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   Chapter One


I skidded my motorcycle to a halt. I knew some of the vampiric Neck had emerged from the river looking to feed. I didn’t expect so many. When you’re facing off with a crowd of bloodsuckers, it’s not recommended to stop and take a head count. You have to move fast. How fast? Well, these weren’t your run-of-the-mill vampires. These were cursed Neck, water elementals who’d absorbed the vampire curse. 
On the bright side, they had the same vulnerabilities as other vampires. They couldn’t tolerate sunlight and were averse to garlic. They were driven by a craving for blood. Like most newly turned vampires, they were reckless. The problem was that they had all the strengths of being water elementals and also vampires. They were fast. Doubly fast. They could see in the dark better than I could. Some of them acquired unique abilities. Because they were water elementals, staking them did little more than temporarily put them out of commission. I couldn’t burn out their hearts because they were made of water. If I staked one, though, I could usually put it away for the night. All its water would leak out (gross, right?) and either make its way back to the river where they could rejuvenate or they’d turn to steam once the sun rose. I thought, at first, that might be the answer. Keep their water on land, wait for morning, and burn them the fuck up. Did it work? There was no way to know. Chances were, they’d just turn to steam and find their way back to the river, anyway. 
Thankfully, they didn’t all rise every night. They didn’t need to feed more than once or twice a week. Given the fact something in the neighborhood of a thousand of them lurked in the rivers around Kansas City, though, that meant almost a hundred of them give or take a dozen rose every damned night.
Technically, though, it didn’t matter where I staked them. Their major venerability, on account of being water elementals, was that a wound so small as a paper cut could do them in for the night. The next night, they’d come back. They’d be hungrier than before. They’d join a new cadre of vampiric Neck looking to feed. Before long, it was a simple numbers game. I might be able to prevent a hundred or fewer from decimating the city on any given night. There’s no way I could handle the entire population once they’d gone long enough without feeding.
If there were fewer than four hundred, nearly half of the population of the vampiric Neck, assembling on the shores of the Missouri River, I’d have been surprised. Every night, this was proving to be more difficult. I’d barely eliminated them the night before. Tonight was well beyond my capabilities.
Thankfully, I had help.
Devin pulled up behind me in his Subaru Impreza. He jumped out of the car with his wand in hand. Malinda stepped out of the passenger side and my daughter, Lily, got out of the back.
Lily was once the leader of the vampiric Neck. They knew her as Thelxinoe. With the help of some druids, and my newly acquired bardic violin, we’d saved her along with three hundred more. We teleported them back to the garden groves of Annwn and their essence was purified. I taught Lily how to work a crossbow. She was a crack shot.
I shifted into bat form. This was the best way I’d found so far to take out large numbers. They moved fast. All I needed to do was scratch them. An aerial approach gave me the only advantage I had to counter their enhanced speed.
Devin blasted the crowd with balls of fire from his wand and I tucked my wings behind me and nose-dived around a crowd of the vampire elementals who were fleeing his attack.
Malinda had some powerful spells of her own. Most of her bloodwitchery, though, was useless in combating these monsters. Instead, she used a simple water spell to pull them apart. The problem was that she could only target one at a time. As fast as these boogers were, without our support, it was just a matter of time before they’d overrun her.
The same principle applied to Lily. She took out one at a time, too, albeit with more conventional vampire-hunting tactics.
This was a two-front assault. Devin, Malinda, and Lily would take them on from one side while I flew up from behind and scratched as many as I could. 
These vampiric Neck, though, now knew our tactics. You can only get away with one plan so many nights in a row before the enemy gets wise to it. They were prepared. They immediately scattered in different directions. So long as we kept them together, we could drop them in bulk. We’d never be able to get them all this way when they split up. Sure, some would fall. From their perspective, though, they’d try again the next night with even more numbers. Eventually, they’d get through and find someone to feed from.
Several of the vampires made their way past Devin, Malinda, and Lily and were circling around. They weren’t just trying to get through to find a meal in the city. They were coming back. Lily wouldn’t make much of a meal. She was an elemental, too. But Devin and Malinda were flesh and blood.
“Retreat!” I shouted. “Back to the car! Get out of here!”
Devin nodded. All three turned and ran. The vampiric Neck had his car surrounded.
I dove at them from the skies. I took out as many as I could, but more were on the way. We didn’t have a chance, and there was no way Devin and Malinda could outrun them. Lily could move as fast as I could and, technically, she could shift into whatever she wanted and fly out of there. She usually chose the form of a tropical bird. Sometimes a toucan, maybe a parrot, or just a crane. Whatever the case, I didn’t have to worry about her.
“Lily!” I shouted. “Distract them! I’m going for my bike. I have an idea!”
Lily didn’t go for bird form. She shifted into the shape of a Bengal tiger and charged after them one-by-one.
I didn’t know if this would work. It was a bit of a Hail Mary. It didn’t matter what shape I took. I could have shifted into a Tyrannosaurus Rex and it wouldn’t have been enough to stop them.
I dove toward my motorcycle, shifted back into human form, and grabbed my bardic violin that I had strapped, in its case, to the back of my seat.
With the instrument the Tree of Life gave me, I could tell stories. Not just any story, though. These tales always catered to the moment. My best chance at saving Devin and Malinda was to convince the Neck to back down.
I lifted the instrument to my chin. I extended my free hand, and a bow formed between my fingers. I played. Pink magic flowed from the strings of my instrument and swirled around the area.
The vampiric Neck stopped in place and stared. They were enthralled by the magic my violin produced. Sometimes, when I played it, the magic enraptured me into a vision. At other times, those who heard me play were the beneficiaries of the song. This time, something about the magic I produced had cast a literal spell over the crowd. They turned and, like lemmings, followed one another back to the water.
I stopped playing and stepped toward Devin’s car. “Is everyone alright?”
Lily stared at me blankly. “Mom, what the hell were you thinking? We were fighting for our lives and you thought you’d play them a song?”
I shrugged and grinned. “It worked, didn’t it?”
Devin hugged me. “At least we have a good way to stop them.”
I sighed. “Right. Don’t get me wrong. I’m glad it worked. I just wish I knew why.”







  
  Chapter Two


Three Weeks Later 
The cool breeze fluttered through my long silver hair as I stood on top of my apartment building, my bardic violin tucked beneath my chin. As I played, the pink energies my instrument produced flowed all around me and spread across the city.
It was a nightly ritual. It was the only thing I’d found that pacified the vampiric Neck. I didn’t know why it worked, only that it did.
My violin was showing them something. Since I didn’t share in the bardic visions that my violin produced, I didn’t know what it was. Still, with some help from Devin, Malinda, and a couple of druids, we’d saved nearly three hundred of the Neck before. We took them back to Annwn where their vampirism was cured, along with the curse that once transformed our kind from otherworldly nymph into the Neck. The rest of the Neck, by my best estimate just shy of a thousand of them, rejected the invitation. The best I could figure, my bardic magic was softening their resolve. I hoped that if I kept this up long enough, the vampiric Neck might reconsider the initial offer.
So far, though, there wasn’t any evidence they’d changed. Now that the Neck were infected with vampirism, they only emerged from the waters at night. I could stake them like any other vampire. The difference was that when I did, they drained out, their waters returned to the rivers, and they revived. It was enough to hold them off for a night at a time. 
You’d think that was a good thing. I mean, if all I had to do was play my violin every evening to keep my bloodsucking offspring (yes, technically they all descended from me) in the river, why was that a problem? Well, so long as I had to do this every single night, I couldn’t leave town. I had to play my violin every evening as the sun set and hope that, eventually, the vampiric Neck would return to the garden groves of Annwn where they might be healed of both the curses that made them the monsters they were.
The problem was that I still needed to save my sister, Loralei. The very witch who’d cursed my kind and turned us into the Neck absorbed her essence. Ursula Shipton, who always insisted she be called “Mother” Shipton, was more powerful than I could imagine. Brucie, the sprite who’d once been bound to me when I was one of the Neck, managed to track her and follow her to Europe. We knew where she was. My top priority was to free Loralei, which was the only way to defeat Shipton. The only way we could free Loralei was to restore her long-lost beloved, Jakob. The love she had for him, we believed, would give Loralei the power she needed to separate herself from Mother Shipton. 
Jakob’s soul was bound to a stone. Centuries earlier, when Loralei was still one of the Neck, she’d risen and intended to consume the man. She fell in love with him instead. The other Neck were so offended by what had happened they’d commissioned the Lady of the Lake, a half-human, half-Fae, to bind the soul of Jakob to the stone. Loralei was permitted to keep the stone, but ever since it happened she’d been able to do little more than use the stone to project an image, a hologram, of Jakob. 
The only way to free Jakob was to find Nimue, the Lady of the Lake, bring him to Mother Shipton and pray that the druids and my parents in Annwn were right. That Loralei’s love for Jakob would allow her to escape Shipton and return to human form.
After that, well, the hope was that with our collective power and resolve, we’d be able to stop Shipton once and for all.
Devin, Malinda, and Lily—previously known as Thelxinoe—were doing their best to locate Nimue. So far, none of the leads they’d come up with bore fruit.
Lily was my daughter. Technically, she was Loralei’s daughter, too. I know what you’re thinking. I had a child with my own sister? Yes, we lived in the Midwest, but this wasn’t hillbilly inbreeding. We were elemental beings. We didn’t reproduce sexually. When we still dwelled in the waters, if our essences collided, a small part of each of us could merge with the other and create offspring. Still, now that Thelxinoe was in human form, and I was too, our mother-daughter bond grew as it did between any human mother and her child.
To say it perturbed me I had to stay in Kansas City while the others traveled the world searching for Nimue would be an understatement. Since we knew that Mother Shipton was in Germany, near the Rhine where I once dwelled as one of the Neck, the situation was even more pressing. Many Neck still inhabited those waters. If Shipton was spreading vampirism to the Neck there, well, I couldn’t be in two places at once to prevent the vampiric Neck from rising and feeding at will.
The only solace I had was that so long as I was stuck in Kansas City, I still had nightly shows at Nicky’s. We’d pushed back the start-time for an hour and expanded Gina’s set to give me time to play my violin each night when the sun set. After I finished, it was a quick shot down the Interstate on my Thruxton RS motorcycle to the club. It allowed me about twenty minutes to get dolled up—which was about a third of the time I usually required. Thankfully, now that I had free access to my shape-shifting capability as a water nymph, I could take a few shortcuts.
My makeup and hair were simple enough to replicate. I still had to get into my dress and slip into my nine-inch heels. Tonight’s pair of choice—a thousand-dollar pair of black Christian Louboutins.
With Gina already on stage, working the crowd into a rambunctious tizzy, I had all the privacy I needed to work my magic—literally.
When all of this started, I was of half a mind to close the club temporarily. I wanted to high-tail it out of town, find Nimue, save Loralei, and kill Ursula Shipton. The whole problem of the vampiric Neck afforded an excuse to keep Nicky’s open for business. It meant Geraldo, aka Gina (that was his drag queen persona), still had a regular gig. It also meant I had an outlet. I was so anxious I’d hardly slept in weeks. 
For about an hour every night, though, I could escape into song. Without my nightly performances, I would have gone stir crazy if not certifiably insane with worry. Aside from daily check-ins by phone with Devin, Malinda, and Lily, singing for my fans kept me grounded. Not literally. I still took my occasional flight across the city in bat form after my shows to make sure that my bardic violin had done its job and none of the vampiric Neck rose to feed. 
It became a routine. I’d dick around my apartment all day. I’d feed Malinda’s cat, Garfield, and binge watch shows on Netflix. Then, I’d play my nightly bardic tune, perform at the club, then fly around the city for a couple hours before going home, hitting the sack, and doing the same damn thing all over again.
Based on the loud cheers that erupted from the auditorium, Gina had likely finished her last song.
I looked at myself in the mirror. I looked good. Damn, good. The boobs I now had, courtesy of my shape shifting abilities, were perky and full. One advantage of being able to shape shift was that my bra always fit perfectly. I didn’t have to worry about weight fluctuations or wearing out the fabric. If it got a little loose, no problem. I just made my ladies a little fuller.
I suppose that was what you’d call a “perk” of my restored abilities. Yes, they were perky. But I loved how it felt. I had a man’s body, after all. Since I couldn’t have surgery, being a water elemental and unable to clot, I’d never had breasts until recently. Devin cared little for them. He liked my body the way it was. No biggie. When we were together, I flattened them out. Then, shifted them back into the bulbous glory before my next performance. Badda bing, badda boom. With Devin out of town, though, my lady-lumps were here to stay. At least for the time being.
Before heading out to the stage, I did a last check on my appearance. I winked at myself and blew a kiss toward my reflection. I looked good. I’d say that my fans would eat their hearts out when I hit the stage but given that Kansas City had recently endured a zombie uprising and a new threat that literally wanted to eat human hearts, that probably wouldn’t be the best choice of words. In truth, I wasn’t sure what that meant, anyway. Eat your heart out? How is self-cannibalism supposed to reflect one’s desire for someone unattainable as the idiom implied? 
I mean, I get it. It sucks to desire someone who won’t desire you back. Unrequited lust can be frustrating. Consuming someone’s own vital organs would be a mild overreaction though.  
I took a deep breath as I left the green room. I was never nervous on stage. Despite that, for a brief second or two before hitting the stage, I still got the butterflies. I probably always would. Though, tonight, it wasn’t my set that had me anxious. Many of my fans also believed I was an amateur illusionist. I used to shift into bat form on stage and circle the crowd before leaving. It was a sensation for a while. Then, it was predictable and old. I needed something new.
For a while, that something new was Lily’s performance. She was every bit as talented as I was. She’d attracted a new crowd. Young men who wanted her. Young women who wanted to be her. I needed to keep those new fans interested until Lily returned. 
This time, though, it wasn’t my finale that I spiced up with what the audience would assume was an illusion. Now that I could shape shift, however I liked, I intended to use those abilities to spice up my show. 
My opening number: Defying Gravity from Wicked. 
Yes, I was going to shift into green face. I couldn’t fly without sprouting myself a pair of wings. I had to resort to conventional stage tricks to pull that part off. Everything was ready. I wired a switch onto my microphone stand to trigger the effect. I could only hope it would work. If it didn’t, well, I’d probably come crashing back to the stage, which other than risking serious injury would be humiliating. I’d practiced the routine earlier in the day. I didn’t expect any problems. 
I know what you’re thinking. Playing a “witch” on stage was… ironic… given the emergence of my current nemesis. Whatever. It was a diva number, and I was the diva of divas. Ursula Shipton could never pull off a number like this.  
I triggered the smoke machines before I stepped on stage. As the haze fell around me, I stepped up to the microphone to the cheers of the crowd. When I started singing, the crowd hushed. I wasn’t just a powerhouse singer. My voice was haunting. Half the time I gave myself goosebumps when I sang. I don’t think I could have shape shifted them gone even if I wanted to. 
Once the smoke was clouding the stage, I flipped a switch on my microphone stand. The wire I needed to hook to the small harness I was wearing descended from the ceiling. 
I did a spin and shifted my skin green. The crowd erupted in oohs and ahs. I clicked the wire in place, flipped another switch, and ascended above the stage while belting out the chorus. 
I wasn’t technically defying gravity, but I certainly gave the impression that I could fly. The wire was on a timer. It lowered me down as I finished the number. There wasn’t a butt left in their seats.
I did another quick spin and shifted back to my usual complexion. With my makeup still applied, of course. 
 I sang three more numbers before my finale. The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face, made famous in the seventies by Roberta Flack. 
I couldn’t help but smile at my crowd as I took a bow. My stomach sank. The show was over. That meant it was back to my old, boring routine.  
I stepped down from the stage and shook the first hand that was reaching out for mine. I recognized the guy. He’d been to my shows before. I didn’t know his name. I’m horrible with names.
My shows were about more than the performance. We also had one of the most hopping bars in the area. Sure, we weren’t as big a draw as some of the downtown clubs. Nicky’s was in a suburb called Lee’s Summit. One day I hoped to build a house there. 
At least, I did before the zombie uprising. Now, there were so many vacant houses all over town I could get a nice one on the cheap. The problem? I was so busy dealing with all the supernatural nasties that had arisen in the city as of late that I hadn’t had a chance. Now that I had the time during the day, Devin was gone. Going house hunting without him didn’t feel right. Besides, so long as the vampiric Neck were a threat, our apartment was in an ideal location in the West Bottoms.
I shook a few dozen hands. If I shifted my hand, I wondered if I’d shed any germs I’d acquired. Maybe the shifting process had antibacterial properties. Or not. I squirted a little hand sanitizer in my hand as I retreated to the green room. Despite my elemental nature, by body operated according to most of the rules that governed most human bodies. I could get sick. I usually got over it faster, probably since it was water rather than blood that pumped through my veins, but I still tried to follow common sense hygiene. Usually, it was more for Devin’s sake than mine. Even if I didn’t get really sick, I could pass along most anything to him and Malinda. I might end up with a half-day’s sniffle. He’d get a week-long cold.
I sighed as I looked at myself in the mirror. Even hand sanitizer reminded me of Devin. Every other thought I had, I related to him one way or another. Was this what it felt like to miss someone?
I grabbed my phone off my vanity and called Devin. It rang. He didn’t answer. I sighed, stuck my phone in my bra. It didn’t fit there the same way it did when I was flat chested. It still worked.
I grabbed the keys to my motorcycle, locked up the club, and headed out.
A tall man in black with long silver hair that resembled my own stood by my bike, waiting for me.
I approached him cautiously. I smiled at him. “I hope you enjoyed the show.”
The man tilted his head. “What show, Amergin?”
I scratched my head. Amergin was my true name. The name my parents gave me. It meant “born of song.” The only people who called me that were the nymphs of Annwn... or the Neck.
“I’m sorry. I don’t recognize you.”
The man nodded. “I’m Lochtar. Forgive me for coming to you here. The others do not know I am here. I didn’t want to meet you too close to the river.”
I noticed the man’s hand shaking a little. “Are you okay?”
Lochtar nodded. “I’m sorry. These
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