
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  Copyright © 2021 by Theophilus Monroe. 

All rights reserved. Printed in the United
States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.  

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 
Cover Art by J CALEB DESIGN
 For information:  
www.theophilusmonroe.com






  
  Chapter One


I aimed my crossbow and fired a bolt right into a zombie’s skull. I smiled. It wasn’t my first drive-by staking.  
The wind in my hair, the rumble of my Thruxton RS motorcycle beneath my thighs, and the thrill of eliminating a bloodsucking monster—nothing was more exhilarating. But that was when I was hunting vampires. Taking out zombies didn’t have the same allure. 
I skidded my bike to a halt and re-loaded my crossbow. The brain munchers were unpredictable. I couldn’t afford to be less than prepared.
I stepped off my motorcycle. My nine-inch Jimmy Choo stiletto boots clicked on the pavement as I approached the zombie I’d taken down. I only had a few hundred bolts for my crossbow. There were thousands of zombies. Eventually, I’d run out of bolts if I didn’t reuse them. And with the whole city on lock-down and quarantine, once I ran out of bolts, getting my hands on any more could be a challenge.
I stomped the zombie’s head, thrusting my heel through its temple, before kneeling down and yanking my bolt from the middle of its cranium. I couldn't just pull out the bolt without ensuring the monster’s brain was sufficiently damaged. If my bolt didn’t sufficiently damage the zombie’s brain, the damned thing would spring back to life. My heel stomp ensured I could retrieve my bolt without risk.
I grabbed my handkerchief from my back pocket and wiped the rot-infected brain matter from my reused bolt. Most zombies were so desiccated, provided they’d been turned more than a day or two, they didn’t have much blood. That didn’t mean they didn’t have fluids and other kinds of unidentifiable sticky nastiness on the inside.  
My stomach wrenched at the stench. My olfactory senses far exceeded that of regular humans. All my senses did. I was like a bloodhound. I was particularly sensitive to the scent of the undead. I could detect a vampire from a hundred yards away. They stank. But vampires weren’t half as rank as zombies. It was the difference between leaving a glass of milk out for a few hours or leaving it out for a whole week. Sniff a glass that’s been out a little too long and it doesn’t smell great, but at least you can tolerate it. Smell one that’s been out for a week and good luck retaining your lunch. 
I folded my handkerchief in half, lifted my right foot, and wiped off my nine-inch stiletto heel. These babies were expensive. I couldn’t risk allowing the black stain of zombie brain-rot to set into the leather.  
Until the last week or so, the zombie apocalypse had been mildly underwhelming. The official narrative by the U.S. government was Kansas City had been targeted by a biological attack. They knew better. The police, in fact, understood what they were dealing with even before I did. After I destroyed the Grimoire of the Nazarene, everyone who’d had their souls consumed by those resurrected by the grimoire became zombies. Animated corpses operating purely on reptile-like instincts.
I’d mentioned before that hunting vampires was more thrilling than killing zombies. Really, slaying vamps was more satisfying. When I hunted vamps, it was a battle of wits. I researched their habits and patterns. I learned when they were likely to strike and where they took shelter during the day. I studied their hunting patterns. When I took down a vampire, it was the culmination of a lot of behind-the-scenes work on my part. Most of the time, anyway. I’d had my on-the-fly stakings in the past. But those were the exception rather than the rule. 
When it came to zombies, the animated corpses didn’t have any wits at all. They were motivated by two things—eating brains and surviving. 
They'd attack you if they were hungry. They’d also come after you if they thought you posed a threat. While zombies weren’t interested in my brains—since I wasn't technically human—that didn't mean I was safe. If they saw me, they usually left me alone. So long as I didn't become a threat. 
If they decided I posed any danger to them, much like wasps might behave if you threaten their nest, they'd come for me. What would happen if they bit me? Not being human, strictly speaking, it was impossible to know. I wasn't in any hurry to find out, either. 
Since this zombie was alone, it meant he was probably hungry. He was hunting for brains. When a zombie's hunger was satiated, it usually returned to the herd. I imagined it was a part of its survival instinct. They knew they were safer in numbers. Even though this one was alone when I took him out, the herd was probably close by. I didn't have time to waste.
I hopped back on my bike and revved my engine. Loud sounds tended to bring them out of the woodwork. My loud engine functioned something like a duck-call. Only, these beasts didn’t quack back. They snarled. 
I glanced in my rearview mirrors. A crowd of zombies, probably a hundred of them, were making their way down the street. I'd hoped I'd take down three or four before calling it a day. With the herd approaching, though, I'd have to settle for just the one. I sighed. At this pace, I wasn’t ever going to stop the uprising.
I hoped I’d have better luck next time. I needed to get back to Nicky's. I didn't have a show tonight. My club was shut down, like every other business, until the quarantine was over. Until this nightmare passed—if it ever did. But Devin and Malinda were there. It was safer than our downtown apartment. The herds were thicker in the city than in the suburbs. Nicky's was located in Lee’s Summit. Usually, it was about a half-hour’s drive from downtown. Now, though? The highways were clear. I could make the trip in twenty minutes.  
I took off down the highway in excess of a hundred miles per hour. I didn't have to worry about speeding tickets. Not now. The cops were trying to fight the zombies like I was. But that didn't mean if they caught me out and about they wouldn't pull me over for violating quarantine. The way they saw it, anyone who left their house was a potential zombie. The best way to prevent the spread was to ensure everyone stayed home. 
Since the zombies were attracted to loud noises, though, the police would probably ignore me if I went fast enough. A high-speed chase caused too much ruckus. It would draw the zombies out like shit attracts flies






  
  Chapter Two


All it took was a bite. The zombie rot would spread from the wound. Once the rot reached the heart, the victim turned. Of course, not everyone who was bitten became a zombie. If your brain was eaten before the transformation was complete, you’d just die. A better fate, for most, than to become a brain-eater. 
How long it took to turn depended on where one was bitten. If the zombie sank its teeth into a major artery, the rot would spread quickly—it would only take a few minutes. If you were bitten on the calf, or maybe your forearm, you might have a day or so in excruciating pain before turning. Some people killed themselves. Others, too afraid to die, tried to wait it out until it was too late.
I pulled up next to Nicky’s. Three exploded zombie corpses littered my parking lot. What the hell? I’d never seen a zombie explode before. 
My heart skipped a beat. Any time zombies got close to the club, it made me nervous. Nicky’s was as secure as any building could be. But zombies don’t feel pain. They wouldn’t think twice about throwing themselves through a window if they were hungry. Or if someone on the inside threatened them. I didn’t see any evidence of a breach. Devin and Malinda were supposed to be lying low inside. 
I pulled around to the lower level. That was how we went in and out. The front doors were barricaded. But the entry to the old mortuary (my club used to be a funeral home) had metal doors. Even if the brain munchers managed to breach the door, they’d have to get through two more locked doors before getting into what was now our temporary living space.
I unlocked the door. I went inside. So far, so good. The bat cave hadn’t been breached. That’s what we called the mortuary in the lower level of Nicky’s. Since I could shift into a bat, the nickname stuck.
I climbed the stairs, unlocking and passing through two more doors before entering the club auditorium.
I exhaled in relief when I saw Devin and Malinda sitting at the bar. They were safe. My anxieties were only assuaged temporarily since I saw a bottle of rum and two shot glasses in front of Devin and Malinda.
“What the hell? You’re drinking?”
“Hey, Mom!” Malinda piped up, a smile splitting her face.
I glared back at her before shifting my death stare toward Devin. “She’s only nineteen. You’re letting her drink?”
Devin shrugged. “We’re in the middle of a zombie apocalypse. Who gives a shit about what the legal drinking age is?”
I shook my head. “That’s beside the point. We’re in a zombie apocalypse. Or, on the brink of one. That means we need to keep our wits about us. I saw three bodies outside.”
Malinda giggled. “I don’t know if you can call them bodies anymore.”
Devin laughed, extended his hand, and Malinda slapped him five. “You should have seen it. I had a crossbow ready but then—”
“I blew them up!” Malinda exclaimed, finishing Devin’s thought. Malinda smirked, betraying her cockiness.
“You blew them up? How the hell did you manage to explode three zombies?”
“That’s why we’re celebrating,” Devin said. “You should have seen her. She was unstoppable!”
“You didn’t answer my question,” I said.
Malinda hopped off her bar seat. “You know the spell I did before? The one I used to try and evoke the soul latent in a person’s blood?”
I rolled my eyes as I nodded my head. Malinda was a blood witch in training. Blood witchery wasn’t a common or traditional form of witchcraft. But since Malinda was a low-level witch, she was training via Facetime with a more accomplished blood witch named Hailey. Hailey wasn’t just a powerful witch. She was also a vampire. A relatively young vampire, granted. But she wasn’t a threat. She was an ally. One of only a few vampires I trusted. 
Hailey helped me awaken Malinda from a catatonic state. Malinda had been committed to the Vilokan Asylum for the Magically and Mentally Deranged after a blood spell she cast on her necromancer parents backfired. Now that Malinda was living with us—we were effectively playing the role of her parents—she was training with Hailey to get a handle on her craft. 
The spell Malinda used was supposed to extract the remnants of a person’s soul from blood. It would allow the witch to speak with the said soul. The problem? Souls don’t linger in blood too long after it’s drawn. Malinda decided a while back to practice the spell on some blood bags in my office. Since the soul was already gone from the blood she was using, the blood bags exploded. The mishap left my office a bloody mess. 
“Let me guess,” I said. “You used it on the zombies. And since they don’t have souls, the blood within them went kablooey.”
Malinda nodded, a shit-eating grin splitting her face from ear to ear. “Bingo!”
I shook my head. “You realize after a zombie is turned, they don’t have blood for long. After a week or so, they’re almost completely desiccated.”
Malinda shrugged. “These were newbs, so it worked! Smart, right?”
I snorted. “You got lucky, Malinda. If they were older zombies, your spell wouldn’t have done a damned thing.”
“Relax, Nicky,” Devin said. “It’s not hard to tell a new zombie from an older one. Besides, we didn’t even have to go outside. Malinda cast the spell right through the window.”
I took a deep breath. “I still don’t like you drinking.”
Malinda rolled her eyes. “I had, what, two shots?”
“Three,” Devin said, correcting her.
“So, I had three! It wasn’t like I got wasted. Dad was supervising, anyway.”
“You’re lucky there were only three. I just came from the city, and there they travel in herds of a hundred or more. What would you have done, then? Say you explode some of them, the youngest in the herd. Then they’d see you as a threat. The rest would charge through our barricade like college kids at an all-you-can-eat buffet!”
Malinda stared at me blankly. “It was only three, Mom. I’m not a complete idiot. I wouldn’t have tried it otherwise.”
“Besides,” Devin added, “I had a crossbow ready in case.”
“Yeah,” I said, staring straight at Devin. “But your aim with the crossbow isn’t much better than your aim for the toilet.”
Malinda giggled. “Oh, she went there!”
“My aim isn't that bad! At the toilet, at least.”
“Whatever!” I said. “Do you know how often I have to wipe your piss off the seat before I sit down?”
Devin shook his head. “Even if I missed with the crossbow, I am a warlock. I could burn them up.”
“Yeah,” I said. “And how well has that worked in the past?”
Devin shrugged. “It handles the problem well enough.”
“Eventually,” I said. “But until your flames consume their brains, they keep coming after you. And if the zombies were on fire and charged the club in a rage, they could have burned down the whole place!”
“We were fine, Nicky. Why don’t you take a shot and relax?”
I shook my head. “You know I don’t hold my alcohol well. You know, since my blood is water.”
“Yeah, but what’s one shot?.”
I bit my lip. “One shot for me is like five for you. I’ll pass, thank you very much.”
“Doesn’t make sense,” Malinda said. “Brucie is made of water too, and he drinks three or four liquor bottles a day!”
“Yeah,” I said. “And he’s a sprite. For some reason, alcohol doesn’t affect him like it does me. Probably because in this form, my body reacts more like a human body.”
“Still,” Malinda said. “Brucie can’t be more than twenty pounds soaking wet!”
I laughed. “Brucie is always wet. By definition.”
“My ears are itching!” A high-pitched voice said from behind me. “Are you guys talking about me again?”
I turned and sighed. “Hey, Brucie. How goes it?”
Brucie shook his head. “Been better, Nyxie. The damned apocalypse hit the nuthouse. All my beautiful babes are now snarling brain-eating hos!”
Malinda giggled. “That’s one way to talk about your exes!” 
I winced. “I take it someone there got bitten and didn’t think to quarantine themselves before they turned?”
Brucie shook his head. “Not exactly. A whole swarm of those monsters crashed through the front doors like the place was an all-you-can-eat brain buffet. A few of the girls were eaten. The rest were turned. No more nookie for Brucie.”
“What a tragedy,” I said. “That’s horrible.”
Brucie nodded. “Yup. I’m devastated! Now I have to get all my jollies from my romance novels.”
I snorted. “I was referring to the fact so many people got turned. That was the tragedy.”
Brucie shrugged, dove behind the bar, and returned with a bottle of vodka. He flew up onto the bar and took a swig. “You’re right. That was sad, too.”
I sat down at the bar. “I think I might take you up on that offer. I’ll have a shot.”
“Only one?” Brucie asked.
“Yes, just one.”
Devin slid me a glass. Brucie poured a little vodka in it from his bottle. I downed it, cringing as it burned its way down my throat. “I don’t know how you can drink this shit like water, Brucie.”
Brucie smirked, took a gulp out of the bottle, and set it back down. He burped.
“Delightful,” Malinda said, grabbing the bottle of rum she and Devin were nursing before pouring another shot.
I took it from her and drank it myself.
“Mom!” Malinda shouted. “That was mine!”
The room was already starting to spin. “Damn, I shouldn’t have done that.”
Devin hopped off his bar seat and ran up behind me as I was about to topple off the side. “I think you’ve had enough today, babe.”
I nodded. “Yeah. Bad idea. How the hell are we going to stop this?”
“You need to wait it out. Drink some water,” Devin said.
“Not that,” I said, finding my feet beneath me and grabbing onto the side of the glass-top bar. “How are we going to stop this zombie apocalypse?”
“Technically, it’s not an apocalypse yet,” Devin said. “The National Guard has a perimeter set to a hundred-mile radius around the metro area.”
I nodded. “Fine. It’s a zombie outbreak. Next step, apocalypse. How long do you think it will take before it spreads? All it takes is one stupid soldier getting bitten, thinking he can man-up and fight it off.”
“At least we have another way we can fight them now,” Malinda said, staring at me blankly. “If you’ll let me help!”
I shook my head. “Brucie. Get me a glass of water, please.”
Brucie dove under the bar, returned with a pint-sized glass, straddled it, and pissed right into it. Then, he slid it over to me.
“I’m not drinking that.”
“Come on!” Brucie said. “I’m made of water. That’s all it is!”
I snorted. “I’ll still pass. Please get me some water from the tap.”
Brucie rolled his eyes, grabbed the glass, and dumped it on the floor.
“Hey!” I said. “Someone has to clean that up!”
Ignoring me, Brucie took the same glass and filled it from the faucet.
“A different glass, please.”
“Damn, Nyxie! Beggars really shouldn’t be choosers!”






  
  Chapter Three


There’s something ironic about a vampire hunter sleeping in a casket. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t consider it. There were a few down in the bat cave left behind from back in the day when Nicky’s was a funeral home. One of them had a memory foam mattress. 
Why the hell would a casket have a memory foam mattress?
Because the dearly departed must get a good eternity’s rest, apparently. And because the funeral industry is like any other—profit is king. There’s no one easier to rip off than the grieving. Sick, I know. But it’s the truth. Some day I’d have to have a chat with Alice about her business practices. Of course, she was somewhere in vampireland these days. She was on a mission to “reform” vampire kind. I figured I’d see her again someday. Probably not any time soon.
I crawled out of my coffin. I felt like death, so I suppose my resting place was appropriate. I got what I deserved for drinking so damned much. I know it was only two shots, but I should have known better. I think a Kindergartener could hold her liquor better than me.
Music was playing on the loudspeakers upstairs. Since it was a club, our sound system was top-notch. I grunted as I slipped on my heels and made my way upstairs.
The music wasn’t the only thing thumping. So was my head.
Whatever  Malinda was playing sounded like shit. Not only because I was hungover, either. I just didn’t dig all that auto-tuned crap that was being put out by the music industry in recent years. There were some good ones, of course. I’d used a few newer songs in my set. For the most part, though, I chose old-school diva numbers. Whitney Houston. Mariah Carey. Christina Aguilera. Celine Dion. They were the voices that defined their generation. They were great. Almost as good as me. Not like I’d be singing a lot of shows. Not until the zombie apocalypse was over. And even then, who knows if there’d be many people left to listen.
I made my way through the club back to the bar where Malinda and Brucie were hanging out and dancing. Brucie stood on the bar, stuck his little blue butt out, and started twerking.
I’d have found it more amusing if I didn’t feel so shitty.
“What the hell are you guys doing? It’s too early for this crap.”
Malinda looked at me and rolled her eyes. “It’s one in the afternoon,  Nicky.”
I cocked my head. “Seriously?”
“You slept fourteen hours!”
I scratched my head. “I’m never drinking again.”
“Jalapeño poppers?” Brucie asked.
I snorted. “I’m so sick of bar food. I guess.”
“No worries,” Malinda said. “Devin went on a food run.”
“He what?” I asked.
“He’ll be fine, Mom!”
I snorted. “I told him not to leave without me. He has a human brain. If he gets caught...”
“He’s a warlock,” Malinda said. “He can handle himself. And it wasn’t like you were up to doing it.”
“Besides. We’re under quarantine. None of the stores are open.”
“Exactly,” Malinda said, nodding. “So all the food at the grocery store is free!”
“Yeah, and all the good stuff has already been raided by the looters,” I snorted, then turned to Brucie. “Brucie, you could have teleported there and brought us back some stuff yourself. Why didn’t you go?”
Brucie shrugged. “He said he needed some fresh air, Nyxie. Don’t be such a helicopter girlfriend.”
I snorted and stared at Malinda. She and I had been over the whole “helicopter parenting” thing before. 
“What?” Malinda cocked her head, looking at me with wide doll eyes. 
“First, you call me a helicopter parent. Now I’m a helicopter girlfriend, too?”
“It was weeks ago when I said that,” Malinda said. “But Brucie has a point.”
“I’m trying to keep you two safe,” I said. “And you guys aren’t making my job any easier.”
Malinda raised one eyebrow. “First, whoever said keeping us safe was your job? Second, don’t you think Devin worries about you every bit as much when you go out on your bike hunting zombies?”
“Totally different! Like I said, he has a human brain. I don’t. And you need to turn the music down. It will attract more zombies.”
“But this song is like my anthem!” Malinda said, smiling. “Don’t you like Lizzo?”
I snorted. “She just said her DNA test proved she’s a hundred percent ‘that bitch.’ Do you really want that to be your anthem?”
Malinda giggled. “Damn straight!”
I shook my head. “Kids these days. Turn it down a little, please.”
“Fine,” Malinda said as she walked over to the soundboard in the back of the room and pulled down the volume on the track. “Better?”
I nodded. “That’s fine. Do you know where my phone is? I had it last night.”
“Here it is, Nyxie!” Brucie said, snatching it from the top of the bar and tossing it in my direction.
I caught it with my right hand. “Thanks.”
I called Devin. It went to voice mail. Two seconds later, my phone buzzed. I looked at my screen. Devin texted me: I’m fine. Chill out. I’ll be back in half an hour.
Devin added a heart emoji at the end of his message. As if that made the fact he'd told me to "chill out" okay.
I scrolled through my list of emojis and selected a green-faced zombie. Yes, I had a zombie emoji on my Android messenger. I tapped send.
He sent me back about twenty more zombie emojis followed by a few flames. I shook my head. I interpreted the message as, “I’ll burn up any zombies I find.” He was trying to tell me what Malinda already had. He could handle himself.  Maybe. He could have been telling me he ran into a herd of brain munchers and was frying them up at that very moment. Dammit. I hate communicating by emoji.
I sighed.
“What is it?” Malinda asked.
I shook my head and showed Malinda my phone. “You think he’s taking on a bunch of zombies?”
Malinda smirked. “I think he’s screwing with you.”
“I wish he was! It would be a lot more fun!”
“Ew!” Malinda said.
I chuckled. “We aren’t your real parents. It’s not that gross to imagine.”
Malinda shook her head. “I’d still rather not think about it!”
I smiled. “Fair enough.”
I stepped behind the bar and grabbed a glass. I filled it with water from the tap and chugged it. It was the only way to cure a hangover. Hydration. For me, it usually worked like a charm. Probably because water was my element. The jackhammer in my cranium subsided to a more tolerable thump.
I looked at my phone again, in case I’d missed a message from Devin. Nothing yet. I grunted and stuck my phone in my back pocket.
Brucie reclined on one of the chairs in the back row. Where my audience usually sat while they watched me perform. He had his water-proof Kindle open and was engrossed in one of his romance novels. I didn’t dare disturb him.
Malinda pulled out a stool in front of the bar and sat down,  tossing a jalapeño popper in her mouth as she scrolled through her phone.
“Anything interesting?” I asked.
“Sort of. I’m chatting with Hailey.”
“Does she have any more ideas how we can combat this problem?”
Malinda nodded. “She agrees with me.”
“Agrees with what?”
“You should let me fight.”
“It’s not worth the risk.”
“Like hell it isn’t,” Malinda said. “Face it, Nicky. I can blow up these creatures a lot faster than you can stake them.”
“Yeah, the newly turned only.”
“And that’s a lot of them!”
I shook my head. “I’ll think about it.”
“How many did you take down yesterday, Mom?”
I sighed. “Just one.”
“I took out three and didn’t even leave the club!”
I bit my lip. “I see your point. Still, I don’t want to risk you getting hurt.”
Malinda stared at me blankly. “If we don’t start taking out more of these a lot faster than you are on your little quests to the city, this isn’t going to get any easier.”
“She’s right,” Brucie said, looking up from his Kindle. “It’s only going to get worse if you don’t try something different. You need to take some risks.”
“I take a risk every time I go out there,” I said. “But I’m not going to risk Malinda’s life or anyone else’s.”
“So why do you get to take all the chances, but we have to sit here and hope you make it back unharmed?” Malinda asked.
“We’ve been through this.”
“Yeah,” Malinda said. “You don’t have a human brain. But if you did, if the zombies wanted to feast on your noggin’, would you be sitting here in quarantine doing nothing?”
I grunted. “I suppose not.”
“Then let me help!”
I heard a bang coming from the basement-level bat cave. I raced to the door, utilizing my enhanced speed. I opened it. Devin was already making his way up the stairs.
“Honey, I’m home!”
I smiled. “Thank God you’re alright. Do you know how worried I was?”
Devin nodded. “I do. But on the bright side, we’ve got eats!”
“Please tell me it’s something good!”
Devin shrugged. “It’s still in the car. I could use some help bringing it in.”
I nodded and followed Devin downstairs. I grabbed my crossbow, just in case, and went outside. The coast was clear. I grabbed as many grocery bags as I could carry. Devin did the same. We brought them inside and locked the doors again.
“Sorry, most of it is canned and boxed crap. Most of the produce was bad. All the meat was rotted.”
I nodded. “At least it isn’t bar food. Did you run into any trouble?”
Devin shrugged. “Depends what you  mean by ‘trouble.’”
“Did you encounter any zombies?”
Devin nodded. “It’s getting a lot worse out there. I burned a few. But Nicky, we really need to think about how we can fight this more efficiently.”
I nodded. “I know. You’re right.”
“I can help!” Malinda interjected.
“She’s right, Nicky,” Devin said. “Most of the zombies I saw looked fresh. She could have taken all of them out a hell of a lot easier than either of us could.”
I nodded. “I know you're right. I just don't want to admit it.”
“So I can help?” Malinda asked.
Devin and I exchanged glances. Devin nodded. He was clearly on her side. I wasn’t going to win this argument. Not merely because I was outnumbered. They were right. The problem we were facing was mathematical. The zombies were multiplying. I was utilizing basic subtraction--usually at the first-grade level. Single digits only. We needed a new strategy.
“Alright,” I said. “We’ll go out tonight. Together.”
“At night?” Devin asked. “Are you sure that’s wise?”
I bit my lip. “From what I’ve seen, they are more ravenous during the day. I don’t know why. I’m guessing because they can’t see as well at night. Or, perhaps, they get tired and rest.”
“Do zombies sleep?” Malinda asked.
“No clue,” I said. “But if we’re going to try this, if we go out at night, at least we’re less likely to be caught by the cops.”
“Then we’d best eat up and get some rest,” Devin said. “We need our energy.”
“Let's drink to that!” Brucie said, spreading his wings and diving behind the bar.
“No!” we all shouted in concert.
Brucie giggled and took a swig from a bottle. “Suit yourselves!”






  
  Chapter Four


Devin, Malinda, and I piled into Devin’s car. I had everything I needed. My zombie-hunting arsenal was simple. All it included was my crossbow and bolts. I didn’t have nearly as many effective tools at my disposal for taking down brain munchers as I did if I were going after bloodsuckers. A planned vampire hunt usually meant stakes, garlic cloves, pressed garlic oil in a syringe, and few vials of holy water. Lately, we’d included a hunting knife so we could cut open a vampire’s chest after I staked it, and Devin could burn out its heart. With zombies, a headshot with a bolt was the only effective method at my disposal.  
Of course, Devin could burn them up. And now, Malinda could apparently blow them up.
My stomach was in knots. Bringing them out to take on the zombies had me all kinds of worried. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Devin’s or Malinda’s abilities. It was the fact zombies were relentless. If a vampire came after me and saw I had a stake or a crossbow, it might hesitate. It would give me an opening to maneuver. Once it came after you, a zombie would keep coming until it either bit you or you killed it. Zombies don’t slow down. They never retreat. Not because they wanted to die. They were already dead, in a sense. But they still had a kind of survival instinct. It wasn’t that they were rational creatures. For them, survival meant to kill or be killed. There was no middle ground. Devin could light them up, and they’d keep coming. I could shoot the brains out of three of them and, if they were in a herd, they’d swarm.
If I ever was in over my head, I could assume bat form and fly away. Devin and Malinda didn’t have that luxury.
“So this herd you saw earlier was near the grocery store?”
Devin nodded as he turned his key in the ignition of his Subaru Impreza. Malinda was sitting in the back, twiddling her wand in her hand. “A relatively small herd compared to those you’ve described in the city. But still, I’d say there were at least twenty of them.”
“And most of them were fresh zombies?” I asked.
Devin nodded. “They looked like it. The rot hadn’t totally taken them over.”
Devin pulled out of the parking lot and turned on his headlights. Our bodies jolted forward in our seatbelts as Devin slammed on the brakes. Fucking zombies. A whole crowd slowly moved in our direction, some of them dragging bits of decaying flesh behind them.
“Looks like the herd has moved on from the grocery store,” I said.
Devin nodded. “And there are more now than before.”
“So much for hoping they’d be easier to take down at night,” Malinda said.
Devin put his car in reverse and backed back into his parking space at the club's lower level, just outside the bat cave.
“Dammit,” Devin said. “I think my headlights got their attention. They’re coming straight for us.”
I shook my head. “We need to get inside.”
“Fuck that!” Malinda said. “They know we’re here. They’ll break through the barricade.”
“They might not if they don’t think we’re a threat,” I said. “We should…”
Before I could finish my sentence, Malinda stepped forward, aimed her wand, uttered an incantation of some sort under her breath, and shot a blast of red energy toward the zombie herd.
Several of the zombies exploded in an instant into a shower of blood.
“Take that, bitches!” Malinda screamed.
The mist from all the blood clouded the air. I stepped in front of Malinda, grabbed my crossbow from the car, and took aim. I couldn’t see through the bloody fog. How many had she taken out? Quite a few, I guessed, based on the size of the explosion.
But then, as the mist settled, I saw one. Then two. Then a dozen zombies. They were pissed. They were running toward us.
“Get inside!” I shouted, firing a bolt and taking one of them out. I didn’t have time to reload.
“Wait!” Malinda shouted.
“No, don’t wait! Get your ass inside now!”
Malinda shoved herself past me and ran toward the car.
“Mainda!” Devin screamed. “What are you doing!”
I loaded my crossbow. I took out another zombie as it charged toward Malinda. She bent over and grabbed something and ran back to the door—with an orange tabby cat in her arms.
“Are you fucking serious right now?” I slammed the door shut after Devin and Malinda got inside.
I locked the door. Two seconds later, there was a bang. Then another one. 
“This is a metal door. I don’t think they’ll be able to get through.”
“The doors in the front are more vulnerable,” Devin said. “After we attacked them like that, they won’t stop until they get in.”
I glared at Malinda.
“What?”
I shook my head. “Nothing. We don’t have time to cast blame right now. If they do get through the barricade, they’ll only be able to come in one or two at a time. I might be able to take them out as they come through.”
Devin grabbed another crossbow from one of the tables in the mortuary. “I’ll do my best to take one out when you reload. If we alternate our shots, we can probably take them down.”
I nodded. “Not a perfect plan, but it’s what we’ve got.”
We raced upstairs. I locked the two doors separating the bat cave from the rest of the club. I didn’t think they’d get through the metal door, but if they did, at least they’d have to get through two more doors before they made it into the club.
Malinda carried the damn cat up the stairs with her.
“Why’d you have to grab the stupid cat?” I asked.
“I didn’t want it to get killed!”
“They don’t eat cat brains,  Malinda. They eat human brains. They are here for you and Devin! And if they aren’t hungry, they’ll bite you anyway. Being turned is worse than death!”
“Whatever,” Devin said. “Forget about the cat.”
The glass on the front door shattered. We still had a pile of chairs stacked against the entrance. But that wouldn’t hold them off long.
“Malinda, stay back. You already took out all the fresh zombies from the herd. You can’t do much against these.”
“Then give me a crossbow!” Malinda demanded.
I shook my head. “Crossbows aren’t easy to aim without training. It wouldn’t help.”
“Nicky’s right,” Devin said. “Keep an eye on the back door. If you hear them coming, let us know.”
Malinda nodded and took a few steps back.
I widened my stance. If this was going to work, we couldn’t miss. I glanced at Devin. “You got this?”
Devin nodded. “Just reload as fast as you can. If I miss…”
“Don’t miss! You can do this, Devin.”
“And what if I can’t?” 
“Then blast them with flames As a last resort.”
“With so many zombies, the amount of fire I’d need would burn down the club.”
I nodded. “Like I said, only if we have no other choice. We can rebuild the damn club. I can’t get you and Malinda back.”
Devin nodded and widened his stance to match mine.
One of the zombies charged through the pile of chairs. I didn’t hesitate. I fired, nailing it through the skull. The zombie’s legs gave out as it toppled over like a marionette with cut strings.
I grabbed another bolt to reload. Devin shot his crossbow.
“Nice shot,” I said.
“Thanks!” Devin said, already reloading.
I shot a third zombie. The bodies were already piling up.
Devin shot again. He hit the zombie, but his bolt hit the thing in the mouth. It snarled as its jaws chomped down over and over on the bolt protruding from its mouth. 
“Shit!” Devin said.
I already had another bolt ready to fire. I finished off the zombie Devin missed. Two more were already through the door.
Devin fired. This time, he hit one of them. By the time I shot the other one, three zombies were inside.
We ducked behind the back row of chairs. We kept firing. Devin missed another one. This time, his bolt didn’t even hit the thing and struck the wall.
Malinda shot her spell at them. It didn’t work. Of course it didn’t. But I couldn’t blame her for trying again. We were getting desperate.
I raced around the chairs. I had to try something else. We didn’t have time to keep reloading. I removed my heels, holding one in each hand. With my enhanced speed, I hoped I could take them out one at a time. I had to be precise. My heels weren’t sharp enough to break through the skull. I had to go for the temple.
Devin kept firing. Some of them he hit. Others he missed. I was swinging my arms around with a fury, jamming my heels through the temples of as many brain munchers as I could reach.
But there were too many.
I heard a screech. It came from outside.  It was the same ear-piercing scream some of the zombies released when they were killed.
I didn’t pause to investigate. All I could do was take out as many as I could as fast as I could. I had to stop them before they got to Devin or Malinda. Malinda ran back toward the green room.
“Try to barricade yourself inside!” Devin shouted.
It wouldn’t stop them. If the zombies got past us, they’d get to her eventually. But we were running out of places to run. 
“Devin!” I screamed. “This isn’t working! Blast them!”
Devin dropped his crossbow, pulled his wand out of his back pocket, and took aim.
I retreated back to Devin’s position,
Then he lowered his wand.
A figure appeared in the doorway wearing a black cloak. Whoever it was moved fast. Almost as fast as me. The figure had what looked like an ice pick in hand.
Devin and I grabbed our crossbows, giving whoever it was who’d come to our aid cover fire. Zombies were dropping like flies. I didn’t know who the hell it was who came to our rescue. 
Then one caught our mysterious visitor from behind and sank its teeth into the person’s arm.
“Damnit!” I shouted. I fired a bolt and took out the zombie that bit the cloaked hunter, who took out the last two with an ice pick directly to the temple.
Devin and I stood and approached the figure.
“You were bitten,” I said. “There’s no coming back from that.”
The figure turned to us and removed her hood.
I gasped. “Alice?” 
“Hello, Nicky,” Alice replied. “Never mind the bite. I’m already undead. I can’t be turned.”
I shook my head. “Fucking brilliant.”
Alice nodded. “Anyway. I heard you had a zombie problem. I thought you could use a little help.”
Devin chuckled. “Alice, your timing is impeccable.”
“What can I say?” Alice smirked. “I like to make a dramatic entrance.”






  
  Chapter Five


Alice helped me board up the front doors with some wood harvested from a pine-box coffin still in the old mortuary. Devin and Malinda worked together,  hauling the zombie corpses down to the crematory. Thankfully, since I was constantly building new sets for my shows, we had a few tools on hand. 
“So these things really can’t hurt you?” I asked, hammering what used to be a coffin lid onto the door. 
“I didn’t say we can’t be hurt by zombies. If we’re overwhelmed and, eventually, they get to our hearts, they can eliminate us just as you would.”
“But their bite won’t infect you with their rot?”
Alice shook her head. “It’s no different than a dog bite might be to a human, I suppose. It hurts. It doesn’t do much else.”
I bit my lip. “So why aren’t more vampires coming out of the woodwork to fight this thing?”
Alice shrugged. “As I said, they can overwhelm us by sheer numbers.”
“And they’ll stake you?” I raised an eyebrow to express my incredulity. 
“Simply because I don’t have a heart that can be staked doesn’t mean I can’t be killed. My life is bound to Devin’s. Ever since he consumed my heart. If Devin is killed, I die. If I’m overwhelmed,  if my body is ripped into pieces, if I’m decapitated, I’d still die, like any vampire whose heart was staked and
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