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And the first who shall noe the Queen as a husband noes his Wyfe shall be the Queen’s consort and shall rule at her side for a thousand yeares.

 



—THE BOOK OF THE DEAD

 



 



If that rat bastard Sinclair thinks I’m going to be his wife for a thousand years, he’s out of his fucking mind.

 



—FROM THE PRIVATE PAPERS OF HER MAJESTY,
 QUEEN ELIZABETH I, EMPRESS OF THE
 UNDEAD, RIGHTFUL RULER OF THE VAMPIRES,
 CONSORT OF ERIC I, LAWFUL KING




PROLOGUE


Police interview of Robert Harris.  
June 30, 2004  
55121 @ 02:32:55-03:45:32 A.M.  
Filed by Detective Nicholas J. Berry  
Fourth Precinct, Minneapolis, Minnesota


 



After being treated at the scene, Mr. Harris denied the offer of hospital care, and consented to accompany the responding officers, Whritnour and Watkins, to the precinct for an interview.

The interview was conducted by Minneapolis Detective Nicholas J. Berry.

Robert Harris is a fifty-two-year-old Caucasian male who works for Bright Yellow Cab as a taxi driver. Mr. Harris was on duty during the events transcribed below. Mr.  Harris has passed a breathalyzer; labs are pending on possible drug use.


DETECTIVE BERRY: Are we ready? Is the tape . . . okay. Would you like something to drink? Coffee? Before we start?

ROBERT HARRIS: No thanks. If I have coffee this late, it’ll keep me up. Plus, y’know, with my prostate, it’s just asking for trouble.

DB: Can we discuss the events of this evening?

RH: Sure. You wanna talk about the Twins getting their asses kicked, or why I was dumb enough to take a job where I haveta sit all the time? Goddamned hemorrhoids.

DB: The events—

RH: Sure, you wanna know what I meant by that story I told those fellows, the ones who took care of me. Nice enough fellows, for a coupla flatfeet. I don’t mean no disrespect by that, either. I mean, that’s why we’re here, right?

DB: Right.

RH: Because you guys think I’m crazy or drunk.

DB: We know you’re not drunk, Mr. Harris. Now, earlier this evening—

RH: Earlier this evening I was sittin’ on my ass, thinking about my kid. She’s nineteen, goes to the U.

DB: The University of Minnesota, Duluth Campus.

RH: Yup. Anyway, that’s why I pull so many second shifts, because cripes, those books are expensive. I mean, a hunnerd and ten bucks for a book? One book?

DB: Mr. Harris—

RH: Anyways, so there I was, mindin’ my own business, eating my lunch. Course it wasn’t exactly lunchtime,  cuz it was ten o’clock at night, but when you’re on second shift, you do what you can. I was sittin’ at Lake and 4th. A lot of the cabbies don’t like that neighborhood, you know, because of all the Negroes. No offense. I mean, not that you look it, but—

DB: Mr. Harris, I’m not African American, but even if I were, I’m sure I would devoutly wish we could stay on course.

RH: But you never know these days, am I right? Goddamned P.C. Nazis. A man can’t speak his mind anymore. I got a friend, Danny Pohl, and he’s just as black as the ace of spades, and he calls himself a-well, I’m not going to tell you what he says, but he uses it all the time. And if he don’t care, why should we?

DB: Mr. Harris . . .

RH: Sorry. Anyway, so I’m in this neighborhood, which, yeah, some people say ain’t so great, and I’m eating my lunch—ham and Swiss with mustard on Wonder Bread, in case anybody needs to know—when all of a sudden my cab was on its side!

DB: You didn’t hear anything?

RH: Son, I didn’t have a single hint. One second I was eating, and the next I was lying on my side and all the garbage on the floor was raining down on me and I’d dropped my sandwich and the side of my head was resting on the street. I could hear somebody walking away, but I couldn’t see nothing. But that wasn’t the worst of it.

DB: What was?

RH: Well, I was still trying to figure out what happened, and wonderin’ if I could get the mustard out of my new workshirt, when I heard this really loud scream.

DB: Was it a man or a woman?

RH: Tell you what, it was hard to tell. I mean, I know now, because I saw them—both of them—but I didn’t know then. Whoever was yelling was having their legs pulled off or something, because they were shrieking and crying and babbling and it was the worst sound I ever heard in my life. And my daughter’s tone deaf and is always takin’ up new musical instruments. Like that time with the tuba. But that was nothing compared to this.

DB: What did you do then?

RH: Well, shit, I climbed out of the passenger side of my cab as fast as I could, what d’ya think? I was a medic in the war—Vietnam, that was. I hung it up after I got back stateside and I never went to a hospital again, nope, not even when my wife, God rest her, had Anna. But I figured I could maybe help. My cab was insured, I didn’t mind about that, but someone was really in trouble and that was a lot more important. I thought maybe somebody had backed over their kid by accident. Some of those alleys are pretty dark. Hard to see stuff.

DB: And then?

RH: Then the bus pulled up. It almost hit my cab! And that was weird, because it was pretty late for the buses to be running, and this one was empty except for one passenger. Then this gal jumps out. And the bus just sits there. I seen the bus driver just staring at the gal like she was made of chocolate ice cream. And then I got a good look at her.

DB: Can you describe her?

RH: Well, she was tall, real tall—’bout my height, and I’m just shy of six feet. She had light blond hair with them streaky—what d’you call ’ems?  Highlights! She had kind of reddish highlights, and the biggest, prettiest green eyes you’d ever seen. Her eyes were the color of them old-fashioned glass bottles, those real dark green ones. And she was real pale, like she worked in an office all the time. Me, my left arm gets brown as a berry in the summertime, on account of how it’s always hanging out my cab window, but my right arm stays real white. Anyway, I don’t really remember what she was wearing—I was mostly looking at her face. And . . . and . . .

DB: Are you all right?

RH: It’s just this part’s hard, is all. I mean, this gal was maybe five or six years older than my daughter, but I—well, let’s say I wanted her the way a man wants his wife on a Saturday night, if you know what I mean. And I’d never been one to horndog after kids young enough to be my kid, and never mind that my wife’s been dead for six years. So it was kind of embarrassing, too, that even though those awful screams were still sort of echoing in the air, here’s me all of a sudden thinking with my dick.

DB: Well, sometimes, under stress, a person—

RH: Wasn’t stress. I just wanted her, is all. Like I never wanted anybody. Anyways, I stared at her but she didn’t pay me no notice. Gal like her, she probably gets old coots like me staring at her twenty times a day. She didn’t say nothing to me, just marched back toward the alley. So I followed her. There was a couple of street lights back there, so I was finally startin’ to be able to see stuff. Made me feel a lot better, I can tell you.

And just like that, before we could even get there, the screams stop. It was like someone had shut off  a radio, that’s how sudden it was. So the gal, she starts to run. Which was funny to see, because she was wearing these teetery high heels. Purple, with bows on the backs. She had teeny feet, and these pretty little shoes. It was kind of funny to see that.

DB: And then?

RH: Well, she could sure move in them shoes, and that was a fact. She musta been a real track star or something. And I was right behind her. And we get to the alley, and right away I seen it was a dead end, and I didn’t want to go too far in. It’s funny, I never think about the Nam no more, but that night it was like I’d just gotten back home. Man, I was noticing everything . I was really wired.

DB: Could you see anyone in the alley?

RH: Not at first. But then the gal says, real loud but firm, you know, like a teacher, “Let him go.” And then I seen there were two guys and they weren’t standing ten feet away! Don’t know how I missed them before. One of them was this little short squirt, but he was hoisting a guy bigger than me, holding him up off the ground! He was slamming the guy into the brick wall real hard, and the big guy’s head was sort of lolling all over the place, and he was out cold.

But then, when the gal talked, the little guy let go, and the guy who’d been doing all the screaming hit the bricks like a sack of sand—I mean, he was  out. And the little guy marches up to us, and all of a sudden I was just scared shitless.

DB: Did you see a weapon, or—

RH: Nothin’ like that. He was just . . . bad, I guess. He was about a head shorter than me and he had kind of gray skin. And one of those little black mustaches,  real thin. Me, I think a man should grow a real soup strainer or nothing at all.

Anyway, he looked like a little punk, but there was somethin’ about him—I just wanted to get away from him. It was like somethin’ inside me knew he was bad, even if I couldn’t see for myself exactly what it was. And let me tell you, I watched my own dear wife die from cancer of the stomach. She went an inch at a time and it took eight months. I didn’t think nothing would ever scare me after watching that. But that guy . . .

DB: Do you need a break, Mr. Harris?

RH: Hell, no, I wanna get this over with. I promised I’d come down and tell you, so here I am. Anyway, this guy, he gets real close, and he says, “This is none of yours, false queen.” And the way he talked—it was real old-fashioned. Like, I dunno, like people talked maybe a hundred years ago. And his voice—Jesus! I got goose bumps all over. I wanted to run, but I couldn’t move.

But the gal didn’t seem to care. She straightens right up and says, “Oh, blow me. Get lost, before I lose my temper.”

DB: “Blow me”?

RH: Sorry, but that’s what she said. I remember it real well, because it was a shocker. I mean, I’m a big guy, and I was scared. She was a kid, and she didn’t sound scared at all.

DB: Then what happened?

RH: Well, the little mean guy, he looked like he was gonna fall over. I was shocked, but he was . . . well, he was really shocked. Like no one had ever talked to him that way in his whole life. I dunno, maybe no one had. And he says, “My meals are none of  your business, false queen.” That’s what he kept calling her—“false queen.” Never did hear her name. DB: “False queen.”

RH: Yeah. And she says, “Sit and spin, jerk off.” Seriously! Then she says, “You know as well as me that you don’t have to scare ’em or hurt ’em to feed, so cut the shit.” Or maybe it was “cut the crap.” Anyways, she was ticked off.

DB: And then?

RH: Then he grabs her! And his lips peeled back from his teeth, like a dog getting ready to bite. Just like that, our neighbor’s dog Rascal went rabid last summer, and before I shot the poor dog, he looked just as crazed and out of control as this guy.

And before I could help her—I was scared, but I didn’t want her to get messed up, I mean, I woulda done something—she whips out this cross and jams it onto his forehead! Just like in the movies! And man oh man, I thought the big guy was a screamer. This guy, he yowled like his lungs had caught fire, and all this smoke starts pourin’ off his forehead, and oh, Lord, the smell. You wouldn’t believe how bad it smelled. Like pork on fire, only the pork had been spoiled first. God, I’d like to puke just thinkin’ about it.

And he let go of her and kind of staggered backward, and she steps up just as cool as a cucumber and says, “You’ll pick this gentleman up and you’ll take him to the hospital. And you’ll pay for the bill if he doesn’t have insurance. And if I catch you feeding like this ever again, I’ll shove this cross right down your throat. Got it, or should I get out the hand puppets?”

And he sort of cringes away from her and nods.  She was so stern and beautiful, he couldn’t look at her. Shit, I could hardly look at her! And then he picked up the big guy, who was still conked out, and sort of ran out of the alley with him.

Then the gal turns to me and kind of sighs, like she’s real tired. Then she says, “Did you ever get stuck in a job you really hate?” And I allowed as to how that had happened to me once in a while. Boy oh boy, she was somethin’ gorgeous.

DB: And then?

RH: Then she asks am I all right. And I say I am. And she says for me not to be scared. And I say as long as she’s there, I won’t be. And she gave me a big smile for that one.

So we started walking out of the alley, and she sees my cab laying on its side. And she looks all disgusted and says, “Jeez, what an infant.” I guess she meant the guy who ran away. And she walks over—this is the part you’re interested in—and kneels down, and slips two fingers underneath my cab, and lifts it back up until its on its wheels again.

DB: She lifted your cab upright?

RH: Yup.

DB: With one hand.

RH: With two fingers. I know how it sounds. It’s okay. The other cops didn’t believe me, either.

DB: And then what happened?

RH: Then she looks at me with those pretty green eyes—except now they were more hazel then green, which was kinda strange, I dunno, maybe her contacts fell out—and says, “I think it’ll still run. Sorry about your trouble.” And I tell her it’s okay. And she climbs on the bus—which was still waiting for her by the  way, which could be the weirdest thing that happened tonight—and waves good-bye to me. And then the bus drove away. Ran down a mailbox and through a red light, too.

DB: That’s it?

RH: Ain’t that enough? It was some night. Tell you what, that gal was something else. I don’t never want her mad at me.

DB: Because of her strength?

RH: No. Because I wanted her, but I was scared of her, too. I’m just glad she turned out to be nice. Because what if she was like that little guy in the alley? The vampire?

DB: You believe the man was a vampire?

RH: Shit, who else would scream and be burned by a cross? What I’d like to know is what she was.

DB: You believe in vampires, do you?

RH: You’ve been a good listener, son, and I appreciate it, but I want you to pay close attention to just one more thing. I was in a war when I was just a teenager. And I found out that the guy who don’t believe his eyes is the guy who goes home in a bag. So, yeah. I believe in vampires.

Now, I mean.



END INTERVIEW

03:45:32 A.M.




CHAPTER 1

When I’d been dead for about three months, I decided it was past time to get a job.

I couldn’t go back to my old one, of course. For one thing, I’d been laid off the day I died, and for another, they all still thought I was six feet under. Plus, a job during daylight hours just wasn’t going to work anymore.

I wasn’t starving or homeless, at least. My best friend, Jessica, owned my house and wouldn’t let me pay rent, and she had her team of super accountants pay the other bills despite my strenuous objections. I sure didn’t need to grocery shop for much except teabags and milk and stuff. Plus, my car was paid off. So my monthly expenses were actually pretty low. Even so, I couldn’t live off Jessica’s charity forever.

So here I was, on the steps of the Minnesota Re-Employment Center. They had evening hours every Thursday—thank goodness!

I walked through the doors, shivering as I was greeted by a blast of air-conditioning. Another thing about being dead that nobody warned me about was that I was cold pretty much all the time. Minneapolis was having a severe heat wave, and I was the only one not hating it.

“Hi,” I said to the receptionist. She was wearing a stiff gray suit and needed her roots done. I couldn’t see her shoes, which was probably just as well. “I came to the unemployment center to—”

“I’m sorry, miss, that’s RE-Employment. Unemployment centers are an anachronism. We’re a responsive twenty-first-century re-employment one-stop center.”

“Right. Um, anyway, I’m here to see one of the counselors.”

For my audacity, I spent the next twenty minutes filling out paperwork. Finally, my name was called, and I was sitting in front of a counselor.

He was a pleasant-looking older fellow with dark hair, a gray-flecked beard, and chocolate brown eyes, and I was relieved to see the wedding ring as well as the photo of his pretty wife and de rigeur adorable kids. I fervently hoped he had a happy marriage, so he wouldn’t make a fool of himself once my undead charisma smacked him in the face.

“Hi, I’m Dan Mitchell.” We shook hands, and I saw his eyebrows go up in surprise when he clasped my clammy palm. “Elizabeth Taylor, right?”

“That’s me.”

“Are your eyes all right?”

I was wearing my sunglasses for two reasons. One, the fluorescent light hurt like a bitch. Two, men didn’t fall under my spell if they couldn’t see my eyes. The last thing I needed was a slobbering state employee humping my leg.

“I was at the eye doctor’s earlier,” I lied. “He put those drop things in.”

“Yeah, been there. Elizabeth Taylor—just like the movie star!” he enthused, obviously having no idea people had been drawing that conclusion since the day I’d been born.

“Betsy.”

“Betsy, then.” He was flipping through the reams of paperwork I’d handed him. “Everything looks right . . .”

“I hope so. I’m here for Unemployment—”

“We’re the RE-Employment Center,” Mitchell said absently, still flipping.

“Right, right. Anyway, I need a new job, and while I’m looking, I’d like Unemployment Insurance. In fact, I have a quest—”

Mitchell looked vaguely alarmed. “Um . . . I need to stop you right there. We can’t do that here.”

I blinked. Not that he could tell behind the Foster Grants I was wearing. “Come again?”

“We’re a re-employment office. That’s what we do.”

“Sure, okay, I get it, but don’t you . . .?”

“If you want unemployment benefits, you need to call the hotline. Or use the Internet. I’m sorry, but we can’t answer your question here.”

“Let me get this straight. This is the place I go to when I’m unemployed . . .”

“Yes . . .”

“And you have unemployment benefit applications here—”

“Absolutely!”

“But you don’t have any staff here who can help me get unemployment benefits.”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“Oh, okay.” This was weird, but I could be cooperative. Probably. I leaned back in the uncomfortable plastic chair. “Okay, so, can I use your phone to call one of these hotlines?”

Mitchell spread his hands apologetically. “Ah, jeez, you  know, we used to let people do that, but some folks abused the phones, and so—”

“So you’re telling me I can’t call an Unemployment Hotline using a telephone in the Unemployment Office?”

“Well, technically, remember, we’re not an Unemployment Office anymore”—I suddenly wondered if a vampire could get drunk. I decided to find out as soon as I got out of this bureaucratic hellhole—“and that’s why we can’t let you do that.” He shrugged. “Sorry.”

I whipped off my sunglasses and leaned forward, spearing him with my sinister undead gaze. It was a rotten thing to do, but I was desperate. “I need. To use. Your phone.”

“No!” He hunched over and clutched the phone protectively to his chest. “It’s against policy!”

Amazing. I was sure my vampire mojo would leave him putty in my hands, but apparently his bureaucratic training was stronger than ancient evil.

“You’ll just have to go home and contact them on your own dime,” he snapped.

I stomped back to the waiting area. Outrageous! I wasn’t just any undead tart, I was the queen of the vampires!

“Don’t forget to fill out a customer satisfaction survey on your way out!” Mitchell yelled after me.


God, kill me now. Again, I mean.




CHAPTER 2

The flashing red lights in my rearview mirror produced their usual result: a surge of adrenaline, then annoyance. I hadn’t been going that fast. And it wasn’t even a patrol car pulling me over. It was a Chrysler, for God’s sake.

One of the many people dedicated to ruining my day got out of the car and started toward me. He didn’t have that slow, arrogant strut that staties have. In fact, he was jogging. I recognized him at once and groaned.

Nick Berry. Detective Nick Berry, to be exact, and absolutely the last person I wanted to see. We had an embarrassing episode last spring, and I lived in fear that, one of these days, he’d remember I was dead. Or at least, remember he’d been at my funeral.

He slipped into the passenger seat. “Hey, Betsy. How’s it going?”

“You’re abusing your authority as a sworn officer of the  law,” I informed him. “I wasn’t even barely speeding.”

“Yeah, yeah. Listen, where were you the other night?”

“Which one?”

“Saturday?”


Uh-oh. “Home,” I said, putting plenty of fake curiosity in my tone. “Why?”

“I don’t suppose anybody could back you up on that one?”

I shook my head. “Marc was at the hospital, and Jessica was probably at home—I didn’t see her that night. Why? What’s going on?”

Nick leaned back, easing his feet through the garbage on my passenger side floor. He didn’t know how lucky he was. It had been a lot worse when I’d been eating solid food. “Cripes, don’t you ever clean out your car? How many shakes do you drink in a week?”

“None of your business. Now go away and catch bad guys.”

“I’m going to need a tetanus shot when I get out of here,” he complained, kicking an empty 7-Up cup off the end of his boot.

“Seriously, Nick, what’s up? I mean, if you’re not giving me a ticket—”

He shook his head. “It’s stupid.”

“Well, I figured.”

“No, really stupid.” While he babbled, I let my gaze roam over his blond hair, his swimmer’s build, his chiseled features—then jerked my gaze back to the road where it belonged. That’s how we’d gotten into trouble the last time. I’d been newly undead and unbelievably thirsty, he’d been handy, I’d drank his blood, and he’d been lost. For a long time. Sinclair had to step in and fix it. I still had no idea what—if anything—Nick remembered.

“. . . and this nutty old cab driver described you. I mean, not that there aren’t about a zillion blondes in Minneapolis,  but still. The description fit you pretty well. It was the shoe thing, actually, that caught my—”

“Well, obviously it wasn’t me,” I lied. “Doy.”

“Doy? Haven’t heard that in about fifteen years. But anyway, I think you might be right. The whole story was just . . . I think the guy was . . . I don’t know. Maybe some of it was real, and some of it he imagined, or made up to get attention. He seemed like a lonely guy.” Nick was rubbing his temples in a way that made me distinctly nervous. “I . . . sometimes I have dreams and they seem real . . .”

“That happens to everybody.” Should I zap him with my vamp mojo? Would it interfere with whatever Sinclair had done, or would it make things better? “Maybe you need a vacation.”

“That was a funny thing that happened to you last spring,” he said, changing the subject. At least, he thought he was changing the subject. “I mean, not everybody has a mix-up like you do.”

“I still say it was my stepmother playing a joke. It’s not like she wouldn’t want to see me dead.”

“Yeah, but going to the extent of a fake funeral—or was there a funeral?” He was rubbing his temples so hard, they were getting pink. “I dreamed about it, but mostly I . . . I . . .”

“Nick, for crying out loud!” I said loudly, hoping to snap him out of it. “I’ve got stuff to do. So are you going to get out of here or what?”

His hands fell to his lap at once, and he seemed to shake off the trance-like state he’d fallen in. “So sorry, Betsy,” he said sarcastically. “What, there’s a shoe sale somewhere?”

“As a matter of fact, there is. Look, I hope you catch the bad guy—”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m sure you’re on pins and needles. Never mind. Saw your car and couldn’t resist. But, I gotta get back to it.”

“Okay. Nice to see you again.”

“You, too. Stay out of trouble.” He smiled at me and climbed out of the car, unaware of the straw sticking to his heel. “Have a good one.”

“Bye!” I called, and waited until he pulled out in front of me before I got my car moving. It was just as well; I was shaking like a leaf. Poor Nick was crawling all over the truth, and didn’t have a clue. I wished I could confide in him, but enough people knew my dirty little undead secret as it was.

Besides, once I had confided in him. And it had been an utter disaster. I wasn’t making the same mistake twice.

 



An hour later I was at the finest, most glorious place on the planet: The Mall of America. Or, if you’re a shopper, Heaven on Earth.

I decided to trudge through the first level of Macy’s to cheer myself up, and then drown my sorrows in two or ten daiquiris on the fourth floor.

Like any great idea, the Mall (never “the mall”) is something familiar, made bigger. A lot bigger. Everyone has parked in a lot and walked into a store. Here you had to walk a long, long time to get to the store, is all. It helped to memorize the state you were parked in. You know how most parking lots can name their sections after two or three animals? “Oh, honey, don’t forget we parked in the marmoset lot.” The Mall was so big, they couldn’t use animals. Animals are puny. They used states. And not little states like Rhode Island, but big honking states like California and Texas.
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