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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The apocalypse was boring. Don’t get me wrong—for a week or two it was filled with screaming violence and burnination, but after that died down things became monotonous. Before the power went out I spent some time watching zombies fry themselves on the electrified L rails, but that got old pretty fast. Each night I left my lair to look for survivors but ended up watching zombies shuffle around the Loop. I returned home empty-handed and a little hungrier and more desperate than the night before.

      I missed humanity, and not just because I was starving. Never thought I’d go hungry in a city with a few million inhabitants, but the apocalypse dried up my food supply. I needed blood—human blood—and the blood banks weren’t operational anymore. I needed to find a live donor, and I was almost out of time.

      “This wouldn’t have happened if you kept a flock like a normal vampire.”

      “Shut up, Elizabeth,” I said. I didn’t get along with the voice in my head. Mainly because she’s a psycho demon bitch, but for once she had a valid point. If I hadn’t sworn off feeding from the living I’d just be bored, instead of bored and wasting away from hunger.

      I was just about to give up and go home when I heard the gunshot. My head whipped toward the sound—two blocks away, maybe three. Hard to judge from the echo off the buildings. Two more pops followed, and I bolted in that direction. I leapt from rooftop to rooftop in pursuit of the noise. Every mobile corpse within earshot would’ve heard the sound and be headed toward it too.

      Another gunshot and I skidded to a stop. The worn bottoms of my pink Chucks slipped on the icy gravel, and I looked over the edge of the roof and spotted a heavy-duty police SUV stopped in the middle of the street. Three people struggled to shove debris out of its way—the path was littered with the blackened skeletons of what’d once been vehicles. One lone gunman tried to hold off a dozen or so advancing corpses.

      Humans—not another roving group of foraging werewolves that I’d been trying to avoid, but real, living, breathing potential blood donors. My fangs dropped and my inner demon drooled, but I wasn’t going to swoop down on some poor bastard survivors like a vampire hawk. That was something my Master would do, and I struggled to be better than that.

      With a disgruntled sigh, I settled for casting a wall of fire between the humans and the zombies. Elizabeth lectured me about wasting power when I didn’t have magic to spare, but the humans weren’t going to get the obstacles out of their way before more mobs appeared. It’s not like whatever the wrecks had been—sedans maybe—were going to roll nicely with their twisted frames and melted tires. I could clear the path for the people.

      “Or you could eat them.”

      “Shut up, Elizabeth,” I muttered. Besides, there were too many to eat. I might be able to nom one, but the rest would shoot me just as sure as the zombies they were dropping. Movement flickered behind the SUV’s dark windows—passengers. What the hell were that many living people doing out here? And headed north? Were they hoping for survivors in Kenosha? Armed militant Yoopers? A better life and health insurance in Canada? East made more sense to me. It’s where I’d go if I had no other choice. East toward my Master…

      “Fuck it.”

      Instead of flicking the obstacles away with my magic, I grabbed the SUV and the people outside of it and levitated them to the rooftop of the building next to me. Higher ground was usually safe. From what I’d seen, mobs didn’t climb very well and they rarely looked up. Mobs had limited programming, like the mobile objects in video games that I’d nicknamed them after.

      The humans yelped like startled puppies, because even during the apocalypse that sort of shit is unusual. Before the end of the world I would have been in twelve kinds of trouble with my vampire brethren for pulling a public stunt like that, probably resulting in a death sentence, but the fact that the world was now crawling with mobile corpses had spilled the beans that the dead stalked the night.

      The guy with the gun sighted on me and fired, and a bullet slammed into my shoulder.

      “Fucking hell! Are you mental?” I shouted after I hit the deck. Talk about lack of gratitude. This is why I prefer dogs to people. I’d never been shot by a dog after I rescued it, not even bitten. I’d take a dog bite over a bullet any day.

      “Freeze,” someone yelled.

      I rolled my eyes. Wonderful. I rescued some lame, tough-cop cliché. Why couldn’t I rescue a handsome-doctor cliché?

      “It’s December. I’m already freezing my damn ass off,” I retorted. “And you put two holes in my best coat. This is cashmere!”

      My words appeared to give the humans a moment of pause. The fact that I wasn’t snarling incoherently and was instead speaking the King’s English should be a hint that I wasn’t a mob. Or at least that I was a high-level mob, like an elite boss. A vampire of my age had to be worth a decent amount of experience points (and there was no way they could kill me with a single shot).

      I raised one hand and flipped them off. “If you shoot me again I will feed you that gun.”

      Another pause. I rolled to a sitting position and prodded the bullet hole. It’d gone clean through, so at least I didn’t have a big metal splinter lodged somewhere in my body. I’d never been shot before. Apparently there was a first time for everything.

      “Identify yourself.”

      Definitely a cop cliché, but this time I recognized it as a woman’s voice. Huh. Well, two could play at that game. “Sorry, Officer. I left my license and registration in my other coat.” Somebody snickered and was shushed. “I’m gonna stand up. Real slow. Don’t shoot.”

      I stumbled to my feet and braced myself against the low brick wall that edged the roof. My gas tank o’ magic was officially running on fumes. It’d be a miracle if I could make it home, but I had no idea what I’d do when I got there. Never pays being the good guy. Girl. Whatever. My stomach twisted into tighter knots at the thought that I might not be able to make it back without biting one of the humans. I definitely wouldn’t make it another night without feeding. I could go to Philippe’s lair and debase myself in return for feeding from his flock…

      “Yes, please.”

      “Shut up, Elizabeth.” Death was preferable to the price Philippe would demand I pay. At least I’d die with my dignity intact.

      Glancing over the building’s edge, I noticed two things. One, that my spell had set a few things ablaze before it timed out. Oops. Nice, Lizzy. Way to start the second Great Chicago Fire. Second, the street was now wall-to-wall mobs. The light from the flames breathed awful details into the scene. The apocalypse had stolen color from the night—no streetlamps, no headlights, no flashing neon signs or bright LED billboards. In the darkness it was easier to pretend that nothing was wrong and that the mobs were just average pedestrians, but light revealed their ghoulish nature.

      I pointed into the street. “Children, that is why you don’t fire a gun without a silencer anymore. You just rang the dinner bell.”

      “I’d use one if I had one,” she replied, confirming that the gunman was a gunwoman. Chicago winters were rough, and it’s hard to spot a person’s gender when they wore twenty pounds of protective clothing to keep warm.

      “I’ve got a couple silencers.” I raised my hands above my head like a surrendering felon. “In fact, I have extra guns. Ammo. Shelter. Working electricity. Hot water. Food. Interested?”

      “What’s the catch?” This came from one of the men who’d been frantically trying to clear the road. He was pretty, and I never trusted a pretty man. My Master was pretty, and as I’d come to learn, pretty men made you suffer. Unfortunately I couldn’t afford to be picky.

      With my enhanced vampire night vision I studied the humans—two men, the gunwoman, a woman with a butch buzzcut who really ought to be wearing a hat in this weather, and an unknown quantity of people who continued to hide in the car. They were rumpled but seemed no worse for the wear. The woman who’d shot me wore a bulky uniform with the blue and white flag patch of the city of Chicago sewn on her jacket. CPD. I really had rescued a cop.

      “The catch is that it’s not free. If I feed you, you feed me.”

      The humans were appropriately startled. Though really, was I honestly the weirdest thing they’d seen since the world ended? I’d seen some fucked-up shenanigans these past few weeks, and after a few centuries of unlife and times, that was saying something.

      “Feed you?” the gun-happy cop asked.

      “I’m a vampire.” I pointed to the fangs for emphasis, but they probably couldn’t see them. Humans aren’t known for their night vision. Elizabeth warned that I couldn’t trust so many humans in my lair. They were needy and disagreeable like infants, and could put a stake through my heart while I slept as gratitude for saving them. Maybe I could convince one or two to stay with me as payment and kick the others out. Two could keep me fed. Two could keep me alive. Seemed fair.

      “Vampires aren’t real,” she replied.

      “Did you not notice the zombies?” I leaned on the bricks and looked down. “Shambling horde as far as the eye can see.”

      The gun wavered. “They said it’s a virus.”

      I snorted. “Right, like something some science nerd cooked up in a lab is really going to bring the dead back to life. What, you thought this was anthrax? No, wait, terrorists. Al-Qaeda!”

      “That’s not funny.”

      “I’m not laughing, Officer. Look, it’s very simple. I have a nice, safe mob-proof place—”

      “Mob?” Mr. Pretty interrupted.

      “Mobiles. Mobile objects. Mobs. What, no gamers?” I asked, and received a chorus of bewildered head shakes in reply. “Pity. I like mob better, because zombie carries a lot of B-movie baggage. Anyway, I can take you to my place, and you can clean up, get some rest. Have a few hot meals. And in return, I get a few hot meals. It’s win-win. And before you go all Van Helsing on me, let me assure you, I don’t kill to feed. And unlike those assholes down there, my bite is not infectious.”

      “Why should we trust you?” Mr. Pretty was suspicious. I was disinclined to trust those high cheekbones and pouty lips.

      “Why should I trust you?” I countered. “The living are assholes. I hate being chased by villagers with torches and pitchforks. But, if you’d rather take your chances, I can put you back where I found you.” I made a great show out of glancing down into the street.

      “No!” He took a step forward, alarmed. Good thing he didn’t call my bluff. I’d be lucky if I had enough giddyup left to make it from my roof to theirs. Wouldn’t that be embarrassing—falling to my death because I couldn’t make a long jump after my amazing display of magic. Well, the fall wouldn’t kill me. Being ripped apart after I landed would.

      Mr. Pretty touched the cop’s arm until she lowered her weapon. Good. Progress.

      “How does this work?” the cop asked.

      “I join you on your rooftop and we all introduce ourselves like civilized people. Then I bite a volunteer, after which I fly you all back to my place where you can eat, sleep, shower, do laundry, whatever floats your boat. Acceptable?” I got a round of nods. “Okay. I’m coming over. Don’t frickin’ shoot me.”

      I eyed the distance between the two buildings. I could probably make it with an old-fashioned jump, except that my legs are short. Ignoring the internal warning about my imminent collapse, I flew over. When my shoes hit the other roof I knew I’d done something stupid, because my hands shook like an addict who’d gone too long without a fix.

      The cop swore softly, and I smiled my fangtastic grin. “Make it quick, moonlight’s wasting. I’m Lizzy Addams. And you are?” I prompted.

      “Officer Angela Kinney.”

      This close I was able to clearly see her features, and her long lashes and heart-shaped face were decidedly feminine and attractive. She was young, probably mid-twenties, and African American. She went around the group and introduced the others. Mr. Pretty was a thirty-something named Gabriel Harper. The buzz-cut chick was Suzanne Goetz, the other guy on debris-pushing detail was Manuel Sanchez, and apparently stuffed into the cruiser were two more women and four kids.

      I opened my mouth to ask for a volunteer, and noticed just a fraction too late that a priest’s collar peeked out from under Manuel’s overcoat and that he was eyeing me in an unfriendly manner. He spat at me in Latin and pulled a cross that exploded with blinding light. The image seared into my retinas as holy fire hit me full blast.

      I’d rescued a damn priest. What a fucking way to die.

      My inner demon shrieked, and I hissed like a pissed-off alley cat and bolted. I slammed against the roof’s edge and toppled over it like a drunk after the bars close, then crashed through the plastic top of a Dumpster in the alley. For a moment I was relieved to be out of the burning, but it was quickly followed by the sudden onset of the what-the-fuck pain of my landing.

      The world had ended before garbage day, so I was up to my ass in trash bags that stank like rancid vomit. Mobs descended on my Dumpster in a sea of arms outstretched to grab and devour me. Like sharks in a feeding frenzy, they were programmed to bite first and ask questions later. My pink Chucks had no traction as I tried to climb atop the Dumpster, and I slipped and struggled. Ugh. Death by fashion. I should’ve gone for the Doc Martens.

      Mobs weren’t good at ladders, but they could handle climbing short distances, and two toppled over the edge and into the garbage. I tried to kick myself into flight, but my magic fizzled and refused to cooperate. No fuel, no magic. One of the trash zombies’ rotted teeth sank through my jeans and into my leg, and I screamed at the top of my lungs.

      I ripped my leg away, losing a chunk of flesh and muscle in the process, and with a rush of pure terror I vaulted out of the garbage and into the alley. When I hit the ground my wounded leg buckled and I collapsed. The dead closed over me like an ocean wave and clawed at my cashmere coat with frostbitten fingers until I wriggled out of it and broke free. I booked it as best I could, ducking and weaving through the crowd.

      Despite my fear, I had enough sense left to run down the alley away from the spot the humans had been. I emerged into the street opposite, found it likewise occupied by mobs, and cursed as I headed into the next alley. A metal fire escape clung to the side of the building to my right, and I leapt, pulled the ladder down and hustled up it as my wounded leg fought me the whole way. When I reached the roof I sighed with relief and lay flat, staring up at the full moon as hunger raged through me like a slavering, rabid dog.

      I needed to feed, and the only living humans in Chicago were traveling with a priest with a grudge. I wouldn’t make it home without blood—hell, I wouldn’t make it off this rooftop. In a few hours the sun would rise and I’d be Lizzy Addams flambé.

      It sucked to be a vampire at the end of the world.
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      “Lizzy! Are you okay?” a man shouted. Gabriel, I reckoned. Mr. Pretty.

      “No, I am not fucking okay,” I shouted in reply.

      My shaking hands sprouted talon-like claws. Bad sign. At this rate I’d be full-on feral by sunrise, and then the sun would cook me to death. Snarling, I threw my head back and howled like a pissed-off werewolf—I hoped none of the wolves heard that. I was on decent terms with the local pack, but all bets were off during the apocalypse.

      My entire body whined in protest as I dragged myself into a sitting position and took stock of my wounds. Big-ass chunk missing out of my leg, various rips, slashes and tears along my arms, back and scalp. The sweater was a loss, and that sucked. The jeans I could replace, but where was I going to get another handmade sweater with Scottie dogs on it now that there was no more Etsy? I didn’t know how to knit.

      My empty stomach twisted and I wanted nothing more than to pounce the humans and drain them all dry in a feast of blood. Well, no, Elizabeth wanted that, but the hunger made her evil monologue nigh impossible to shut out. We struggled for supremacy as I wrestled for control of my inner demon, and I barely won out in the end.

      With a deep, shaky breath I rolled to my knees, crawled to the roof’s edge and cautiously peered over it in case the humans sent a bullet to end my misery. Gabriel stood closest—

      “Swoop down and snatch him, fly off and drain him.”

      “Shut up, Elizabeth!” I growled in frustration. “How are we supposed to grab him if I can’t fly?”

      My demon didn’t answer. She’s not really a problem-solver, especially when she’s in rabid feral mode, which is one of a million reasons why she’s not allowed to be in charge.

      The cop, Angela, was having an animated chat with the priest and the other woman, all waving arms and loud, angry whispers. My hearing is good, but I couldn’t catch their conversation over the noise of the mobs. They didn’t talk—I was so disappointed that zombies didn’t say brains—but they wheezed and gurgled when agitated, like Murlocs. Flickering firelight illuminated the building behind the stranded humans. How much trouble would I be in if I burned down Chicago? Was anyone left to notice?

      Shit.

      Language, Elizabeth, the memory of my Master’s voice scolded me. A lady should speak properly.

      It was one of his stupider rules, in my humble opinion. He prided himself on his stubborn refusal to change with the times, like being a social anachronism was a good thing. I embraced evolution, eager to learn and grow. I barely recognized the woman I’d been when I was alive. My Master would be so disappointed to see me now.

      “Can you get us down?” Gabriel asked.

      “No. Maybe if you ask your priest buddy to pray real hard the baby Jesus will appear and perform a Christmas miracle to save your asses, because I’m not.”

      I sat back down and sulked. Friggin’ priests. I hated priests. They were willing enough to forgive humans for any sin, but happen to have a demon lodged inside you and they were all “Get thee behind me, Satan”. Like it was my fault I was a vampire. I didn’t sign up for this.

      No, my Master did this to me. Guess the dead and the living were assholes.

      “If one of us can get to you, will you help us?” Gabriel asked.

      Persistent bugger. “What, you going to sprout some wings, Gabriel?”

      “We have climbing gear,” Angela shouted back. “We can throw a rope across.”

      Climbing gear? Who the fuck has climbing gear in Illinois? Was she Batwoman? Curious, I poked my head up to see what she was on about. They’d opened the back hatch of the cruiser and were rummaging through it, presumably looking for said equipment.

      “What’s the point?” I yelled. “I save your asses so you can thank me with another round of burnination? Fuck that.”

      “Father Sanchez is real sorry. Aren’t you, Padre?” Gabriel said.

      The priest didn’t answer.

      Angela emerged with an honest-to-God grappling hook and a length of rope. Well shit, I guess she really was Batwoman. She whirled the thing like a cowgirl with a lasso and hurled it at my rooftop. The claw landed a few feet to my left, and it made an unholy screech like nails on a chalkboard as it dragged along until the claw hit the edge and stuck to the brick.

      “Is it set?” she asked.

      “Yeah, looks like.”

      “Okay, I’m coming over.”

      She strapped on some sort of harness, clipped herself to the rope stretched between the two buildings and then dangled beneath the rope as she crawled hand-over-hand. I’ll admit, I was impressed. The mobs watched Angela like she was the world’s biggest cat toy.

      When she reached my side I helped her onto the roof, extra careful not to scratch her with my claws, and then I plopped my butt on the cold rooftop.

      “Tell them you’re okay,” I ordered.

      “Are you okay?” Angela peered down at me. “You look like hell.”

      “I feel like hell. Let them know you’re good before they light me up.”

      Angela waved at the crowd and announced that she was fine. She unhooked from the rope and I choked down a hungry growl.

      “Come here. Don’t want them to see this.” The last word was a drawn-out hiss. Angela knelt next to me, her dark eyes wide, and I grabbed the front of her jacket. My inner demon grinned. “Sorry. Have to do this fast.”

      “Will it hurt?” she asked.

      “Nope.”

      Before she could continue I turned her head to the side and sank my fangs into her throat. Power slammed into me in a hot, heady rush like the one shot of whiskey that shoves you from tipsy to drunk. I’d almost forgotten what it was like to feed from a live donor. Since the invention of blood banks it’d been cold blood for me. I fed my demon’s erotic urges with a diet of webcam sex and battery-operated toys.

      Angela moaned low and soft, grabbed my hips and pulled me up onto her lap, and I knew we were in trouble.

      The problem with my personal demon is that she’s a succubus, and my bite causes instant desire. Usually it only causes lust in men—straight men—because Elizabeth feeds on desire. No attraction, no desire, no sexy side effects. I’d forgotten to warn Angela about the lust-inducing factor of being bitten, and apparently she was attracted to women.

      Oops.

      “Yes.” Elizabeth’s blissful purr rumbled through me like the rev of a luxury sports car’s engine. My wounds knitted shut, my magical batteries recharged, and all at lightning speed. Hot damn. I only needed a quarter of what I would’ve downed in pints from the blood bank, and too soon I licked the wound closed and leaned away. Undeterred, Angela moaned again and rolled us so that my back was flat against the roof.

      “Finally. More.” Elizabeth challenged me for control because she wanted to indulge Angela with a round of heavy petting. It had been decades since we’d felt the welcome press of a warm, willing body, but it was too cold and too public for me.

      “Sorry, Officer,” I said. “We don’t have time to fool around.”

      Angela’s eyes cleared as if waking from a dream, and her face hovered tantalizingly just above mine. “What was that?”

      “Little slice of heaven, baby.” I nudged her away and she sat back on her heels, still stunned. “Deep breaths. Shake it off.”

      “Spoilsport. You’re no fun.” Elizabeth pouted.

      Yup. That’s me. Lizzy Addams, enemy of sexy fun time. My demon would get over it.

      Power tingled from my head to my toes as I rose and stretched. I helped Angela to her feet, crossed to the grappling hook and grabbed it. I held my other hand out to Angela. “It’s Peter Pan time. Think happy thoughts,” I instructed.

      Shaking her head with a frown, she took my hand and I levitated us up and over to the others. The effect wasn’t as cool looking without my long black cashmere coat, but they seemed startled by it. Or they were startled by my bloody, shredded pink sweater with its parade of Scotties frolicking across it. I handed the grappling hook to Gabriel.

      “Pack up and get in the car. Not you.” I pointed at the priest. “You’re not invited.”

      A chorus of whats surrounded me. Please, like they didn’t see that coming.

      “Priest stays here. Everyone’s welcome in my Fortress of Solitude except him. That’s the price of admission.” I folded my arms across my chest, and then gave a slow, deliberate look at the approaching fire.

      “You can’t just leave him here,” Angela argued.

      “Yeah, I really can. You don’t let the enemy into your home. That’s standard operating procedure.”

      “He’s not the enemy,” Gabriel said in a nice, soothing, let’s talk the crazy person down voice.

      “You’d all be dead in the street if I hadn’t pulled you out. I saved you, and you attacked me. He’ll do it again. Doesn’t matter who I am or what my motivations are. The Devil has to go. Am I right, Padre?”

      “You are.” He nodded in somber agreement.

      “So he stays here. Put a bullet to him if it makes you feel better.” It seemed the logical solution to me, but they were all horrified by my suggestion. “Fine. I’ll set you down a few blocks away, and you go on your merry way. Until you hit another road block, get overwhelmed, and the mobs pull your car apart like a tin can and eat you.”

      “I’ll stay,” the priest offered.

      “That is not an option,” Angela snapped in reply. “We don’t leave anyone behind.”

      “Technically we just did,” Gabriel muttered.

      I held my hands up as though weighing a scale. “Food, safety and shelter, or death in the street. Your choice.”

      “He won’t hurt you. I promise,” Angela said.

      I rolled my eyes, “And I have your word on that, I suppose?”

      “You do. I’ll keep you safe.”

      Maybe it was the aftereffects of the bite talking, or maybe she was just swell. Chicago had a long history of crooked police, but maybe Angela was a real, legit good person…nah. More likely I was just getting feeble in my old age. The last time someone promised to protect me, it didn’t end well.

      “Just leave them,” Elizabeth advised. “Take Angela and Gabriel, leave the rest to rot. We don’t need all of them. Two is enough.”

      Shit. If Elizabeth thought it was a good idea, then it had to be pretty bad. It was the old-fashioned monstrous thing to do, and I was better than that. At least I tried really hard to be. I had the courage to change the things I could, and all that jazz.

      “Right.” I cleared my throat. “I’m gonna regret this, I can tell. It’s your lucky day. Everybody lives. Get in the fucking car.”

      “Wait, we need to look for the others first,” Angela said.

      “Others?” I repeated numbly. Because more untrustworthy humans were just what I needed—maybe they’d been in a convoy with a busload of nuns.

      “The others from the park district. Some of them may have gotten out,” she explained. “We just left there less than an hour ago.”

      I unleashed a set of expletives in French filthy enough to make a sailor blush. I couldn’t handle more humans. I should tell them to forget it.

      “Yes, you should.”

      “Okay, fine. Everyone get in the damn car. Not you.” I pointed at Officer Kinney. “You’re going to give me directions.”

      She nodded, her eyes still wide from fear or adrenaline, possibly both. The Peter Pan routine looks cool until you try it for yourself, and there’s nothing between you and the ground but air and the only thing holding you aloft is the tenuous grip of magic.

      While the humans scrambled into the car, I eyed the spread of the fire I’d accidentally set. On one hand, if I let it alone it’d take out a lot of dead people with it. On the other, if it got out of control it might head in the direction of my lair, and I couldn’t allow that. Raising my hands, I drew on my newfound strength and cast an unweaving spell. The fire died, leaving only smoke in its wake. I indulged in a smug moment of oh yeah, I’ve still got it. I hadn’t tried magic like that in years. Nice to know I could still pull it off.

      Turning on my heel, I clapped my hands. “Buckle up, kids, and keep your hands inside the vehicle at all times.”

      I launched myself and the cop into the air and lifted the car after us. Fuck me, that thing was heavy. Flying was an art. My magic was based on the abilities of a full-blooded succubus. They had real wings, but I had to make do with a spell. Levitation was nerve-racking, because you had to figure out how to grab something and hold it with invisible bonds of magic. A carful of humans wasn’t something I could afford to have butterfingers with.

      Officer Kinney gripped my hand for dear life as she barked directions through gritted teeth. Flying wasn’t terribly fast. The shortest distance between two points might be a straight line, but the humans and I were used to driving down city streets instead of zooming over buildings. It’s fairly easy to lose your bearings, but we managed it. The horde of zombies surrounding the place helped to find it as well. They tended to travel in small packs like feral dogs, but they didn’t group up unless they cornered something tasty.

      I set the cruiser down on a roof opposite the park district building, and we stared owlishly at the scene below. The building, its parking lot and the outdoor pool were surrounded by a high brick wall for privacy in the urban setting. The wall made for good defense, but the flimsy chain-link front gate had been shoved open and corpses trickled in through the gap. A crowd banged on the entrance to the place, but it didn’t seem to be breached yet.

      “You came from there?” I asked.

      The officer nodded. “A scavenging group came back with zom—mobs tailing them, and it all snowballed. Most of us escaped out the back when they got through the front gate.”

      “Other cars?” I asked.

      She nodded again. “Yes. I’m not sure where they went. This wasn’t really a coordinated thing. We’d been talking about leaving, but we weren’t prepared for it. My partner might still be in there. Officer Michael Walker.”

      “Right. Got it.”

      Understandable. They’d probably been waiting for a rescue instead of planning their escape. I had an edge in knowing what was going on because I had access to a functioning communication system. I was the only rescue they were going to get. How sad was that?

      “Stay here,” I said. “Try to keep quiet. The mobs generally don’t look up, but let’s not test that.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Magic. I’ll be back.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Don’t thank me yet. There might not be anyone left to save.”

      The wind picked up to arctic-blast level as I flew off, and I pondered the possibility of actually freezing my ass off as I hovered over the building. Someone had closed the rear gate after their daring escape, leaving the front the only current point of undead entry. It looked repairable, so I landed atop the roof and concentrated on shoving the front gate closed. Abandoned cars had been used to reinforce the gate, and metal groaned in protest as I pushed them too. For good measure I levitated a parked car from the street and piled it on top of the other cars, mashing them down like crumpled soda cans.

      Elizabeth giggled and clapped at the great fun. Feeding from a live donor made me strong, but it made her strong as well. Elizabeth had a history of making poor life choices, and I couldn’t risk her taking full control of our body. Last time that happened I spent four nights at the Chicago Playboy Mansion, doing things that earned an honorable mention in Hef’s memoir.

      With the gate secure, I turned to the task of removing the invading mobs. Several dozen of them had gathered, and I scooped them up and tossed them over the wall back into the street, a few at a time. My demon found this entertaining as well, and I had to admit, it was kind of amusing. It was easier to think of them as mobile objects instead of former people. Dwelling on the truth that the city was filled with millions of innocents who’d been murdered by a runaway spell would just make me crazy. Crazier.

      Once the parking lot was clear I flew down and stood in front of the doors. The building was dark—no power meant no lights. The glass was cracked into splintery spider webs but it hadn’t given way yet. Either some local donor paid to have shatterproof security glass installed, or the mobs weren’t trying that hard. The lack of movement inside probably contributed to the halfhearted effort the zombies had put into busting down the door. The dead seemed to have attention spans on par with a Golden Retriever—if they didn’t see the squirrel they’d chased up the tree, they’d forget it ever existed.

      Anyone left inside was probably barricaded into an interior room, so I picked the locks with a spell and pried the damaged door open wide enough for me to slip through. I didn’t often use magic like that anymore. When willing donors were scarce, vampires used to sneak into people’s homes and feed from them while they slept, which was also how real incubi and succubae fed. If the vampire was lucky, the victim chalked the experience up to an erotic dream and never gave the matter a second thought. But when full-blooded demons fed, the victim never woke up.

      I closed and locked the door again behind me, just in case. “Hello? Officer Walker? Is anyone here?”

      No answer. Maybe they had all gone. I didn’t have a way to track them if they did, other than to follow the trail of corpses chasing their cars like determined dogs. Not a reliable method considering that the zombies would forget about the cars once they were out of their line of sight or they couldn’t hear the engines, whichever happened first.

      I walked through the building and shouted for people. I’d been in other park district buildings like this while doing fundraisers for my rescue organization and awareness campaigns to end dogfighting. It’d been built in the 70s and featured faded paint and worn linoleum floors. Posters and fliers advertising activities covered the walls like kitschy wallpaper, offering Christmas cookie baking classes and promoting the local gift drive for needy families. The homey scent of cooking smoke mixed with the burn of chlorine tinged the air. Signs directed me toward the gymnasium and the locker rooms for the indoor and outdoor pools. The gym was empty of people but filled with neat rows of cots and makeshift beds.

      Finally a tentative voice answered me through a door leading to the basement.

      “My name is Lizzy Addams. Officer Kinney sent me to evacuate you.”

      The metal door creaked open, and I found another gun in my face. It was turning into a really long night. The air wafting up from the stairwell was heavy with fear, mold and bodily fluids, and I sneezed.

      “Please don’t shoot me. It just makes me mad,” I warned. I barely suppressed the urge to add that they wouldn’t like me when I was angry. The Hulk had nothing on a pissed-off Elizabeth.

      A man in a police uniform held a gun on me. He was tall and overweight, like a salt-and-pepper grizzly bear, and was probably ten years from retirement before the world ended. I bit back a sigh. Two cops. Great. Why couldn’t I find a sexy firefighter?

      “Who are you?” he demanded.

      “Lizzy Addams, as I said. At the risk of being cliché, you need to come with me if you want to live.” My brows rose as I looked past him—women and children huddled in the dark, most of them crying, maybe a dozen in total. What the hell was I going to do with crying kids? I didn’t know a damn thing about kids.

      “Where’s Officer Kinney?” He peered at me with suspicion, and I didn’t blame him. I wouldn’t trust me in this situation. My pink sweater just screamed predator. That, or he thought everyone who wore Chucks was a hipster or a burnout. Or both. The bloodstains probably didn’t help.

      “On a roof across the street. Is this everybody?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Everyone that’s left.”

      “And you’re Officer Walker?”

      “Yes. Were you bitten?”

      Elizabeth snickered, because I’d been bitten by vampires on a regular basis when I lived in my Master’s house. But he meant zombie bites, and I shook my head despite the fact that yeah, I had been.

      “I’m immune. I’d explain how that works, but we’re running short on time. Follow me. And don’t shoot me.”

      He lowered the weapon. “Why would I shoot you?”

      “Because the end of the world makes people wacky?” I guessed. “I’ll lead. You bring up the rear. It’s clear outside at the moment, but let’s not test how well the fence holds, okay?”

      We went out the back, and I spotted a rusting, full-sized passenger van with park district markings. Perfect. “Everyone in there,” I ordered.

      “It doesn’t start,” Officer Walker argued. “That’s why we couldn’t leave.”

      “It doesn’t need to start. It just needs to hold all of you. Trust me.” I turned and peered up at the office building I’d left the others atop. Relief eased a knot in my chest as I spotted Kinney’s outline, and I waved to her. She waved back, and I pointed her out to my new policeman. “See. There’s Kinney. Get in. Buckle up.”

      “But it doesn’t—”

      A metallic groan from the front of the building interrupted his protest, followed by the incoherent snarls of approaching mobs. I grabbed the van and all of the humans and lifted us into the air, earning a chorus of shrieks and curses. Once airborne, I popped the van’s doors open and unceremoniously dumped my new charges inside. Good thing the kids were small, otherwise they wouldn’t have all fit. It wasn’t dignified, graceful or safe, but it was effective.

      I sailed the van up to the other building and then pointed at Kinney. “You want to ride with the van or the cruiser?” I asked.

      “Van,” she replied. “I can explain what’s going on.”

      I snorted. “Good luck with that.”

      I popped her into the van, and off we went.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      My building wasn’t as impressive a skyscraper as the Hancock or the Sears Tower, but I was proud of it. Designed the thing myself—well, I had some professional architectural input, but it was still my baby. It was a twenty-five-story high-rise with a helicopter pad on top. My own personal landing space, and my rescued vehicles fit just fine. No worries about the cars being too heavy on my roof.

      The cars touched down, safe and sound, and the humans spilled out like excited puppies. Probably more out of terror than eagerness, because flying cars existed only in science fiction, but they were all alive and unbruised.

      “Okay, grab your stuff and I’ll take you down,” I ordered.

      “More flying?” Gabriel asked. He looked a little green around the gills. Motion sickness, I assumed.

      “Humans weren’t meant to fly,” Elizabeth commented. I swallowed the urge to remind her that she was occupying a human body.

      “Nope. Elevator.” The key to the roof access hung on a chain around my neck, but as I removed it I spotted a long, thin, white box on the ground in front of the door.

      “What the fuck?” I muttered. It sure as hell hadn’t been there when I left, and it didn’t fall from the sky. My hands shook as I picked the box up and removed the lid, and my stomach plummeted as I discovered a dozen long-stemmed red roses.

      Philippe. Damn it.

      “Something wrong?” Angela asked.

      My adrenaline spiked and my heart pounded as I looked around, terrified that my vampire brother was about to swoop down and snatch me up as easily as I had the humans. Clearing my throat, I unlocked the door, ushered the group inside and paused in front of the shiny silver elevator.

      “We’ll have to do this in two groups, but listen up, because I’m only going to say this once. My rooms are secure, but the rest of this building is not. It was overrun. Don’t think you’ll be stealing my keys while I sleep, because the elevator only works with my handprint.” I paused and held up my right hand, wiggling my fingers. “To fill you in on vampire trivia, if you kill me, I turn to dust. No handprint. If you sever my arm, it turns to dust. No handprint. If you get a genius, Mythbusters-inspired idea to make a copy of my hand, it still won’t work. The scanner reads veins and blood flow, which you can’t recreate. Got it?”

      A round of sniffling and bewildered nods. Good enough. I had extra keys if the humans proved trustworthy, but I wasn’t sharing that info yet.

      With a second key I unlocked the elevator and opened the doors, and after herding half of them inside I flipped open an access panel and pressed my palm against it. I love that thing. It makes me feel all James Bond-like. The elevator whooshed down, filled with awkward silence and the eye-watering stench of filthy, unwashed humans. Guess no one had been using the park district’s pool.

      The doors opened into my own personal Batcave, squirreled away in the third sub-basement of the building. The concrete walls weren’t exactly warm or homey, but the furniture was comfy.

      “Also, please note the complete lack of wood,” I pointed out. “In case you were hoping to bust up my dining room chairs to make stakes. I prefer modern furniture.”

      Gabriel snickered. “So noted. Where is this?”

      “Underground. No windows for you to throw open either. Wait here while I get the others, and then I’ll give you all the grand tour.”

      After the second trip, my guests stood assembled in my living room, all twenty-three of them. I was seriously outnumbered. One or two humans were a pain in the ass to deal with, and this many could definitely get me killed.

      I’d designed my lair to house a flock if I ever acquired one again, so the layout was large and open like a luxury condo. I hadn’t had my own flock in over sixty years—there wasn’t a need for one once I switched to cold blood—but I wanted to be prepared to house one, just in case. Paranoia is just another word for longevity, and I believed in being prepared for everything.

      “This is the living room. The cabinets next to the TV have movies. I don’t have a lot of kid-friendly stuff. Some Disney, mostly old school. No cable. They stopped broadcasting. Kitchen is through there. Like I said, we’ve got power and hot water, but that doesn’t mean go crazy with the water. Be conservative. The system recycles, but it’s only like 90 percent, and there’s no telling when we’ll be able to add to it.”

      “Power is from a gas generator?” Angela asked.

      “Solar panels and small wind turbines. Sustainable energy. Used to take care of the whole building and switch to the city grid when overwhelmed, but we have all the electricity we need with only this floor, the elevator, the servers and the security system running.”

      Angela perked up. “Security system?”

      “Yeah. I’ll show you later. Through here are your bathrooms and the utility room, which has a washer and dryer. Over there is the library. I have a few cots set up in there. Honestly I wasn’t expecting to find this many people, so we’ll have to make do for now.”

      “But you were expecting to find people?” Suzanne asked. It was the first time she’d spoken directly to me, and it startled me.

      “Food is essential to life,” Elizabeth said. I cleared my throat as I mentally shushed her. “I hoped I would. I wanted to save the people who worked upstairs, but the city fell so fast. The building was overrun while I slept. No one here made it, and the rest never came back. They were evacuated. At least I hope they were. How did you all end up at the park district?”

      “Long story,” Suzanne said with a sad smile. “I was a swim instructor. Most of them were picking up their kids from swim class when…”

      When the world went to hell. I nodded. The other women and kids stared at me with big doe eyes, foolishly looking like prey. They were the sheep, and the others were the alphas vying for top dog. Nothing wrong with that—some people were made to lead and others to follow, especially in a crisis.

      “Right. There’s also my gym and my home office. Well, you all go on, get comfortable. I don’t know about you, but I need a hot shower. Oh, and that door there.” I pointed to a reinforced steel door. “That’s my bedroom. No one is allowed into my bedroom without an invitation. Trespassers will be bitten.”

      I smiled, though my fangs weren’t down and the impression wasn’t the same without them. I sailed off and left them alone, bolting the heavy door behind me with an echoing clank. The thing was practically a bank vault door, so I’d be safe enough to shower and change clothes as long as they weren’t packing concealed blowtorches and battering rams.

      I set the box of long-stemmed roses on my bed and scowled down at the wilted crimson blooms. December
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