heart from hand to hand like she was playing catch with herself. Amber and Willow exchanged wide-eyed looks of shock and revulsion. Raelin just shook her head.
“Don’t worry,” Hailey assured them with a wicked grin, twisting around and holding out the dripping heart for everyone to see. “Another five or six years as a vampire, this sort of thing won’t phase you in the least. Desensitization is a thing.”
I threw the SUV into gear, gravel spraying as I gunned it down the access road. We had a doppelganger to animate. As the tires ate up the miles back to our woodsy hideout, things got quiet. Maybe the girls were still in shock from how casually we handled a dead man’s heart, or maybe it was the gravity of what they’d all become finally sinking in. Probably a combination of both. For my part, it was the realization that this was our Plan A and we didn’t have a Plan B. This golem idea had to work or it would be sayonara Mercy Brown. 
After I stopped the SUV beside Raelin’s RV in the woods, everyone piled out and gathered in a loose circle amidst the shadowy trees. Hailey stood at the center, her eyes closed in concentration as she reached out with her power, delving deep into the earth below.
Slowly, water began to seep up from the ground, forming a shimmering pool that reflected the moonlight filtering through the branches. As the puddle grew, the water darkened, sediment swirling within until it thickened into a viscous mud.
“Alright witches, the ones who make the illusions and shadows,” Hailey called out, her voice steady. “I need your gifts to shape this muck into our golem.”
Raven stepped forward, her movements fluid as a wisp of shadow. She raised her hands, tendrils of darkness coalescing around her fingers. 
I watched as Sunshine closed her eyes, brow furrowed in concentration. A wavering image of myself began to take shape above the mud, an illusion that flickered like heat haze. Raven’s shadows twined around the figure, defining its edges and lending it depth.
Hailey lifted her wand, and the mud surged upward, flowing into the ghostly mold of light and shadow. It swirled and eddied, gradually solidifying until a perfect replica of me stood before us, its skin the color of damp clay.
With a swift motion, Hailey plunged the stolen heart into the golem’s chest. It shuddered, a faint pulse of life animating its form.
“You’re up, Sunshine girl.” Hailey turned, gesturing toward the golem. “Hit it with some of that radiance.”
“I think you mean me,” Amber interjected. “Sunshine does illusions. I’m the one who actually makes light.”
Hailey tilted her head, brow furrowed. “Well, that’s some confusing shit.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “Tell me about it.”
Amber stepped up to the golem, her hands cupped before her. A sphere of golden light blossomed between her palms, growing in intensity until it was almost painful to look at directly. She pressed her hands against the golem’s chest, and the light sank into the clay, suffusing it with an inner glow. The golem turned from its natural hue of clay to my usual, pasty, skin tone. 
“Is that good?” Amber asked, her voice wavering with a hint of uncertainty.
Hailey grinned, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Brilliant!” she exclaimed. “Good girl.” She turned to Willow, tilting her head. “Now, Willow. It’s Willow, right?”
Willow nodded, a shy smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “That’s right,” she said softly.
Hailey’s grin widened. “Your parents Buffy fans, eh?”
Willow nodded again, her cheeks flushing pink. “Pretty much. And they were witches, too. So, you know, they gave me pretty much the most cliche witch name ever.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her gaze flickering to the ground. “I like it, though.”
“It’s pretty,” Hailey agreed, her tone softening. She turned back to the golem, her expression growing serious. “Now, that’s your job. Keep this thing looking pretty.”
I watched as Hailey circled the golem, her fingers trailing along its clay skin. “A golem is almost like a person, with all human instinct but no cognitive faculties. It can do what we tell it to do, but it doesn’t think for itself.” She glanced over her shoulder at Willow. “It might get into some stupid shit, and hurt itself. If it gets so much as a paper cut, it can infect quickly and destroy the entire thing. Remember, this isn’t a real vampire, it’s not even a human. It can’t fight off infection. You need to be its immune system.”
Willow nodded frantically. “Got it!” 
I exchanged a glance with Raelin. The golem was a perfect replica of me, down to the last detail. It was unsettling, seeing myself standing there, lifeless and unmoving. But it was necessary. If this thing could take my place, draw out the bastard who wanted me dead, then it was worth it.
I turned to face the others, my expression grim. “Now, then. We wait until it’s time for me to apparently die, and make sure it’s the golem, not me, who meets my would-be killer on the street where I saw the vision.”
Raelin stepped forward. “While we’re waiting for that inevitability,” she suggested, her voice carrying a hint of urgency, “why don’t we workshop the other problem, like you said we would before. With Hailey here, we stand a better chance of solving it.”
I nodded, my brow furrowed. “That’s the question.” I turned to Hailey, who stood with her arms crossed, her gaze intense. “We’re trying to figure out this asshole’s weakness. We know that it tried to kill me first. Well, that it will try to kill me. Getting tenses right when I saw the vision already, but it hasn’t happened yet, gets confusing.”
“I get it,” she said, her tone light despite the gravity of the situation. “Continue.”
I took a deep breath. “So, as you know already, I have Nico’s aspect. When Mel turned me again, he altered my vampirism. These girls have my new vampirism, which is why we can go out in the sun. Our working theory is that there’s something about this new nature of ours that this prick is afraid of. Which is why not only is he supposedly going to kill me off first, but when he’s confronted by my vampire witch progenies, he flees in a cloud of smoke.”
Hailey’s eyes narrowed, her mind visibly working through the problem. “It’s a good theory,” she mused, her fingers drumming against her arm. “If this guy is afraid of your new vampirism, it could explain why he’s targeting you specifically. And since he probably doesn’t know you had babies…”
“We’re not babies!” Sunshine piped up.
“Yeah, you are.” I added. “Keep going, Hailey.” 
Hailey rolled her eyes but continued. “Since he doesn’t know about your little coven here, it makes sense that he’d be caught off guard when they show up. Especially if they have the same sunlight resistance as you.”
I nodded, my mind racing with the possibilities. “Exactly. So, the question is, what specifically about our new nature scares him shitless? And how can we use that to our advantage?”
Raelin, who had been standing silently beside me, finally spoke up. “Perhaps it’s not just the sunlight resistance,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Maybe it’s the combination of vampire and witch abilities. A hybrid of sorts, with powers he can’t fully comprehend.”
I raised my eyebrows. “That’s a damn good point, Raelin. We really don’t know what it was.”
“You don’t really know for sure that he was afraid of you,” Hailey adds. “Maybe he had another reason for keeping the coven alive, but not you.” 
I shook my head. “I can’t imagine why. Honestly, I don’t know if we can find answers so long as we don’t know exactly who we’re dealing with.”
“In the words of Billie Joe Armstrong,” Raven added. “Do you know your enemy?” 
Hailey let out an exasperated sigh. “Great, now we’re quoting Green Day lyrics. Look, Mercy, I get that you want to figure this out on your own, but Nico is the one who changed your vampirism. If you want to know what might be afraid of you and your progenies, but could enthrall regular vampires, he’s your best shot at getting the answers we need.”
I rubbed my brow. “You’re right. I talked to him about how I might save my ass. He gave me good advice, then, even if it was a little cryptic, it led us to the solution we found. If anyone knows what we might be facing, or what’s different about our nature other than sun resilience, it’s him.” 






  
  Chapter 14
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The fallen leaves crunched under my boots as I walked alone through the shadowy forest, my breath misting in the chilly air. I needed some space from the others to connect with Nico. Hailey was helping my newly turned coven harness the power of blood magic, but I had bigger problems on my mind.  
“Nico,” I called out, my voice echoing through the trees. “You there?”
His smoky laugh reverberated inside my head.  Always, Mercy. Have you found a solution? 
I kicked a pebble, watching it skitter down the dirt path. “I think so. I mean, Hailey came up with something that might work to spare my life. But I have another question.” I took a deep breath. “There’s a reason whoever is coming intends to kill me first. I’ve seen how he will enthrall the rest of the vampires in the Underground. He won’t be able to do that to me. I’d be in his way.”
Go on.  
I hesitated, biting my lip. “But I recently turned an entire coven. All at once.”
An entire coven?  Nico’s laughter reverberated through my skull. You’ve certainly been busy, Mercy! 
“Yeah, well, it wasn’t exactly planned,” I grumbled, stomping on a fallen branch. The wood splintered satisfyingly under my boot. “I didn’t have much of a choice. Things got...complicated.”
Complications do seem to follow you around,  Nico mused. 
I rolled my eyes. “I feel kind of like that Octomom from several years back, though I only have five younglings. Pentavamp doesn’t quite have the same ring to it, though.” 
Nico’s laughter echoed in my mind.  Good luck with that! Taming one youngling is challenging enough. 
I tilted my head. “I wasn’t that hard.”
You weren’t?  Nico’s voice dripped with amusement.  That’s news to me, Mercy! You realize the days after you were turned, you continued to sneak over to your old house for days on end and fed on your own brother? 
I winced. “Yeah, not my brightest moment.”
Then there was the time you and Ramon went on a bender across New Orleans. How many people did you dismember in that episode?  
I quirked an eyebrow, trying to recall the hazy details. “Well, most of them were politicians. So, how many people...well, that depends on your definition.” 
Nico chuckled.  The point is, you weren’t as easy to raise as you like to think you were. 
I kicked at the dirt. “Well, I’m more vulnerable now than I realized. There are aspects of being a youngling again that I can’t control. It’s how this coven ended up getting turned.”
Remember the lessons I taught you before, Mercy,  Nico said, his voice firm but reassuring.  You’ve done it before. You can do it again. Only now, I am with you always—even as I was before—but now in a more intimate way. 
I paused, my brow furrowing as I considered his words. “About that,” I said, hesitation coloring my voice, “Raelin also showed us a vision of how the one who kills me and enthralls the rest of the Underground also flees from my coven rather than fight them. I’m thinking there might be something about this new kind of vampirism you started in me that this undetermined enemy fears.”
Silence stretched between us, from a few seconds to a minute or longer. “Any insights you’d like to share with the class?”
Give me a moment,  Nico replied, his tone distant.  I’m consulting with some of my colleagues. 
I snorted. Colleagues? I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I kept my mouth shut, waiting for him to continue.
After what felt like an eternity, Nico spoke again,  I suspect it’s not merely that you can walk in sunlight that has made this entity fear you. It’s my aspect which must’ve been passed along to your progenies in some respect as well. 
I tilted my head, puzzling over Nico’s words. “You mean, they can talk to you, too?”
I suppose they might be able to,  Nico mused.  Even as conventional vampires are held by Baron Samedi. I’ve not gathered these people’s souls, as he does with vampires, but that doesn’t mean we don’t share a connection. 
“Explain,” I prodded.
As I’ve told you,  Nico continued,  I am the Loa of Balance. This creature, whatever he is, must thrive on chaos.  
I grunted. “Like Oblivion, the dragon I faced before.”
Perhaps,  Nico allowed.  Though I suspect it’s chaos of a different order. Oblivion craved chaos through nonexistence, by reducing all order into disorder. Chaos can also be sown into existence itself, by perverting the good order and balance of the world. 
A chill raced down my spine at his words, and I hugged my arms to my chest, suddenly feeling very small and vulnerable. “You know who I’m dealing with?” 
There is one, in fact, who has always had this as his agenda, to pervert what the Maker of all of us made and declared ‘good.’ 
I swallowed hard, my mind reeling. 
“Please don’t say what I think you’re about to say,” I groaned, a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. “This isn’t an angel we’re dealing with, is it?”
Not any more,  Nico replied, his voice grave.  If it is my nature, my aspect of balance, that repels him, it can only be he who has from the beginning sought to introduce imbalance, corruption, into the orderly universe. 
“No, no, no,” I muttered, shaking my head vehemently. “You’re not talking about Lucifer.” A shudder ran through me as I remembered my previous encounter with the fallen angel. “Moll, you remember her, my witch mentor who conspired with you to make me a vampire to begin with? She summoned the hellish bastard once before. We kicked his devilish butt back to the hot place where he belongs.”
You defeated a manifestation of Lucifer, perhaps,  Nico countered, his tone patient but firm.  But my colleagues here, they tell me there’s been a disruption in hell itself, a convergence between the devil’s prison and our world, shattered. 
“More convergences, more gates between worlds broken,” I grumbled, throwing my hands up in exasperation. “Why’d it have to be hell?”
There was a place in Nebraska, of all places, that protected a gate between the devil’s hell, his prison, and this world for millennia,  Nico explained.  I met the Lakota people who guarded the Hellgate ages ago, back when I first became a vampire. It seems that something has broken that gate, opened up hell to our world, just for a few moments. But in that time, Lucifer and many of his legions escaped. 
My blood ran cold at his words, and I felt a wave of nausea wash over me. “You’re saying...”
I believe, Mercy, that the one coming to kill you is none other than the Devil himself. 
“What the hell!” I exclaimed, throwing my hands up in exasperation. 
Nico’s laughter echoed in my mind.  Exactly!  
I shot him a withering glare. 
Sorry. My comedic timing needs work. 
Shaking my head, I tried to wrap my mind around the implications. “So your aspect stands as a threat to Lucifer, somehow.” 
It must,  Nico mused,  though I’m not sure how it will. I suspect it’s because he intends to use vampires for some nefarious purpose, and my nature prevents you from being taken by him. 
A thought struck me. “That still doesn’t explain why he didn’t kill my entire coven in the vision I saw of what’s about to happen.”
But he does kill you, Mercy,  Nico pointed out.  At least he kills something like you. It means that Lucifer does not believe my aspect can protect you from him, but he does fear it. That coven, their power combined, must’ve been enough of a threat that he didn’t believe it advantageous to fight them.
I rubbed my temples, feeling a headache coming on. “But he is going to try to kill me first. If my plan works, if he thinks he does kill me, and I can catch him off guard, do you think I’ll be able to kill him?”
Kill the devil?  Nico sighed.  I don’t know if that’s even possible. Deal him a blow, slow him down, zap him of some of his power. That might be achievable. 
“How do I do it?” 
That, Mercy Brown, is something I cannot yet say. Though I’ll be working on it. Stay in contact, as the time approaches. I’ll see what I can come up with. 
I sighed heavily. “Alright, Nico. I trust you. But we better figure this out fast. The clock is ticking, and if you don’t come up with an answer soon, I’ll have no choice but to take the devil on with little more than a wing and a prayer.” 
Isn’t that all most people have when they battle with the devil? 
Nico’s laughter echoed in my mind, a comforting presence amidst the looming threat.  You’re not alone, Mercy,  he reassured me.  We’ll find a way together. But be cautious and stay vigilant. The devil is cunning, more so than any enemy you’ve ever faced. He’s also the deceiver of all deceivers. Things are likely not as they appear. 
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I stumbled back into the clearing, my mind reeling from Nico’s revelation. Hailey and Raelin were deep in conversation while the other witches honed their arcane talents nearby. The creepy-as-fuck golem stood motionless, its blank face as unsettling as ever. Willow hovered attentively, ready to mend any cracks in its earthen hide.  
Sighing heavily, I cleared my throat. “Listen up, ladies. Got some news to share.”
The coven gathered round, their eyes fixed on me with rapt attention. I took a deep breath before dropping the bombshell. 
“So, I had a little chat with Nico. For the uninitiated, he’s the O.G. vampire who turned me way back when. These days he’s MIA on some other plane of existence, but we still have a metaphysical hotline, if you will.” I paused, waiting for their reaction.
They said nothing so I continued. 
“Nico thinks the mysterious blur we’re gearing up to confront is none other than Lucifer himself. The devil incarnate, in the flesh.”
Raelin’s eyes widened, glowing with an otherworldly intensity. She exchanged a loaded glance with Hailey, an unspoken understanding passing between them.
The witches erupted into a cacophony of worried chatter, their voices rising in pitch as they processed the gravity of the situation. I caught snippets of their panicked musings:
“Lucifer? Is that even possible?”
“What the hell are we supposed to do against the Prince of Darkness?” 
“We’re so screwed. Utterly and completely screwed.”
I held up a hand, silencing their collective meltdown. “Look, I get it. This is some next-level evil we’re dealing with here. But panicking isn’t going to do us any favors.”
Hailey nodded, her expression grim yet determined. “Mercy’s right. If Lucifer is really behind all this, we need to keep our wits about us and stick to the plan.”
Raelin stepped forward, her voice calm and measured. “This revelation explains why I cannot see beyond the impending confrontation. We’re not dealing with a mere angel or demon, but an archangel turned Prince of Darkness. Any action he’s involved in, beyond what I’ve already foreseen, must be more than my abilities can perceive.”
Hailey’s brows furrowed. “Or, he’s actively blocking your Sight, Raelin. Lucifer’s powers are not to be underestimated.”
I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of unease at their words. If Lucifer was capable of messing with Raelin’s visions, what else could he do? I thought back to the stories Moll had shared with me, the same witch who had taken me under her wing and taught me the ways of magic. She was in league with Lucifer, herself, back in the day. Didn’t even know it at the time, but she knew more than I’d realized. 
“From what I understand,” I said, my voice low and serious, “Lucifer has the ability to manipulate any kind of magic. There are very few powers that truly terrify him.”
Raelin nodded. “This is precisely the significance of what the Bible refers to when it calls him the ‘prince of the air.’ His dominion extends over the very fabric of reality, the unseen forces that shape our world. In short-hand, magic.”
I couldn’t argue with that. Still, something nagged at the back of my mind. “That may be true, but Nico also mentioned that there’s something unique about our nature, something we all share—a connection with Nico, himself It’s what sets our brand of vampirism apart from the rest. And it has everything to do with balance and order, the very things Lucifer despises.”
Raelin’s expression turned thoughtful. “Balance is at the heart of our Craft, Mercy. It’s the foundation upon which all existence rests, the delicate equilibrium that keeps the world spinning on its axis. To disrupt that balance is to court chaos and destruction.”
Hailey piped up. “Did Nico happen to mention anything more specific about how we might use this unique connection to our advantage? Something that could help us thwart Lucifer’s plans?”
I wished I had a better answer for her, but the truth was, Nico had been frustratingly vague on the details. All he’d said was that he was working on it, consulting with some mysterious colleagues of his. Fat lot of good that did us now, with the fate of the world hanging in the balance and the devil himself breathing down our necks.
But I couldn’t let my doubts show, not when everyone was looking to me for guidance and reassurance. I had to be the rock, the unwavering force that held us all together. Even if deep down, I was just as scared shitless as the rest of them.
I shook my head, trying to project an air of confidence I didn’t quite feel. “Nico said he’s working on it, consulting with colleagues, whatever the hell that means.” I could see the worry and uncertainty etched on the faces of the witches gathered around me. They were looking for answers, for some kind of plan that would guarantee our victory against the ultimate evil. But I didn’t have any easy solutions to offer them. “And his colleagues are badass celestials,” I added. “So I have to believe we’ll know what to do when the time comes.” 
“But what do we do now?” Willow asked, her voice trembling. “How does this change our plans?”
I took a deep breath, squaring my shoulders as I met their expectant gazes. “It doesn’t. We move forward as planned. We intercept Lucifer with the golem, and when you all scare him out of my throne room, I’ll find him by tracking Mel’s phone.” It was a risky gambit, but it was the only play we had. We couldn’t afford to second-guess ourselves now, not with so much at stake.
I could see the flicker of doubt in their eyes, the unspoken fear that our efforts might not be enough. But I refused to let that fear take hold. We had to believe in ourselves, in each other, and in the power of our unique connection to Nico. It was the only way we stood a chance against the devil himself.
“Nico will have the answer” I said, injecting as much bravado into my voice as I could muster. “He’s never let me down, and he’s not going to start now.”
The witches exchanged uneasy glances, but I could see the determination settling over them like a cloak. They knew what was at stake, and they were ready to fight with everything they had. We were in this together, come hell or high water. 
I just prayed that Nico would come through for us in time. Because if he didn’t, we were all going to be nothing more than a footnote in the devil’s twisted victory lap. And that was a fate I refused to accept, not without one hell of a fight.
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The night air crackled with nervous energy as we watched the street below, waiting for Lucifer’s imminent arrival. My heart clenched at the thought of my prophesied death coming to pass, even if it was just a clever ruse. Deceiving the deceiver—the irony wasn’t lost on me.  
“You sure about this, Mercy?” Hailey asked, fidgeting with the collar of her borrowed Kevlar suit. The protective gear looked out of place on her slender frame, but her determined expression made it work. 
I nodded curtly. “It’s the only way. If Lucifer thinks I’m dead, we’ll have the element of surprise later.”
Raelin surveyed the empty street. “The vision was clear. This is where it happens.”
“I still think this is batshit crazy,” Raven muttered, picking at her black nail polish. “Tricking the devil? We’re so fucked.”
Amber elbowed her playfully. “Hey, have a little faith! Mercy hasn’t been alive this long, fighting against world-threatening bad guys, by making stupid plans.”
I rolled my eyes. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” 
Hailey held her wand, her brow furrowed in concentration. “Alright, I’m sending out the golem now. Mercy, you watching? I’m trying to get your swagger right.”
Below us, an exact replica of me strutted down the sidewalk, hips swaying with exaggerated attitude. I groaned. “Hails, that’s not my swagger, that’s a drunken sailor on shore leave.”
“Shit, sorry!” She furrowed her brow, twisting her wand in her hand. “How about now?”
The golem stumbled, arms flailing comically. Sunshine giggled. “Nailed it.”
“For fuck’s sake, Hailey! He’ll never believe that’s me.” 
“You really think the Devil knows how you walk?” Hailey snickered. “He’s not omniscient. I don’t think, anyway.” 
Raelin placed a calming hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry about it,” she said, her voice like honey. “I don’t think Lucifer is going to be concerned about your gait.” 
I looked up at the sky, the sun directly overhead. “This is the right time. It has to be. Where is he?” 
Raelin shrugged. “The best I can do is approximate the time based on what we see in a vision. We might be off by several minutes. We need to remain patient.”
I huffed out a breath, my nerves strung tighter than a crossbow. Every second felt like an eternity, knowing that Lucifer could appear at any moment. 
Suddenly, Raven gasped, pointing down a street a block over and around the corner from where my golem waited. “Holy shit, is that him?”
I followed her gaze and my undead heart stuttered in my chest. There, striding towards the golem with an otherworldly grace, was the most beautiful man I’d ever seen. His blond hair gleamed like spun gold, his skin so flawless it practically glowed. But it was the light that emanated from him that truly took my breath away—a radiance that seemed more celestial than infernal.
“That’s Satan?” Raven shook her head in disbelief. “We goths got it all wrong. Why is the Prince of Darkness so damn bright?” 
I swallowed hard, my mouth suddenly dry. “His name, Lucifer, means ‘light-bearer’ or ‘morning star.’ According to the scriptures, it was his divine beauty that fueled his pride and led to his fall from Heaven.”
I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the mesmerizing figure below. Every step Lucifer took was imbued with a mesmerizing allure, a seductive power that even I, a centuries-old vampire, found hard to resist. Is this what Eve felt in the Garden, confronted with temptation made flesh? Sure, he showed up as a nasty snake, but I imagined whatever form Lucifer took, he’d be seduction incarnate. 
My hands clenched into fists at my sides, my nails digging into my palms. If our plan failed, if Lucifer discovered our deception... I didn’t even want to contemplate the consequences. The fate of my loved ones, of the entire world, hung in the balance.
“Damn,” Sunshine shook her head, a wry grin tugging at her lips. “I never thought I’d say it, but Satan is hot!”
I rolled my eyes. “All the easier to damn you eternally, my dear.” 
“Can you all be quiet!” Hailey insisted, her brow furrowed in concentration as her wand trembled in her hand. “Something’s not right. The golem...it’s not working...”
Cold dread seeped into my veins, chilling me to the bone. “Shit,” I hissed, my mind racing with the potential consequences of our plan unraveling. “What’s wrong?”
“Must be hurt.” Hailey looked around at the witches. “Willow?” 
Willow’s eyes widened. “Seriously? You want me to go down there and heal it with Lucifer right around the block heading toward it?”
I gritted my teeth. “Hurry your ass up!” I snapped, my voice harsher than I intended. “We didn’t see you in the vision, that means you’ll get out of there in time.”
Willow hesitated for a moment, her gentle nature warring with the urgency of the situation. I could see the conflict in her eyes, the fear and determination battling for dominance. Finally, she nodded, and took off.
I watched as Willow vanished from sight, my heart pounding in my chest. Every second felt like an eternity as I waited, praying to whatever gods might listen that she would succeed and return unscathed. 
Willow returned in a blur of motion, her newfound vampire speed propelling her back to the rooftop in mere seconds. She skidded to a halt beside me, her face flushed with exertion and adrenaline.
“That was close,” she gasped.
“Good job,” I clapped her on the shoulder. 
“Everything’s working now.” Hailey looked more relaxed as she focused again on the spell she was casting to control my doppelganger. 
I turned my attention back to the golem, just in time to see Lucifer approaching, his otherworldly beauty both mesmerizing and terrifying. He stared down at the golem, his gaze intense and scrutinizing. I held my breath, praying that the illusions would hold under his piercing scrutiny.
Hailey directed the golem to cast a spell at Lucifer, a futile attempt to maintain the charade. The spell fizzled out pathetically, nothing more than a wisp of smoke and a faint spark. I cringed inwardly, convinced that our ruse had been discovered.
But Lucifer merely smirked, amusement dancing in his eyes. He seemed to be toying with the golem, like a cat playing with its prey before the kill. 
Suddenly, Lucifer lunged forward, his hand plunging into the chest of the golem with a sickening crunch. I couldn’t tear my eyes away as he withdrew his fist, clutching the heart that we had stolen from the mortuary. It burst into flames, consumed by infernal fire until nothing remained but ashes drifting on the wind.
I shuddered, bile rising in my throat at the gruesome sight. Even though I knew it wasn’t really me, seeing my own likeness brutally destroyed was deeply unsettling. My hands trembled, and I clenched them into fists, willing myself to stay composed.
As Lucifer turned and walked away from the crumpled form of the golem, I let out a shaky breath. “Holy shit, we actually pulled it off,” I whispered, hardly daring to believe it.
Raelin placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Lucifer’s next stop—the Underground.”
I took a deep breath. “Alright, let’s get moving. You all need to get to the Underground before he does. He needs to think you’re like the rest.”
Raelin nodded. “I suppose we’ll just have to play along with the rest of your team. We need to let Lucifer think he can enthrall us with the rest—until the time we’re supposed to reveal ourselves comes to pass.”
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I slammed the RV door shut and flopped onto the couch with a heavy sigh. Hailey settled into the armchair across from me, her brow furrowed in thought. The wait was going to be interminable. 
“This sucks ass,” I complained, running a hand through my hair in frustration. “We’re flying blind here. We know what happens in the throne room. But what comes next?”
Hailey tilted her head. “That’s not strictly true. Look.” She pointed to Raelin’s crystal ball, still perched on its ornate stand. “I think some of Raelin’s magic is still in it.”
I sat up straighter, pinching my chin as I considered the possibilities. Raelin’s earlier words echoed in my mind. “Raelin said if we change things, if we’ve done something to open up a new future path not yet foretold...we might be able to see it in the ball.”
Hope and apprehension warred within me. On one hand, a glimpse of what was to come could give us a much-needed edge. But what fresh hell might it reveal? I’d already watched myself die once in those swirling mists. Did I really want to risk seeing it again? 
Hailey must have sensed my hesitation. She leaned forward, her voice low and urgent. “Mercy, this isn’t just about us anymore. Mel, Juliet—their lives hang in the balance. You’ve already shown that no matter what you see doesn’t have to be what it means. If you didn’t see what you thought was your death before, you never would have called me here. We wouldn’t have figured out the golem. Everything worked out not in spite of seeing the future, but because you saw it and dared to defy what only seemed to be inevitable.”
She was right. That didn’t mean I was eager to see another vision. I’d always gone into battle with conventional foresight. Tentative plans that sometimes went smoothly, though usually required adjustment on the fly. That’s how I’d always done it, whenever the odds were against me. I didn’t have crystal balls, tarot cards, or animal entrails to portent my next move. I faced whatever came with old-fashioned resolve. 
But we were dealing with Lucifer. If seeing something, anything, gave us even the slightest edge, we’d need it. 
“Alright,” I relented, standing up and crossing to the crystal ball. “Let’s see what fresh hell the future has in store for us.” My hand hovered over the shimmering surface, trembling slightly. I took a deep breath and touched the crystal ball. 
The magic within tingled at my touch, then swirled in a cornucopia of colors, shapes bending and twisting into warped figures. Finally an image snapped into focus, crystal-clear and horrifying...
It was an opulent chamber, lavish furnishings draped in extravagant fabrics. But the richness was marred by pure carnage. Lifeless bodies littered the floor, their throats torn open, blood pooling beneath them. And there, amidst the carnage...
My breath caught in my throat. Mel and Juliet lay sprawled on plush couches, their bodies grotesquely distorted. Swollen bellies strained against the fabric of their dresses, as if they were...
No. It couldn’t be. 
The girls looked up. The lighting changed, a brightness emanating from the figure who stepped into the room. Lucifer himself. He moved to Mel’s side first, laying a possessive hand on her distended stomach. A smile cut across his face, sharp and cruel.
“My children…my Primes…” Lucifer’s voice sounded distant, an echo—hard to discern through my connection to the crystal ball, but I heard what I heard. I couldn’t believe it. The devil’s children? What the hell was a Prime? And he knocked up Mel and Juliet? 
No, no, no… 
Then the vision faded. Just like that. 
I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. This was so much worse than I’d imagined. 
Rage and revulsion battled in my gut as the vision dissipated, thrusting me back into the suddenly too-small confines of the RV. I stumbled back from the crystal ball, my hand flying to my mouth.
“Mercy?” Hailey’s voice seemed to come from far away. But she was looking over my shoulder, she saw the whole thing.
I shook my head, unable to form the words.
“It’s worse than we thought,” I managed, my voice shaking. “So much worse...”
“Looked to me like Lucifer is using vampires as incubators…” 
I nodded, bile rising in my throat. “This was never about recruiting us into his army. It was about using us to mother a damned army of whatever kind of diabolical creature a Prime is supposed to be.”
“My guess?” Hailey asked, her voice tight. “Some kind of Arch Demon.”
The thought made my blood run cold. I doubted an “Arch” demon was a McDonald’s employee, or a resident of St. Louis. Sounded nasty, whatever it was. If Lucifer was breeding an army of them, using my family…
“This can’t happen.” My hands clenched into fists at my sides. “We have to stop it.”
“But how?” Hailey asked, her eyes wide and frightened. “How the hell do we fix this vision to something that’s not what it seems? More golems, that get knocked up with Satan’s baby nasties? I don’t think any golem could fake out Lucifer that far.”
She was right. Of course she was right. But I couldn’t just sit back and let this happen. Not to Mel. Not to Juliet. Not to any of us.
I started to pace the length of the RV, my mind racing. There had to be something we could do. Some way to change the future we’d seen, to set things into motion so that what we saw wasn’t really what we saw. 
“I can’t think of anything!” I was about to pull out my hair. “Vampires aren’t supposed to be able to get pregnant. What could we do, find some other angel and ask it to go have it’s way with Mel and Juliet so we could make the devil think it’s babies were his, only to find out that the kids that pop out nine months later are actually miniature soldiers for God?” 
Hailey shook her head. “I don’t think you’d be able to find an angel willing to do that. If you could find an angel at all.” 
I clenched my fists so hard my nails bit into my palms. “Right. It’s not like I have a great relationship with freaking angels. We don’t exactly hang with the same crowds.”
“I don’t know, Mercy. Maybe we can’t stop that scene from happening, but if we can stop those hellspawn from being born, get the girls away from Lucifer…” 
Pain grounded me, keeping the panic at bay. “All we can do is fight back. I don’t know what else. But we can’t let this happen.”
Hailey bit her lip, her brow furrowed with worry. “We might not have a choice, Mercy. The girls looked like they were about to pop. That means we’ll have several months to come up with a plan. Presuming that Luciferian semen and vampire wombs take a full nine months to grow a monster.” 
I shook my head. “I’m not waiting nine months to do something. I can’t just sit back and let Mel and Juliet get knocked up by the Devil because I saw it in some damned crystal ball! I mean, I thought I had a shitty father, but this is next level fucked up.”
I paced the cramped confines of the RV, my mind racing as I tried to conjure up a solution, any solution, to this nightmare. The stale air felt suffocating, the walls closing in on me as the weight of our impossible situation bore down on my shoulders.
Hailey watched me with a mixture of sympathy and exasperation. “What do we do, then?” 
I whirled to face her, my eyes blazing with determination. “All we can do is fight. We stick to the plan and hope like hell that Nico has an answer in time. Something we can use to stop all of this shit.”
I stared at my phone screen intently, watching the blinking dot that represented Mel’s location on the GPS. The signal remained firmly in the Underground where Lucifer held his twisted court from the comfort of my goddamn throne. My muscles tensed, ready to spring into action the moment that dot shifted, signaling the devil had teleported out of his throne room with Mel and Juliet. 
“Got anything, Nico?” I asked tersely through our psychic link, not taking my eyes off the screen.
Hailey sat rigidly beside me in the RV, fully decked out in one of the Kevlar suits I’d got her from the Underground armory. The bulky armor was the only way she could venture out in the sunlight without going up in flames, unlike me. Perks of my new vampirism. I didn’t have to cosplay as a SWAT team member just to step outside during the day.
Are you absolutely sure of what you saw, Mercy? Nico’s agitated voice reverberated in my mind. Mel and Juliet actually pregnant with Lucifer’s demon spawn?
I gritted my teeth. Did he think I would make this shit up? The horrific vision of the two vampires in existence who meant the most to me, round with Satan’s unholy offspring was seared into my brain. 
“Yes, I’m sure, Nico,” I snapped. “Now do you have any info that can actually help us stop this nightmare or not?”
I bounced my knee impatiently, leg jittering with pent-up energy and dread. My gaze remained locked on Mel’s GPS signal, terrified it would jump to a new location before we were ready to confront Lucifer. 
“Nico, I swear, if Lucifer moves Mel before we have a plan...” My voice trembled with barely contained rage and desperation.
Hold on, hold on! Nico interjected, his voice tinged with urgency. I think I might have found something. But you’re not going to like it.
I braced myself against the RV’s dinette table. “Spit it out.”
Nico’s next words were more dissatisfying than a romance with a eunuch. The only answer...is to let it happen.
“Fuck no!” I snarled, slamming my fist down. The GPS tracker clattered to the floor. “No way in hell am I letting that sociopathic fallen dickwad knock up Mel and Juliet!”
Just hear me out, Mercy, Nico pleaded, his voice strained. According to my sources, it’s expressly forbidden for any angel to impregnate a human. It’s only happened once, eons ago, when the sons of God bred with the daughters of men. The offspring were called the Nephilim.
I shook my head. “So what? If the Nephilim were born, it means no matter how forbidden it was when it happened before, it still happened! Besides, Mel and Juliet aren’t human. Not exactly.” 
Nico sighed heavily through our psychic link. These ‘Primes’ that Lucifer mentioned in your vision must be something similar to the Nephilim. But here’s a little-known but crucial detail—those rebellious angels who fathered the Nephilim were vulnerable while the human mothers carried their offspring.
I paused. “Wait, are you saying that if Lucifer knocks up Mel and Juliet, I can kill him?”
No, not quite, Nico clarified. But as long as his seed grows in their wombs, he can’t make a move against you or your coven. I believe it has something to do with the balance that my aspect represents. It’s likely why he wants nothing to do with you, Mercy. He probably intended to kill you because he knew you’d come for Mel and Juliet.
I paced the length of the RV, my mind racing. The scuff of my boots against the linoleum filled the tense silence. Finally, I turned back to face the phone on the table, as if Nico could see my scowl through it. 
Hailey was sitting there patiently, trying to connect the dots while hearing only one side of the conversation—kind of like listening to someone having a conversation over the telephone. 
“That still doesn’t explain why he didn’t just kill the coven in that vision, if he had the chance.” 
Unless... Nico hesitated. Unless he couldn’t kill them, Mercy. Because Mel and Juliet might already be pregnant. 
The breath rushed out of my lungs as the pieces fell into place with sickening clarity. “No…” I whispered hoarsely, but I also saw promise mixed with the horror of the realization. “You’re saying he might already be too weak to stand against us.”
Nico’s silence was answer enough. I sank back into the dinette booth, my knees suddenly weak. So this was it, then. Our only hope was to let two of the people I loved most become broodmares for the Devil himself, and pray that whatever unholy spawn they carried would weaken Lucifer enough for us to take him out. If we couldn’t kill him, we find a way to trap him in some other dimension. We did that with Oblivion once. Maybe we could do it again—provided we broke the thrall on Muggs and brought him back to our side. 
I glanced at Hailey, who’d been watching our conversation with wide eyes. 
Just then, the GPS app on my phone let out a shrill beep. I snatched it up, my heart pounding against my ribs. The green dot that represented Mel had jumped to a new location.
“Shit!” I leapt to my feet. “Hailey, cover up that pretty little head of yours, because it’s time to go.”
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The GPS on my phone blinked mockingly, indicating Mel—and presumably everyone else—was right back in the same damn spot where Lucifer had just eviscerated the golem of me hours earlier. Could that really be a coincidence?  
Hailey and I ran side-by-side. She taunted me, speeding up ahead of me, then slowing down so I could catch up. I tried not to let it get to me. I’d always been faster, stronger, than Hailey and just about any other vampire. That was before I became human and was re-turned as a youngling. I was fast, compared to humans, but nothing compared to what I used to be. 
As we ran, my phone buzzed with an incoming call from Raelin. I answered without breaking stride.
“What! I’m on my way now!” I barked, not bothering with pleasantries. Raelin’s voice crackled through the speaker, her usual calm tinged with urgency.
“Something you should know,” she said. “Lucifer...he did something to Mel and Juliet.”
A sinking feeling twisted my guts. I’d seen it in the crystal ball’s fragmented visions–Mel and Juliet, my loyal progeny, their eyes glazed and bellies swollen with unnatural pregnancy. 
“He knocked them up,” I grunted. 
Raelin paused a couple seconds before she replied. “How’d you know?”
“Used your crystal ball,” I said tersely. “You left some of your mojo swirling within it.”
“I see,” Raelin sighed. “You must also know what Lucifer appears weaker than before. I’m not sure why, I think whatever he did to knock up your girls took something out of him.”
Raelin wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t know from what Nico told me—but her statement served to confirm the plan I was hatching on the spot. “We might not be able to kill him, but we can be a thorn in his side. If there’s anyway to free Muggs from his thrall, we might have a chance to send him to another world, somewhere he won’t be able to escape.” 
Raelin cleared her throat. “That might work, but Mercy, don’t underestimate him. Lucifer is still dangerous, even diminished.”
“He’s heading to the same spot we were at where he killed the golem.” 
“I don’t know why he picked Mel and Juliet,” Raelin continued, “but didn’t bother with any of us. They’re totally spellbound, though.”
“Got it,” I said curtly. “Meet us there. It might take all of us to pull this off.” 
I glanced at my phone, the GPS tracker blinking insistently. “They’re moving,” I reported. “From the streets to inside that damn building we were standing on top of before, when we watched Lucifer murder the golem.” 
Hanging up, I locked eyes with Hailey. She nodded grimly, falling into step beside me as we raced toward the building. 
As we approached, I saw Raelin and the rest of the coven running our direction in a blur, their vampire speed allowing them to arrive seconds after us. 
I met each of their gazes in turn, seeing my own resolve reflected back at me. “We go in hard and fast,” I told them, my voice low and intense. “We hit Lucifer with everything we’ve got. Solar magic, blood magic, physical attacks, ice cold shadows. Don’t hold back.”
Raelin nodded. “We’ll get Mel and Juliet back.” 
With a nod of determination, I led the charge into the building, my senses on high alert. The interior was shockingly extravagant, with plush velvet curtains, gilded mirrors, and opulent furnishings that seemed at odds with the nondescript exterior. It was as if we had stepped into a twisted version of a Gothic romance novel, where the devil himself held court.
“I don’t get it,” I muttered, frowning at the decor. “This looks like the same kind of setup I saw in my vision. But in that vision, Mel and Juliet looked damn near ready to pop. If Lucifer knocked them up over the last hour or so, there’s no way...”
Raelin stepped forward, her eyes narrowed in concentration. “Same place, different time. This might be where what you saw takes place, but that doesn’t mean it happens today.” 
I pursed my lips, considering her words. It made sense, in a convoluted, timey-wimey sort of way. “Either way, we need to go after him.” I tightened my grip on my wand, feeling the thrum of power beneath my fingertips. “If he really did knock them up, he’s weak right now, like you said. We might not be able to kill him, but if we combine our powers, we could overpower him.”
Raelin sighed. “Mercy, if you saw Lucifer in my crystal ball, and that’s months from now. It means we won’t win this. He’ll still have Mel and Juliet, and he won’t be stuck in another dimension.” 
I shook my head. “I’m done playing along with fate. We don’t know what the vision means, or what might happen, but we can fight like hell today. That’s how I’ve bested every evil I’ve ever faced, and it’s how we prevail today. Understood?” 
I could see the skepticism in Raelin’s crimson eyes, but she knew better than to argue. Push came to shove, I’d force the issue sire style. 
The scent of blood grew stronger as we climbed the stairs, a cloying, metallic tang that made my stomach turn. I could hear Amber’s teeth chatter behind me, betraying her anxiety. These girls hadn’t been in a fight like this before. In just a few days, they went from being two-bit witches gathering at a Panera Bread to shoot the shit to Mercy’s vampire-witch angels, preparing to stick it to Satan. 
Talk about a character arc. Whoever was manipulating these fates, whoever the author of their destiny was, had some kind of warped mind. But it worked, we were the best shot the world had to stop Lucifer. Maybe we wouldn’t win the war today, but if we could strike a blow and get my girls back, that’s all that mattered. 
At the top of the stairs, I paused, my hand on the doorknob. The stench of death was overwhelming here, seeping from the room beyond like a noxious gas. I glanced back at the others, saw the grim determination in their eyes, and pushed the door open.
The scene that greeted us was straight out of a nightmare. Mel and Juliet reclined on a bed in the center of the room, their eyes glazed and vacant, their bellies swollen with Lucifer’s unholy spawn. Around them, the bodies of his victims lay strewn like broken dolls, their throats torn open, the carpet saturated with their blood.
It was just like what I saw in the vision—minus Lucifer’s presence. This wasn’t some distant future vision—it was what we were walking into now. But how had all this played out over the course of a few hours? As I surveyed the carnage, all I could assume was that unlike a human fetus, the devil’s spawn didn’t require time to mature, but blood. What better vessel to bring it about than a couple of vampire mothers. 
“Holy shit.” Amber clasped her hand over her mouth. “I think I’m going to puke.”
Usually a sight like this would ping a youngling’s thirst—but these men were already dead, their blood already devoid of the soul within that we craved. It was more like opening a forgotten Tupperware bowl of month-old leftovers than a vampire buffet. 
I stepped forward, my gaze locked on Mel and Juliet. “Mel,” I said softly, trying to keep my voice steady. “Juliet. Can you hear me? It’s Mercy. I’m here to help you.”
But there was no response, no flicker of recognition in their empty stares. They were utterly lost to Lucifer’s thrall, puppets dancing on his strings.
Hailey crouched beside one of the bodies, her nose wrinkling. “These poor bastards have been dead for a while. Why would Mel and Juliet drink dead men’s blood?” 
I shook my head. “Doesn’t sustain a vampire. It might help grow a demon.” 
Raelin stepped up beside me. “This is good news, but I know it doesn’t seem that way. It means what you saw in the vision might have happened minutes before our arrival. It means we have a chance to write our own future.”
“Any suggestions?” I asked. 
“We need to snap them out of it. Break Lucifer’s hold.” She raised her wand, the crystal at its tip beginning to glow. “I might be able to disrupt the thrall magic, but I’ll need help. Amber?”
Amber nodded, her own wand at the ready. “On it. Just tell me what to do.”
I held up a hand. “Wait. We can’t risk hurting them, or the...” I swallowed hard. “The babies. If something happens to the devil’s fetuses, he might regain his full power. We can’t risk that until we’ve dealt with Lucifer. That means, before we do anything, we have to find Muggs.” 
Hailey gripped my arm. I caught horrified eyes. “Mercy, we have to—“ 
The door swung open before Hailey could finish her thought. A slow clap echoed through the room as he entered—Lucifer himself, a smug grin plastered across his too-perfect face. “Bravo, bravo. You figured it out, ladies. I mean, some of it. Not everything. Nonetheless, I’m impressed!”
“Run!” Hailey screamed, but as she turned to flee, Lucifer raised a hand, and everyone froze in place, muscles locked, feet rooted to the floor. 
“Now, now, now,” he tutted, wagging a finger at us. “I didn’t go to all these lengths to get you here just for you to run off like children caught robbing a candy store.” He sauntered into the room, circling us like a shark scenting blood in the water.
I struggled against the invisible bonds, my vampire strength useless against his dark power. “What the hell do you want, Lucifer?” I snarled, baring my fangs.
He laughed, a cold, cruel sound that sent shivers down my spine. “Oh, Mercy. Sweet, naïve Mercy. I want what I’ve always wanted—to watch the world burn. And you and your little coven are going to help me do it.”
“Like hell we will,” Raelin spat. 
Lucifer tsked. “You don’t have a choice, my dear. Not with your friends under my control.” He gestured to Mel and Juliet, who stared blankly ahead, unseeing, unhearing. My heart clenched at the sight of them, my loyal progeny reduced to mere puppets.
I had to do something, had to break his hold on them. But how? My mind raced, searching for a solution, a way out of this nightmare. We needed Muggs, needed his power to banish Lucifer to hell, or a new kind of hell, a prison realm. But Muggs was nowhere to be seen, and we were trapped, helpless, at the mercy of the devil himself.
Lucifer’s grin widened, a predator savoring the fear of his prey. “Now then, let’s get started, shall we? We have a world to end and an Antichrist to bring forth. And you, my dear Mercy, are cast in a starring role. Well, maybe you’re not the star.” Lucifer placed his open palm to his chest. “I’m the morning star. But you’re an essential part of the supporting cast.”
“Go to hell,” I grunted as I wiggled against the invisible chains binding me in place.
Lucifer just chuckled, amused by my futile resistance. He made a pinching motion with his fingers and forced my mouth shut.
“Been there, done that. I even have the t-shirt! Been to hell and back! I much prefer Earth. So much more...entertaining.” He waved his hand, and suddenly I could speak again, the pressure on my lips easing.
“What the hell did you do?” I demanded, glaring at him with all the fury I could muster.
Lucifer’s smile was all sharp edges and malice. “Well, you saw a vision, I presume, and you were quite clever. Thing is, you know, I can’t manipulate time. I’m not God...that prick...but I can influence how magic works. I made sure your little Seer friend here saw what I wanted her to see.”
My mind reeled, trying to make sense of his words. The vision, the one that had led us here, into this trap...it had all been a lie, a manipulation. But why? What did he want with us, with me?
“So you didn’t mean to kill me?” I asked, hating the tremor in my voice.
Lucifer’s laughter was like nails on a chalkboard. “I meant for you to think I wanted to kill you! But no, no, no! You’re far too important for that.” 
He gestured at Mel and Juilet, and they lifted their gowns revealing false bellies. They weren’t pregnant at all. The whole damn thing was a ruse he knew would turn me desperate, would lure me right into his damned trap. 
I grunted, my hands clenching into fists. “You set up this scene, made it look like Mel and Juliet were pregnant...”
“And I had them make some very interesting sounds back in your little underground abode so these little girls of yours would think I’d done the dirty with them. Truth be told, screwing vampires isn’t my thing. They’re so cold, it just doesn’t feel good.” Lucifer’s leer made my stomach churn with disgust.
I had to keep him talking, had to buy time for...what? A miracle? A last-minute rescue? I didn’t know, but I couldn’t let him win, couldn’t let him use me and my coven for his twisted plans. He wasn’t weak, like we’d assumed, because he hadn’t actually impregnated anyone…yet. 
“You’re one sick bastard, you know that?” I snarled.
Lucifer smiled. “You’re too sweet!” He pantomimed wiping a tear from his eyes. “That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.” 
He raised his hand, and I braced myself for pain, for torture, for anything. But instead, he just smiled, a smile that promised hell on earth.
“What the hell is your plan?” I demanded, my voice laced with venom. “Let my friends go.” 
Lucifer wagged a finger at me like I was an errant child. His favorite gesture, apparently. “In time, my dear. All in good time.” He stepped closer, and I fought the urge to recoil as he touched the back of his hand to my cheek, his skin searing against mine. 
“I have plans for you, Mercy Brown. You see, I need a vessel, a womb to bear my children, and humans...well, they just aren’t strong enough. I had some, back in hell, but you know your friend Sebastian got in the way of that.” His eyes flashed with barely contained rage at the mention of Sebastian’s name.
I tilted my head, a smirk playing on my lips despite the direness of the situation. “Sebastian. Gotta love that guy.” 
Lucifer grunted, his jaw clenching. “I’ll deal with him in time. But here’s the thing. If I’m really going to begin my rule, my apocalypse, I can’t have children who are allergic to the sun. I’m not really interested in only ruling at night.” He started to pace, his movements fluid and predatory. 
“And when your little coven showed up in your quaint, sewer palace, thinking to deceive me, I realized something. You could control them. If I knocked them up with my children, you could command them to kill themselves, and you’d spoil my baby shower.” He stopped, turning to face me with a grin that was all teeth and malice.
I shook my head defiantly. “You can’t control me.” 
“No,” Lucifer agreed, his tone almost amused. But then he turned to Mel, my beloved progeny, now my sire. “But she can. And I can control her.” He clapped his hands excitedly, like a child on Christmas morning. “Don’t you see how fun this will be? You get to bring my Antichrist into the world! And with your one-time progeny, now sire, in my thrall, you won’t be able to do a damn thing—and I do enjoy damned things—that I forbid you to do through her.”
My stomach churned, fear and revulsion warring within me. I couldn’t let this happen. I wouldn’t. “Nico,” I whispered under my breath, a desperate plea to the one being who might be able to help me now.
Lucifer’s laughter rang out, cruel and mocking. “What is that? Calling Daddy? Well, Daddy can’t save you.”
Use your sire bond, Nico’s voice echoed in my mind. Gabriel says because of my aspect, Lucifer can’t overpower it. It may be your only shot.
I sighed, squaring my shoulders as I faced the Devil himself. Gabriel, eh? That was the colleague Nico was consulting with before? I didn’t know Gabriel, but he was an archangel. Everyone knows that. Talk about credibility! “What are you going to do with me, Lucifer? Have your way with me?” I tried to keep my voice steady, but I could hear the tremor of fear beneath my bravado.
Lucifer cackled, the sound grating against my nerves. “I could do it that way. But I don’t need to copulate to impregnate.” He raised his hand, a red glow forming in his palm. “This is my seed.”
I stared at the pulsing, crimson light, a lump forming in my throat. I had to do something, anything, to stop this. But with Mel under his control, my options were limited. I reached out through our bond, hoping against hope that some part of her was still in there, still fighting. 
Use your sire bond! Nico screamed in my head. It’ll give you a fighting chance! His magic can’t overpower your compulsion! 
“Girls!” I shouted, my voice ringing out through the room. “As your Sire, I command you, give him all you’ve got!” 
Lucifer’s laughter cut off abruptly as the witches burst into action, their power surging against whatever hold he had over them. Sunshine’s illusions shimmered into being, a dozen versions of me scattered throughout the room, each one as real as the last. Lucifer’s eyes darted between them, trying to pick out the real me.
Amber’s light blasted out, a searing beam that caught Lucifer full in the face. He staggered back, his hands flying up to shield his eyes as he snarled in pain and fury. Raven’s shadows followed, chilling tendrils that wrapped around his limbs, trying to drag him down.
For a moment, I dared to hope. My girls were giving it their all, their magic a dazzling display of raw power and determination. But then Mel’s voice cut through the chaos.
“Mercy Brown. As your Sire, I command you, give yourself to your Lord, Lucifer! As your Sire, order these witches to stand down.”
I felt my body begin to move, my feet carrying me towards Lucifer even as my mind screamed in protest. I fought against it, straining with every ounce of my being, but Mel’s command was absolute. I was her progeny, bound to her will.
Nico’s voice surged through my thoughts, urgent and insistent. You aren’t only her progeny, he said. There’s a part of you that I gave you, that’s not what she gave you when she turned you back into a vampire. Hold onto that! Fight it!
I latched onto his words like a lifeline, clinging to that piece of myself that was still my own. The part of me that belonged to Nico, to my family, to everything I held dear. I dug my heels in, refusing to take another step.
“No,” I gritted out, the word tearing from my throat like shattered glass. “Sorry Mel, if you’re in there somewhere. I am Mercy Brown, and I belong to no one but myself.”
Lucifer’s eyes widened, shock and fury warring across his perfect features. He lashed out with his power, a tidal wave of infernal energy that slammed into me, into all of us. I heard the girls cry out; felt their magic falter under the onslaught.
But I stood firm, Nico’s strength flowing through me, bolstering my own. I met Lucifer’s gaze, my own power rising to meet his. This was my last stand, my final defiance in the face of the Devil himself.
Amidst the swirling illusions conjured by Sunshine and the cloying shadows summoned by Raven, I lost sight of Lucifer. The bastard was here somewhere, I knew it, but pinpointing his location in this labyrinth of deception proved nigh impossible.
Then, a searing heat blossomed in my core, a twisted parody of life taking root in my womb. I doubled over, gasping, as realization crashed over me in a tidal wave of horror. 
Lucifer’s face materialized before me, a brief flicker of smug satisfaction amidst the chaos. “You fought well,” he purred, his voice a silken caress that made my skin crawl. “You’ll make a fine mother to my boy. I’ll be back for him when the time is right.”
And then he was gone, vanishing in a puff of sulfur-scented smoke. I collapsed to my knees, the strength fleeing my limbs as the magnitude of what had just happened slammed into me.
“Fuck!” The curse tore itself from my throat, raw and ragged. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”
Hailey rushed to my side, concern etched across her face. “What happened?” 
I laughed, a brittle, humorless sound that bordered on hysteria. “The devil goddamn knocked me up, that’s what happened! I’m carrying the fucking Antichrist!”
The words hung in the air, a death knell tolling the demise of any hope I’d had for a normal life, for a break from the shitshow that had become my existence. Because let’s face it, when the Prince of Darkness puts a bun in your oven, ‘normal’ pretty much goes out the window.
I pushed myself to my feet, swaying slightly as a wave of vertigo washed over me. Hailey steadied me, her grip on my arm a lifeline anchoring me to sanity.
“We’ll figure this out,” she promised, her voice fierce with determination. “We’ll find a way to fix this, Mercy. You’re not alone.”
I wanted to believe her. God, how I wanted to believe her. But as I stood there, the seed of evil growing inside me, I couldn’t shake the sinking feeling that this was only the beginning of a long and arduous battle.
A battle I wasn’t entirely sure I could win.






  
  Chapter 19
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The room was a massacre. Bodies lay strewn across the floor in pools of congealing blood, their faces frozen in terror. In the center of it all, where Lucifer had stood just moments before, was now only empty space.  
I rushed to Mel and Juliet’s sides, relief flooding through me as I saw their eyes clear and focused, no longer clouded by the Devil’s thrall. I pulled them both into a fierce embrace, thanking whatever twisted gods were listening that they were alive and whole. 
“Fuck, that was too close,” I muttered, my heart still racing. The fact that I now had Satan’s unholy spawn growing inside me thanks to his mystical date rape barely registered. One clusterfuck at a time.
Raelin approached, her eyes scanning us critically. “Everyone okay?” 
I let out a grunt. “Oh just peachy. I’ve only been knocked up by the Prince of Darkness. But yeah, totally copacetic.”
You’re alive, Mercy, Nico’s voice echoed in my mind. One problem at a time. Gabriel and I are working on finding a way to get you out of this. Please be patient. 
Patient. Right. Because patience had gotten me so far. I sighed heavily, the acrid stench of dead men’s blood still thick in the air. This was an unholy mess of epic proportions.
But as I held Mel and Juliet close, feeling their cold breaths against my skin, my anxiety waned. I had Nico and an Archangel workshopping the problem. I had my girls back, and I had a bloody coven that could team up with the Underground. All at once, I was facing the biggest threat of my existence, a part of it growing inside of me, but I had a stronger team at my side than ever before. 
The game had changed. Lucifer had made this personal now. 
No one fucked with my family and lived to tell about it. Not even the Devil. He’d knocked me down, and up, but I was far from out. 
I exhaled shakily, my resolve hardening like steel in my veins. “Where’s Muggs?” 
Mel gulped audibly, her eyes wide with trepidation. “Mercy, I—“
“What happened?” I demanded.
Juliet approached me cautiously, her soft hands enveloping mine as she locked eyes with me. “Mercy,” she said softly, “you don’t want to see...”
“What the hell are you talking about? Where is he? Where are all the rest?”
The silence that followed was deafening. My stomach churned, dread coiling in my gut along with Lucifer’s child.
Hailey sniffed the air, her brow furrowing in concentration. “Oh my God...” 
“What is it?” I asked, my heart hammering against my ribs. “My senses aren’t that refined yet. I’m still young.”
Hailey swallowed hard, her eyes meeting mine with a mixture of fear and sorrow. “One floor down.”
I was moving before I even realized it, my feet carrying me towards the stairwell with single-minded purpose. The others called out to me, their voices distant and muffled, but I couldn’t stop. I had to see for myself. I had to know.
As I descended the stairs, the scent of death and decay grew stronger, cloying and thick in my nostrils. My stomach roiled, bile rising in my throat, but I pushed forward.
The scene that greeted me was one of unimaginable horror. Bodies littered the room, their lifeless eyes staring accusingly at the ceiling. My entire Underground, slaughtered like cattle. I stepped over Clement’s corpse, a gaping hole where his heart should have been. Antoine lay a few feet away, his body in a similar state of desecration.
My mind reeled, trying to process the sheer magnitude of the loss. These were my people, my responsibility. I had failed them.
And then I saw him.
Muggs lay in the center of the room, his body twisted at an unnatural angle. A black, charred hole marred his chest, the edges of the wound still smoldering. I fell to my knees beside him, my vision blurring with tears.
“No! Muggs!” I cried, my voice raw with anguish.
The witches from my coven gathered around me, their faces etched with sorrow. Hailey, Mel and Juliet hovered nearby, their presence a small comfort in the face of such devastation.
Juliet kneeled beside me, her fingers lacing with mine. “Mercy, I’m so sorry,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion.
I couldn’t speak. The weight of my grief was too heavy, crushing me beneath its unrelenting force. Muggs had been more than just my progeny. He’d been a mentor to me. A father of a sort. He had been a friend, a confidant, a guiding light in the darkness of my existence.
A scream tore from my throat, the sound raw and primal. I pounded my fist into the ground, channeling all of my rage, all of my grief, into the blow. The building shuddered beneath the force of my anger, the walls trembling as if they, too, were afraid of the fury that burned within me.
I stood, wiping the tears from my eyes with a shaking hand. I couldn’t afford to fall apart. Not now. Not when there was so much at stake.
Sunshine approached me, her usual bubbly demeanor replaced by empathy mixed with determination. “You tell us what you want us to do, and we’ll do it.” 
“We’re all with you,” Amber added.
“Agreed,” Raven said. 
I glanced up and Willow nodded at me. I nodded back. 
Raelin touched my shoulder. “What’s our move?” 
I stood up. I took a deep breath I didn’t require. I looked around, taking in the sight. I let the image of Mugg’s defiled body sear itself into my mind. I’d fought out of love before; out of a desperate desire to save the people I feared I might lose. Now, though, I was fueled by one thing, and one thing only. It was the fury of this vampire witch that was going to get the job done. 
“I’m going to kill the goddamn Devil.”


The End of Book Nine

To Be Continued in BLOODY REBELS (The Fury of a Vampire Witch #10)

Want to find out how Lucifer escaped Hell? Check out DEATH TO ALL MONSTERS (Sebastian Winter #1)
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