
Dead in the Water

A Novel of Suburban Mayhem and Supernatural Politics

By

Shari Malin-Sifuentes

Table of Contents

Chapter One: The PTA is a Four-Letter Word................................

Chapter Two: The War Room................................................

Chapter Three: The Etiquette Lesson.......................................

Chapter Four: Gluten and Glamour..........................................

Chapter Five: Door-to-Door Doom...........................................

Chapter Six: Steaks and Stakes.............................................

Chapter Seven: Internal Affairs.............................................

Chapter Eight: Skeletons in the Closet......................................

Chapter Nine: The Secret Swim.............................................

Chapter Ten: The Emancipation.............................................

Chapter Eleven: The Depression Session....................................

Chapter Twelve: Swimming with Sharks....................................

Chapter Thirteen: The Jail Break............................................

Chapter Fourteen: The Town Hall Flood.....................................

Chapter Fifteen: Teen Spirit................................................

Chapter Sixteen: Speechless................................................

Chapter Seventeen: The Sabotage..........................................

Chapter Eighteen: The Great Debate........................................

Chapter Nineteen: Monsters United.........................................

Chapter Twenty: The Siege.................................................

Chapter Twenty-One: The Final Assault.....................................

Chapter Twenty-Two: The Pool Fight........................................

Chapter Twenty-Three: The Cleanup........................................

Chapter Twenty-Four: The Aftermath.......................................

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One: The PTA is a Four-Letter Word
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The problem with being undead was not the blood thirst. It wasn't the sun allergy. It wasn't even the fact that you had to be invited into a Starbucks before you could order a pumpkin spice latte.

The problem was that you still had to pack lunches.

Becca Sterling stood in her kitchen at 6:45 PM—her morning—staring at a loaf of gluten-free bread with the kind of existential despair usually reserved for French poets or people stuck in traffic on the 405.

"Mayo or mustard?" she asked the empty room.

Hiss.

Becca looked down. Franklin, the Carnivora Valeriana, was currently the size of a Golden Retriever. He was rooted in a massive ceramic pot by the sliding glass door, his vines draped lazily over the dog bed Becca had bought him. He had three flower heads now, all of them purple and pulsating.

"Mustard it is," Becca muttered, slapping the condiment onto the turkey slice. "You’re no help. You ate a squirrel this morning. I saw the tail."

Franklin burped, a sound like a wet balloon deflating, and curled a vine around his pot.

It was September in Whispering Pines. The air was crisp, smelling of woodsmoke and decaying leaves. The Halloween decorations were already up, which in this neighborhood was less "plastic skeletons from Spirit Halloween" and more "Great Aunt Edna actually sitting on the porch because she enjoys the fresh air."

Life had settled into a rhythm since the Summer Solstice Incident.

Becca was three months into her tenure as HOA President. She hadn’t dusted anyone since Thorne (an accident), she hadn't fought a hunter since Frank (a necessity), and she was currently dating a human police officer (a complication).

Her phone buzzed on the counter.

Miller: Date night Friday? I found a place that serves steak tartare that isn't just hamburger meat.

Becca smiled, her fangs descending slightly. She tapped back: Only if you promise not to wear the uniform. It scares the waiters.

Miller: I make no promises. Also, did you see the memo about the water main?

Becca: The one on Elm? The Witches are complaining it’s messing with their cauldron pH.

Miller: No. The one near the high school. It burst again. That’s the third time this week.

Becca frowned. Infrastructure issues were Julian’s department. She’d have to email him later, assuming he wasn't currently counting his gold doubloons in the crypt.

"Mom! Where is my other sneaker?"

Chloe thundered down the stairs. At fifteen, she had seemingly grown three inches over the summer. She was wearing a plaid skirt, combat boots, and a t-shirt that said ‘Bite Me’ in gothic font. Becca had decided to pick her battles on that one.

"Check the mudroom," Becca called out. "And please tell me you finished your History project."

"I did," Chloe groaned, hopping into the kitchen while putting on her boot. "But it’s stupid. We have to interview a 'community elder'. Everyone else is interviewing their grandma. I had to interview Mrs. Higgins."

"That’s a great resource! She’s lived here since 1920."

"Mom, she spent forty minutes screaming about the price of nylons and then tried to show me her ectoplasm. It was gross."

"It’s history, Bug. Embrace it." Becca shoved the sandwich into a brown bag. "Here. Lunch. And take a blood-juice pouch. Your iron looked low yesterday."

"I am not drinking blood at school," Chloe recoiled. "I’m human, remember? I eat cafeteria pizza like a normal person."

"Right. Sorry. Habit." Becca swapped the pouch for a Capri Sun. "Okay. Let’s go. We’re going to be late."

"Late for what?"

"Meet the Candidates Night."

Chloe stopped dead. "Oh no. Mom. No. You promised."

"I have to go," Becca said, grabbing her keys and her sunglasses (even at night, the high beams of oncoming traffic gave her a headache). "I’m the HOA President. I have to show face."

"You just want to see if Jacob’s dad is there," Chloe accused, grabbing her backpack.

"Bob Henderson is a delight, and his potato salad is legendary. But no. I’m going because the School Board is voting on the new budget, and Valeriana is threatening to hex the Superintendent if they cut the fencing program."

"Please don't embarrass me," Chloe begged as they walked out the door. "Just... sit in the back. Don't hiss at anyone. And don't use your 'Mom Voice'."

"I never use the Mom Voice," Becca lied.



Oakhaven High School was a sprawling brick building located just outside the gates of Whispering Pines. It was the neutral ground where the human kids from town mixed with the "eccentric" kids from the gated community.

The gymnasium was packed. The bleachers had been pulled out, and hundreds of folding chairs were set up on the basketball court. The air smelled of floor wax, stale popcorn, and the distinct, anxious sweat of parents who were worried about SAT scores.

Becca walked in, Chloe immediately peeling off to find her friends. Becca scanned the room.

It was a sea of beige. Beige cardigans, beige slacks, beige personalities.

Becca, in her black leather jacket and dark jeans, stood out like a sore thumb. Or a sore fang.

"Sterling!"

Becca turned. Bob Henderson was waving from the third row. He was wearing a flannel shirt with the sleeves ripped off and occupied two folding chairs by himself.

Becca made her way over. "Hey, Bob. Where’s the pack?"

"Left 'em at home," Bob grunted, moving a gym bag so she could sit. "Jacob’s babysitting. Though I think they’re just watching Teen Wolf and making fun of the CGI."

Becca sat down. "How’s the remodeling coming?"

"Good. We got the smoke damage from Frank fixed. And the moat permit is pending. Julian is being a stickler about 'drainage'."

"I'll talk to him," Becca promised. She looked at the stage.

A long table was set up with microphones. Sitting there were the current School Board members. They looked exhausted. In the center was Principal Skinner, a man who looked like he had been gray since birth.

"Ladies and Gentlemen," Skinner spoke into the mic, which squealed with feedback. Everyone winced. Becca, with her sensitive hearing, felt like someone had driven a spike into her ear canal.

"Welcome to Meet the Candidates Night," Skinner droned. "We have three open seats on the board this year. And we have some exciting proposals for the new fiscal year."

"Boring," Bob whispered loudly. "Get to the meat."

"Shh," Becca nudged him.

"First up," Skinner said, "The incumbent, Mr. Pendergast, regarding the library renovation."

Mr. Pendergast, a man who looked like a turtle in a sweater vest, spent twenty minutes talking about the Dewey Decimal System. Becca felt her undead life draining away. She checked her phone.

Valeriana: If they do not announce the fencing budget soon, I am releasing the hounds. And by hounds, I mean my lawyers.

Becca: Patience. We are currently discussing carpet swatches.

Finally, Skinner cleared his throat.

"And now," he said, and his voice changed. It wasn't bored anymore. It was... reverent. A little glossy. "We have a special presentation. Please welcome our Vice Principal and candidate for Board President... Ms. Marina."

The applause was polite at first.

Then, the side doors opened.

Ms. Marina didn't walk onto the stage; she flowed. She was wearing a dress that shimmered like oil on water—teal and silver, clinging to curves that defied gravity. Her auburn hair cascaded down her back in perfect, wet-look curls. She wore a silk scarf around her neck, hiding the gills Becca knew were there.

But it was the smell that hit Becca first.

Suddenly, the gymnasium didn't smell like floor wax. It smelled like the ocean. Like salt spray and kelp and deep, crushing pressure.

And the humidity. Becca felt her hair frizz instantly. The air grew thick and heavy, dampening the collar of her jacket.

Marina stepped up to the microphone. She didn't adjust it. She just smiled. Her teeth were incredibly white.

"Hello, parents," Marina said.

Her voice.

It wasn't the "Mom Voice." It was the "God Voice." It resonated in the metal rafters of the gym. It vibrated in the fillings of everyone’s teeth. It was a melody wrapped in a greeting, a harmonic frequency that bypassed the ears and went straight to the pleasure centers of the brain.

The room went dead silent. Even the baby crying in the back stopped.

Becca felt a tug in her chest. A warm, fuzzy feeling that said, Listen. Just listen. She knows what’s best.

Becca bit her tongue. Hard. The pain sharpened her mind. Siren, she reminded herself. Resist.

She looked at Bob. The werewolf’s eyes were slightly glazed. He was drooling a little.

"Bob," Becca whispered, kicking him under the chair. "Snap out of it."

Bob shook his head like a dog coming out of water. "Whuh? What? Why does it smell like shrimp?"

"Focus," Becca hissed.

"I know you are all worried," Marina purred into the mic. "Worried about grades. Worried about safety. Worried about... the future."

She walked around the podium, taking the mic with her. She moved with a swaying, hypnotic rhythm.

"But I have a vision," she sang—literally, she sang the word vision in a high, clear soprano that made the windows rattle. "A vision of a school that flows. A school that adapts. A school that embraces the element of life itself."

She gestured to a screen behind her. A projector clicked on.

"I present to you... Measure H2-Oh-No."

Becca squinted at the screen. "That’s a terrible name."

The slide showed a blueprint of the high school. But half the classrooms were gone. The football field was gone. And the gymnasium...

"Is that a lake?" Bob asked.

"It is the Aquatic Wellness Center," Marina explained. Her voice swelled like a rising tide. "We will convert the gymnasium and the cafeteria into a state-of-the-art hydro-therapy facility. The lower levels will be flooded to create a 'fully immersive' learning environment."

"Flooded?" Becca whispered. "She wants to flood the school?"

"Think of it," Marina continued, her eyes glowing a faint, bioluminescent violet. "No more stuffy classrooms. No more dry heat. Our children will learn to swim before they walk. They will be fluid. They will be... mine."

She caught herself. "I mean... fine. They will be fine."

The crowd stared at her.

Then, a woman in the front row—President of the Knitting Club—stood up. Her eyes were wide and vacant.

"Water is good," the woman intoned.

"Yes," a man in the second row agreed. "Moisture is... essential."

"More humidity," another parent chanted.

Soon, half the room was nodding. "More humidity. More humidity."

"This is bad," Becca said, standing up. "This is very bad."

"Sit down, Becca," Bob tugged her arm. "Maybe she has a point. My skin has been dry lately."

"Bob! She’s brainwashing them!" Becca slapped his hand away. "She’s turning the gym into a spawning ground!"

Becca looked around. She saw the Witches of Elm Street in the back. They weren't chanting, but they looked annoyed. Their hair was going flat in the damp air.

She saw Valeriana near the exit. The Countess looked horrified, clutching her pearls. Vampires and running water did not mix.

Becca knew she had to do something.

She stepped into the aisle. She took a deep breath, filling her undead lungs.

"OBJECTION!" Becca shouted.

She didn't use the Siren song. She used the Vampire Roar. It was a guttural, primal sound that triggered the fight-or-flight response in every mammal in the room.

The chanting stopped. The trance broke, just for a second. People blinked, looking around confusedly.

Marina turned on stage. Her violet eyes locked onto Becca. Her smile didn't waver, but the air pressure in the room dropped ten millibars.

"Ah," Marina said, her voice dripping with condensation. "Ms. Sterling. The... Homeowners Association President."

She made "Homeowners Association" sound like a slur.

"You have a question?" Marina asked sweetly.

"Yeah, I have a question," Becca marched down the aisle. "Measure H2-Oh-No? Really? Aside from the branding issue, you want to flood the cafeteria? Where are the kids supposed to eat? On rafts?"

"We will serve a kelp-based diet," Marina said dismissively. "Rich in Omega-3s."

"My daughter hates kelp," Becca said, reaching the front of the room. "And I’m pretty sure 'flooding the school' violates about forty different zoning codes. Not to mention the mold issue."

"Mold is natural," Marina sang. "Mold is life."

"Mold is an asthma trigger!" Becca shouted. She turned to the crowd. "Listen to me! She’s not talking about a pool. She’s talking about turning the school into a swamp! Do you want your kids coming home with trench foot?"

The parents murmured. The spell was weakening. Trench foot sounded bad.

Marina’s smile faltered. A flicker of scales appeared on her neck as her control slipped.

"You are being obstructionist, Ms. Sterling," Marina’s voice dropped. It sounded like grinding stones underwater. "You do not understand the needs of the... community."

"I know this community," Becca shot back. "I manage the garbage pickup. I mediate the werewolf disputes. I know that we like our schools dry and our cafeterias serving pizza, even if it tastes like cardboard."

"Is that so?" Marina stepped off the stage. She floated toward Becca. She was tall. Taller than she looked on stage.

She leaned in close to Becca. She smelled of brine and old power.

"You are a land-walker," Marina whispered, so only Becca could hear. "A dried-up corpse pretending to be alive. You have no authority here. This is my territory."

"It’s a public school, Marina," Becca stood her ground. "It belongs to the parents."

"Then let the parents decide," Marina turned back to the crowd. She raised her arms. Her voice swelled again, powerful and commanding.

"Ms. Sterling thinks she knows better!" Marina sang. "She thinks she can lead! But does she have... depth?"

The crowd swayed.

"I challenge you!" Marina pointed a finger at Becca. "If you think my vision is flawed... then run."

Becca blinked. "Run where?"

"Run for the seat," Marina smiled cruelly. "The Board President seat. Against me. One month until the election. Let the voters choose. The Ocean... or the Crypt."

The room held its breath.

Becca looked at the parents. They were confused, scared, and slightly damp. She looked at Chloe, who was standing by the bleachers, looking terrified. She looked at Valeriana, who gave her a subtle, sharp nod.

If Marina won, she’d control the school. She’d control Chloe. She’d turn Oakhaven High into Atlantis with lockers.

Becca felt the hunger in her stomach. But it wasn't for food. It was for the fight.

"Okay," Becca said, her voice ringing out clearly without magic, just pure suburban mom grit.

"I accept."

Marina laughed. It sounded like bubbling water.

"Excellent," the Siren said. "Prepare to drown, Ms. Sterling."



The meeting ended in chaos.

Parents argued in the parking lot. Half of them were checking their shoes for water damage; the other half were googling "benefits of kelp."

Becca leaned against her Volvo, shaking. The adrenaline was fading, leaving her cold.

"You did it," Bob Henderson slapped her on the back, nearly dislocating her shoulder. "You stood up to the Fish Lady. That was awesome."

"I just agreed to run for School Board," Becca said, staring at her hands. "Bob, I don't know anything about education policy. I thought 'Common Core' was an ab workout."

"You'll be fine," Bob said. "You got the pack vote. We hate water. Wet fur smells terrible."

Miller’s cruiser pulled up next to them. He rolled down the window.

"I heard there was a disturbance," Miller said, eyeing the crowd. "Something about... mass hypnosis and trench foot?"

"I'm running for office," Becca said blankly.

Miller looked at her. He looked at the wet, confused parents. He smiled, that crooked, tired smile that made Becca’s non-beating heart flutter.

"God help us all," Miller said. "Get in. I'll buy you a steak."

"Rare?"

"Bloody."

Becca got into the car. She looked back at the school. The lights in the gymnasium were still on. Through the windows, she could see a silhouette.

Marina was standing there. And the windows were starting to fog up.

"It’s on," Becca whispered.

She turned to Miller. "Drive. Before I change my mind."

​
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​Chapter Two: The War Room
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The next morning, Becca’s kitchen looked less like a breakfast nook and more like a tactical command center for a small, very disorganized revolution.

The mahogany dining table was covered in papers: HOA bylaws, School Board regulations, three empty bottles of "O-Negative Merlot," and a large map of Oakhaven High School with red X’s drawn over the bathrooms.

"It is a disaster," Valeriana von Croft announced.

The Countess was sitting at the head of the table, wearing a silk kimono and oversized sunglasses. She was holding a mimosa that was 90% champagne.

"Her poll numbers are staggering," Valeriana continued, tapping a tablet with a long, manicured nail. "According to the 'Mommy Blog' forums, Marina is trending. They love the 'Aquatic Wellness' idea. Apparently, kale is out and algae is in."

"It's brainwashing," Becca said. She was pacing the kitchen, wearing pajamas and a face mask. "She’s literally singing them into submission. How is that legal? Isn't there a rule against magical coercion in local elections?"

"Technically, no," Julian the Treasurer said. He was sitting in the corner, counting campaign donations (which so far consisted of $40 and a bag of nickels from Mr. Rotbottom). "The bylaws state 'No Fireballs' and 'No Blood Sacrifices'. Sonic persuasion falls into a gray area."

"Of course it does," Becca groaned.

The back door opened, and Bob Henderson walked in. He didn't knock. He was carrying a large cardboard box.

"Campaign supplies!" Bob announced, dropping the box on the table. Dust flew everywhere.

Becca peered inside. "Bob, these are... wooden stakes."

"Yard signs!" Bob corrected. "We sharpen the ends so they stick in the ground better. And if the Siren sends her fish-goons after us... dual purpose."

"We are not staking the voters," Becca said, rubbing her temples. "We need a platform. We need a slogan. We need... legitimacy."

"You have me," Valeriana said. "I am the epitome of legitimacy. I have dated kings."

"You also ate a few of them," Becca pointed out.

"They were tyrants. It was political activism."

Miller walked in through the front door. He was in uniform, looking fresh and annoyingly awake. He held two coffees.

"Morning, team," Miller said. He handed a thermos to Becca. "Special blend. Extra iron."

"Marry me," Becca mumbled, taking a sip.

Miller chuckled. "So, I ran a background check on Marina."

The room went silent.

"And?" Becca asked.

"She’s clean. Too clean," Miller said, leaning against the counter. "Born in Cyprus. moved here five years ago. Master's degree in Marine Biology. Valid driver's license."

"Cyprus," Valeriana narrowed her eyes. "Birthplace of Aphrodite. The old magic."

"But here's the weird part," Miller continued. "She consumes water. Like, a lot of it. Her water bill at her condo is ten times the average. But her sewage output is zero."

"She’s hoarding it," Becca realized. "Just like she wants to do at the school."

"What is she building?" Bob asked.

"A nest," Becca said. The memory of the gym blueprint flashed in her mind. "She’s not just flooding the school for 'wellness'. She’s spawning."

"Gross," Chloe said, walking into the kitchen. She was wearing her pajamas and looked groggy. "Can you guys keep it down? Some of us are trying to sleep until noon."

"Chloe, honey," Becca said. "Did you hear anything at school? About Marina?"

Chloe poured herself a bowl of cereal. "Everyone loves her. The choir sounds amazing. I’m thinking of joining."

The room froze.

"Joining?" Becca asked carefully. "But you play the clarinet. Badly."

"Marina says I have potential," Chloe said, staring at her milk. Her eyes looked a little glassy. "She says I have... lung capacity."

Becca looked at Miller. Miller looked at his gun belt.

"Chloe," Becca said. "Look at me."

Chloe looked up. Her pupils were dilated.

"Did she sing to you?"

"Just a little," Chloe shrugged. "It was nice. It felt like... floating."

Becca’s grip on the thermos tightened until the metal creaked.

"That's it," Becca growled. "This isn't politics anymore. It’s parenting."

She turned to her ragtag team.

"Julian, find me dirt. Financial dirt. I want to know who is paying for those pumps."

"On it," Julian said, cracking his knuckles.

"Bob, I need security. Nobody talks to Chloe without a wolf present."

"You got it, boss," Bob said.

"Valeriana... I need a makeover."

Valeriana smiled slowly. "Finally. I have been waiting for this moment. We will burn those leggings."

"And Miller?" Becca looked at the police officer.

"Yeah?"

"We need a slogan."

Miller thought for a second. He looked at the stakes, the blood, and the determined look on Becca’s face.

"How about: Becca Sterling. She Won't Suck."

Becca stared at him.

"It's a work in progress," Miller shrugged.

"Keep working," Becca said.

She turned to the map of the high school. She grabbed a red marker and circled the gymnasium.

"She wants a war?" Becca whispered. "She’s got one. But she forgot one thing."

"What's that?" Chloe asked, dreamily.

"Sharks," Becca said, baring her fangs, "eat fish."
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​Chapter Three: The Etiquette Lesson
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The torture chamber was located on the third floor of Valeriana’s mansion.

Technically, it was a "Grand Ballroom," featuring vaulted ceilings, crystal chandeliers the size of compact cars, and floor-to-ceiling mirrors that—for a vampire—were essentially just expensive frames for empty walls.

But to Becca Sterling, currently strapped into a corset that was trying to rearrange her internal organs (what was left of them), it was a torture chamber.

"Posture, Rebecca," Valeriana barked from the other side of the room. "You are slouching. You look like a question mark made of despair."

"I can’t breathe," Becca gasped, clutching the velvet drapes for support. "Why am I wearing this? I’m running for School Board, not auditioning for Bridgerton."

"You are wearing it because your spine lacks conviction," Valeriana said, gliding across the polished floor. She wasn't walking. She was hovering a millimeter above the wood, a cloud of black silk and judgment. "And because the voters need to see a Queen, not a soccer mom who shops at Old Navy."

"I like Old Navy," Becca muttered. "They have great sales on activewear."

"Silence!" Valeriana snapped a riding crop against her palm. Becca didn't ask why she had a riding crop. She didn't want to know.

It was Tuesday night. The campaign was in full swing, and Becca’s poll numbers were still tanking. The "Monster Mom" video had done its damage. The parents of Oakhaven viewed Becca as a violent, car-throwing brute.

Valeriana’s solution? Vampire Finishing
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