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CHILLY AIR WRAPPED around me like an unwanted hug from an overly friendly ghost when I stepped out of my apartment building. For a second or two, I regretted my costume choice, then I reminded myself how awesome I looked. I could guarantee that no one else would be wearing a Halloween costume quite like mine. Unlike most people, I never dressed up as something lame like a witch or a zombie. Instead, I always created my own costumes.

It was quarter to nine and I was about to head to a party with my best friend, Shelly. Even at this hour, kids were still going door to door begging for treats. Most of them were heading for home, hyped up on their sugar rush. They would be unholy terrors tomorrow when they woke up and ate more candy for breakfast. Their parents would probably rue their decision to let them go trick or treating.

A short, slender young woman stood on the corner ahead. Even before I reached her, I knew she was my bestie. No one else had that much pent-up energy in such a small package. Shifting from foot to foot, Shelly checked her watch every few seconds. “What kept you, slowpoke?” she asked when I reached her. We were both twenty-four, but she looked younger because she was so small. I was four inches taller and a lot curvier than she was.

Shelly carried a plastic axe covered in fake blood in her left hand. Her t-shirt had been white once, but it was covered in fake blood as well. She’d torn it down the middle and across the chest, so it was barely clinging to a modicum of modesty. Her dark brown hair was a tangled rat’s nest, thanks to the help of half a can of hairspray. Goosebumps covered her skin, but she didn’t seem to care about the cold.

“It took me longer to do my makeup than I’d expected,” I explained. I didn’t usually wear a lot of makeup, but I always made an exception on Halloween. We might be adults now, but deep down, we were both still teenagers at heart.

“What character did you come up with this year, Miranda?” she asked, eyeing my eclectic costume with a grin as we hurried along the sidewalk.

“Who’s Miranda?” I replied. “I’m Xiara Evora and I hunt evil monsters and bad guys.”  To create my outfit, I’d cut up an old pair of black jeans. I admit I might have gone a bit overboard with the scissors. Rips zigzagged from my calf-high black boots all the way up to my hips. I wore a long black lacey top that I’d found in a secondhand store. I was also wearing a cropped black jacket with a ring of black and green feathers around the collar. A thin black belt and a wider brown belt encircled my waist. The brown one was so long that I’d had to wrap it around myself twice. I’d found it in the closet of my crappy apartment and had decided to keep it. Black gloves with the fingers cut off covered my hands. I wore a lot of black eyeliner that brought out the blue in my eyes and I’d dyed my hair platinum blonde. I would change it back to my normal mousy brown eventually. For tonight, I wore it up in a ponytail.

“Xiara Evora, huh? Sounds exotic,” Shelly said with a smirk and pointed at my staff. “Your weapon of choice for killing monsters is a broomstick with cardboard blades stuck to both ends? Is that duct tape wrapped around the handle?” she asked, peering at the broom handle more closely.

I looked at my homemade staff and smirked. “This is Wrath and he’s my instrument of death,” I told her. “That isn’t duct tape, they’re leather strips that give me a better grip. He’s infused with the soul of a grim reaper and he can kill any type of creature, whether it’s alive, dead or undead. He’s unbreakable and he’s bound to me, so he always comes to me when I call for him.”

“Is there a Mr. Evora somewhere in this story?” Shelly asked.

“I’m in a serious relationship with a hot doctor,” I replied, making it up on the spot. “We’re totally in love with each other, but our jobs keep us busy, so we only get to see each other every now and then. When we do see each other, we usually end up having fantastic, mind-blowing, orgasmic sex.” We both sighed at the unlikelihood of the fantasy of dating a guy like that ever coming true. “When I get injured, I usually manage to get to him so he can patch me back up,” I went on. “I heal really fast though, so the stitches always need to be yanked out the next night.”

“Wow,” Shelly said in amusement. “That’s quite a detailed backstory even for you.”

“What are you going as?” I asked with a slight sneer at her lame choice of costumes.

“I’m zombie number 5874,” she said with a smirk. “I’m just one of the mindless hordes of flesh-eating undead creatures who shamble around looking for brains to eat.”

“You’d better look out,” I teased her. “Wrath doesn’t like zombies.” I pretended to jab the longer cardboard blade at her. It was curved and I’d painted it silver. The much shorter blade on the other end was also silver.

Lifting her fake axe threateningly, Shelly growled at me through her makeup that was scarily realistic. She’d painted teeth on her cheek that made it look as though her flesh was rotting away. “I need brains!” she moaned and lurched towards me. “Braaaaains!” she said, drawing the word out hungrily. “You’ve barely got any, but I might be able to scrape up a snack if I crack your skull open.”

Laughing at her antics, I heard a grandfather clock striking nine as we were passing a townhouse. A sudden and inexplicable sense of doom rose inside me, then a shockwave swept through town, knocking us both off our feet. I was sent tumbling along the sidewalk from the force of the blast. I instinctively clutched my broomstick as if it was a lifeline that could save me from whatever had just happened. My hand closed around the leather strips in a death grip.

Shelly screamed as she was tossed onto the street. A car ran over her when the driver lost control. The tires bumped over my bestie and she lay inert beneath the vehicle. Dazed and feeling sick to my stomach, I just lay there, staring at Shelly in shock. I could hear people crying, moaning, screaming and shouting. Bestial roars sounded from a nearby street.

My bestie’s foot twitched, then her legs began to kick weakly. I didn’t know how it was possible, but she was still alive. The driver climbed out of his car and hurried to check on her. “I’m so sorry, miss,” he babbled, dark skin almost ashen from terror. “I don’t know what happened.” He wore a gray suit and white shirt. He’d probably had to work late and had been on his way home.

I sat up, still feeling dazed and bewildered. Something fundamental had just changed, but I didn’t know what it was. All I knew was that I wasn’t the same person that I’d been a minute ago. The shockwave had done something to me, something that I couldn’t define.

“Call nine-one-one!” the driver said to me as he desperately tried to drag Shelly out from beneath his car. I stared at him stupidly, unable to function normally yet.

My bestie’s legs were kicking and her hands were trying to push her backwards. Metal scraped on asphalt as the driver pulled her free. She was dragging the axe that was still clutched in her hand. “But the axe was made of plastic,” I said numbly.

“What?” the driver asked, only half listening to me. “Just lie there, miss,” he said to Shelly and pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “I’ll call an ambulance.”

Shelly lay on the street, facing away from me. Her arms and legs were moving, but she couldn’t seem to be able to coordinate her limbs. The driver had somehow overlooked the fact that his victim had been squashed by his car. I watched in shock as Shelly managed to roll over onto her back. The front tire of the car had flattened her stomach and had left treads on her skin and t-shirt. The number 5874 had been carved into her left arm next to a strange black symbol that looked like words written in an archaic and foreign language.

I sat there in a stupor as Shelly pushed herself into a sitting position. Her bloodshot eyes rolled wildly, then came to rest on the driver. He was babbling into his cell phone, pleading for an ambulance to come. Sirens sounded all over town, as if multiple disasters had struck at once.

Shelly grinned evilly as she began crawling towards the man who had run over her. Then I realized she wasn’t grinning at all. The makeup that had made her look like she was missing half of her lower face had become real. My best friend hadn’t survived the accident. She’d been reanimated and had been turned into a zombie.

Once I realized that awful truth, my body went into motion. Surging to my feet, I ran over to Shelly as she reached the driver and lifted her now real axe for a killing blow. My hands were clutching my staff and I swung it towards her. Instead of cardboard, the blades were now made of solid metal. The bigger one was about eighteen inches long. The blade was curved, wickedly sharp and seemed to be made of steel. The blade on the other end was only six inches long, but it was also made of steel and was just as deadly. Gray fog clung to the weapon as it sliced through flesh and bone. Shelly’s arm flopped to the ground and dead black blood spurted sluggishly from her stump.

The driver turned around to see what had made the noise. He screamed and scrambled backwards when he saw the severed limb. Shelly was unperturbed by her wound. She picked up the axe in her other hand and crawled after him. I brought my staff down again, this time aiming higher. Wrath sliced through the zombie’s neck and her head went flying. It thumped into the side of the car, bounced off it and rolled into the gutter. Her body went limp as the evil that had inhabited my best friend faded away. The black symbol vanished from her arm, but the numbers remained.

“What the hell is going on?” the driver asked. He was almost gibbering in panic, but he still held his cell phone to his ear. I could hear the operator frantically asking him questions. “Who are you?” he asked.

“I’m Xiara Evora and I hunt evil monsters and bad guys,” I replied. I turned away, took a few steps, then bent over and threw up.
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CHAOS REIGNED IN MY small town as I staggered away from the zombie that used to be my best friend. The man I’d just saved from being chopped up cowered away from me and I couldn’t blame him. I had no idea why this was happening, but I was filled with a compulsion to save people that I couldn’t ignore.

A woman was screaming in an alley just ahead and I ran to her aid. Three men dressed as pirates had backed her up against a dumpster. Two of them were armed with swords and the third one held a wooden club. All three of them wore black trousers, white long-sleeved shirts and had different colored bandanas on their heads.

“Do as we say and we won’t hurt you...much,” the one with a red bandana said. Chuckling at the lie, they closed in on their victim.

My boots were almost soundless as I crept up behind the trio. They were acting like real pirates rather than just ordinary men who were wearing costumes. The swashbuckler wearing a blue bandana reached for the woman and she screamed shrilly.

Wrath struck again before the pirate’s hand could close around her throat. The gray fog that emanated from him became a blur as the blade sliced across the buccaneer’s back. The scoundrel screamed almost as shrilly as his intended victim and spun around to confront me. His friends copied him and didn’t notice it as the woman quickly made her escape. Her heels made quiet clicking noises as she tiptoed away. 

“What’s this?” the pirate wearing a black bandana asked. He raised his eyebrows when he saw me.

“She’s a pretty one,” red bandana said. He had a scruffy three-day growth and was missing a couple of teeth.

“The little bitch sliced me open!” their friend with the blue bandana complained, then snarled at me to show he had even more teeth missing. All three men had the same black symbol that had been on Shelly’s arm, but theirs were on their necks. “I’m going to gut you like a fish, girly!” the wounded man told me. 

He lunged at me with his sword, but Wrath blocked his strike, then the smaller blade chopped his hand off. I held onto the staff and let him do all the work. It was weird, but I felt as if we’d done this a thousand times before and that we were used to working together. The pirate staggered backwards so he was lined up with his friends. The bigger blade swept in an arc, severing their heads with one blow. All three marauders fell and became jumbled together in a bleeding pile. This time, I didn’t throw up. I was too dazed and bewildered to make sense of it all. Now that they were dead, their black tattoos faded away.

Malevolent giggling drew me to the end of the alley. A group of small children floated a few inches above the ground. At least I thought they were children. It was hard to tell, since they were just shapeless white blobs. I was pretty sure they’d been real kids before the strange disaster had struck. They’d been wearing old sheets that had been cut down to fit them. Now they’d become the ghosts that they’d pretended to be. Their strange black symbols were displayed randomly on their bodies.

Looking around, I realized that everyone who had been wearing a costume when the shockwave had struck had been transformed into their characters. “How the hell did this happen?” I said in horror.

The phantoms heard me and turned around. Apart from black eyeholes that had been cut out of the sheets, they had no other distinguishing features. Several men and women were lying dead on the sidewalk. They’d probably been the kids’ parents or guardians. While there were no visible wounds on the bodies, their faces were fixed in expressions of terror. It looked like they’d been scared to death. I noticed that none of them had been wearing costumes.

One of the spirits giggled, then they began to change. Their white bodies became tattered dark gray shrouds. Crude arms with clawed hands and gaping maws with gnashing teeth formed, then they converged on me with malevolent intent.

Wrath sliced through their small forms, eliciting wails of pain and torment as he tore them apart. They dissipated to nothingness, leaving no trace behind. Not even the specters could withstand my magical weapon. He could destroy anything. “This can’t be happening,” I whispered in dazed denial as madness sounded all around me.

A man who had chosen to dress as a hotdog ran towards me, shrieking at the top of his lungs. His head, arms and legs were still human, but his body had turned into a gigantic bun and sausage. At first, I thought he was leaving a trail of ketchup behind him, then I realized it was blood. “Help me!” he screamed at me, then cast a frantic look over his shoulder.

I stepped around him and saw a pack of four ravenous werewolves loping towards us. They walked upright and were in wolfman forms. Their bodies were mostly human in shape, but their heads were all wolf. Their fingernails were more like claws and were long and sharp enough to be used as weapons. Dense fur ranging from light brown to almost black covered them from their heads to their elongated feet. They wore t-shirts and jeans, which just didn’t seem right to me. Nothing that bestial should be wearing clothes. Tales extended behind them and were wagging in anticipation of the hunt. Their black symbols were on their palms, which seemed to be the only place that wasn’t covered in hair. Their teeth were jagged and were covered in blood. The hotdog guy wasn’t their first meal, but he would be their last.

Growling and howling, the pack tried to dodge around me to follow the hotdog. My staff whirled and spun to halt their progress. Using both blades, I hacked and sliced at the shifters until they all lay dead. When I turned to check on the hotdog, all I saw was a trail of blood leading into the alley. I doubted he would survive for long in a town that had become overrun with ravenous creatures, but I’d already saved him once and I didn’t feel compelled to chase after him.

I became numb as the hours passed and I continued to hunt down the creatures who had turned on their friends and loved ones. Only people who had been wearing costumes had been affected by the strange disaster that had occurred. Not everyone had chosen to be a monster. There were dozens of sexy nurses, firemen, cops, soldiers, sailors, nuns, superheroes, celebrity impersonators, clowns, stuffed toys and many more. A lot of them became victims, just like the normal humans who were lying dead on the streets and sidewalks. If I’d chosen to become anything other than a monster hunter, I probably would have ended up dead as well. I had a fleeting thought of Shelly, then the haze descended again and I continued my killing spree.

By the time night began to fade towards sunrise, I couldn’t remember my real name, or any details about my life. I was Xiara Evora, hunter of evil monsters and bad guys. If I had parents or siblings, they were lost to me and I was lost to them. They were in my past and Wrath was my only friend and companion, except for my hot doctor boyfriend. His name escaped me right now, but I was sure he was out there somewhere. He would be patching up the wounded and waiting for when I needed him to heal me again.

Dawn neared and I felt compelled to find somewhere safe to sleep. The monsters broke off their attacks and began to drift towards safe havens as well. I ended up back in the neighborhood where my night had begun. An old brick apartment building caught my eye. It looked like it would be a good place to crash, so I entered the foyer and made my way upwards. I noticed that most of the doors had been kicked open. The inhabitants had been killed from the smells of blood and human waste that wafted out.

An apartment at the end of the hall on the fourth floor had an intact door. One good kick broke it open and I strode inside as if I owned the place. Listening intently, no sounds came from the apartment. I closed the door, then engaged the safety chain, since the lock was now broken. It was small and cramped and there wasn’t much to see. The kitchen was to the left. It was so tiny that only one person could fit in it. The appliances were old and didn’t look like they were used very often. The combined living and dining room was dead ahead. A short hallway to the right led to the only bedroom and bathroom. The smells of stale pizza, cheap perfume and hairspray were predominant.

I stripped off my torn, bloody clothing, dropped them to the floor and staggered into the bathroom to take a shower. I took my hair down and it fell around me in platinum blonde waves. Washing away the blood, gore and other things that had been clinging to me, I could barely keep my eyes open as I dried myself off.

After I hung the towel back up where I’d found it, I became transfixed by the strange black tattoo that was on the back of my left hand. I couldn’t remember when or where I’d gotten it. It had always been there, hadn’t it?

Almost asleep on my feet, I entered the bedroom buck naked. It had a queen size bed, an old armoire and a corkboard stuck to a wall. A few photos were pinned to the corkboard and I paused to examine them. Most were of two young women. Both had brown hair, but the shorter, thinner woman’s was dark and the taller, curvier one’s was mousy brown. They had their arms slung over each other’s shoulders and were grinning widely. Clearly, they were best friends. Filled with a sudden sense of loss, I crossed to the bed and lay down. I’d left Wrath in the bathroom, but he came to my hand when I silently called for him.

As the weak rays of the sun made their appearance, I slept like the dead and knew nothing until darkness held sway again.
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I WOKE UP ALERT AND sat up with my staff held ready for action. After the carnage I’d wrought last night, I should have been exhausted, sore and covered in gore. Instead, I felt refreshed and my clothes were back to their normal condition. Even Wrath was shiny and clean again. From the barely rumpled covers, I hadn’t moved at all while I’d slept.

A momentary memory of going to bed naked came and went. It didn’t seem strange that I was now fully clothed. A hunter of evil monsters and bad guys had to be ready to act at a moment’s notice, after all. My hair was back up in a ponytail like I always wore it. I’d been magically reset to look exactly like I always did, but I wasn’t sure how it happened, or why. This was just how life was for me and it was nothing for me to worry about.

Hunger made my stomach cramp, so I went in search of food. The fridge didn’t have much to offer. I made myself a sandwich and poured a mug of instant coffee. Heating the coffee in the microwave, I carried my meal into the living room. The ugly brown faux suede armchair was strangely comfortable and familiar as I sank down on it and switched on the TV. A news report was playing of a disaster that had struck last night. My forehead furrowed as I tried to figure out what the disaster had been.

“Although the authorities are reluctant to call the events of last night an apocalypse, that’s how many of the survivors are describing it,” the anchorwoman was saying. Her face was pale and her hands were shaking.

Her co-anchor was just as rattled as she was, but his skin was too dark to turn pale. Instead, he looked ashen. “Some wiccans have claimed that black magic was used on a scale so vast that it affected the entire United States of America,” he said. “They are saying that the victims were hexed. It would appear that everyone who was wearing a Halloween costume when the curse struck has become the very being or creature they were pretending to be.”

“This occurrence only appears to have happened in the US,” the female anchor said. “There’s some talk that a foreign country is responsible, but it’s too early to tell what really happened last night. Luckily, the occurrence happened late enough that few children were affected by it.” Her eyes were unnaturally bright with tears that she refused to shed. I wondered how accurate that statement was, because she didn’t seem to believe it herself.

“All we know for certain is that tens of millions of innocent humans lost their lives and that there is a distinct possibility that nothing will ever be the same again,” the anchorman said gravely. “Just before dawn, the creatures all sought shelter. There are already reports that they are emerging now that darkness had fallen once again.”

I muted the TV, still frowning in confusion. Monsters had always been real and I’d always been there to stop them from harming others. Touching Wrath’s handle chased away my unease. He was proof that I wasn’t losing my mind. We’d faced countless battles together and he would always be there for me.

I couldn’t hear any screams coming from outside yet, but I needed to be out on patrol. My job was to rescue anyone in need. There was little chance I’d run into any helpless victims in this apartment, so I heaved myself to my feet. Following a strange impulse, I headed to the bedroom again and searched the closet. I found a black backpack and pulled it out, then headed to the kitchen. I emptied the cupboard of tins of food, a can opener, plastic plates and cutlery. Water bottles went into the pack as well as boxes of cookies and anything else that would fit. Tissues were mandatory, just in case I couldn’t find a toilet and had to do my business in the woods like an animal.

When I was done, I slung the backpack over my shoulder. “We’re going on a journey, Wrath,” I said as I reached for my staff. He appeared in my hand and my fingers closed around him. No matter where I left him, my trusty weapon would always be there when I needed him. The gray mist around the blades pulsed as the soul of the reaper that was infused inside it reacted to my words. I was pretty sure he was pleased to leave this disturbingly familiar apartment.

Before leaving, I had an urge to return to the bedroom for a final time. I snatched one of the photos of the two young women from the corkboard, folded it in half, then shoved it into my pocket. The names Shelly and Miranda were written on the back. I had no idea why I wanted a memento of my short stay in this place. Maybe I felt bad for the lost soul who used to live here. I had no doubt that she was gone forever. It was something I knew in the deepest depths of my heart.

The stairs were sticky with blood as I headed downward. I avoided the puddles as best I could. A body lay in the foyer, but I barely glanced at the little old lady. Her throat had been torn out and it looked like a few shifters had fed on her. She was beyond my help now and there was nothing I could do for her.

Streetlamps had come on to illuminate the deserted streets in bright pools of light. The monsters must have gone berserk last night from all the corpses that lay everywhere. There were so many dead that it would take several days for all the bodies to be cleared away. The creatures were behaving themselves now as they emerged from their hiding places. A vampire loped past me, but he wasn’t attacking anyone, so I felt no need to kill him. He bared his fangs at me and hissed, sensing that I was dangerous. Or maybe he could sense the reaper that was trapped inside Wrath.

It seemed I wasn’t the only one who had decided to move on from this small town. All around me, zombies, skeletons, ghosts, ghouls, vampires, shifters, witches, wizards and all manner of monsters were on the move. I sneered at the group of sexy nurses who wore short, tight white dresses that revealed a lot of cleavage. They served their purpose as healers, but I didn’t know how they could walk in their ridiculously high heels. Most wore tight cardigans over their dresses, but I doubted they did much to shelter them from the chilly air.

A gaggle of nuns, including a few sexy ones, huddled together for safety as they moved along the sidewalk ahead. They held crosses and rosaries in their hands and they were ready to fend off anything dangerous with the strength of their faith. A demon with short red wings and a long, thin tail emerged from an alley ahead. He growled at them and their crosses flared with bright white light. He held his hands over his face and sprinted away before the holy power could make him burst into flames. No one with any sense messed with nuns. Even the hot nuns in their skimpy habits were deadly to evil creatures.

Stepping over the headless body of a zombie, I glanced down and grimaced. I vaguely remembered decapitating the undead creature last night. The numbers 5874 were carved into her arm. Her head sat in the gutter nearby. It almost seeming to be grinning at me, but it just looked like that because her cheek was missing. “I hate zombies,” I muttered, then kept on walking. I didn’t know where I was going, but something was drawing me westward. Whatever it was, it was calling others to it as well. We all headed in the same direction, unable to resist the impulse to stay on the move.

It was tempting to steal one of the many cars that had been abandoned, but the streets were too clogged with vehicles for me to be able to get very far. Maybe I’d find transportation once I’d left the town behind. Until then, my feet would have to do. It was lucky I was wearing comfortable boots with a flat heel. I rolled my eyes at the prostitutes, both male and female, who wore stilettos just as high as the sexy nurses were wearing. None of them had any sense. Their clothes were too skimpy to wear at this time of the year. It would only get colder the longer we travelled. I had a feeling not all of the beings who were responding to this unknown siren song would make it all the way to our mysterious destination.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


I FOLLOWED THE CONVOY of supernatural creatures and other folk who were streaming out of town. We all headed westward, away from the carnage that had been wrought last night. The smell of putrefying bodies began to fade along with my recollection of what had happened. When I’d put a few miles between myself and the nameless town, it soon became a distant memory.

A pair of pious priests nodded at me politely when I reached them. I nodded back, because it always paid to be on friendly terms with the holy types. They might look slow and weak, but their faith usually kept them safe from harm. Not many evil monsters could get away with killing the faithful. Holy retribution was swift and deadly.

“That’s an impressive weapon you’re carrying, young huntress,” one of the priests said. Both men had black tattoos like mine. Theirs were on their throats, just above their white collars. It was weird that he’d called me young. To me, most of the migrating beings seemed ageless.

“I sense death emanating from it,” the second holy man said with a shiver.

“Wrath is infused with the soul of a grim reaper,” I explained, matching my pace to theirs.

“What is Wrath’s purpose, child?” the first priest asked. I could tell by his suspicious expression that he was contemplating smiting me with a holy weapon if I gave him the wrong answer. He would have several crosses on his person, as well as bibles, holy water and wafers.

“His purpose is the same as mine, father,” I replied. “To save those in need from evil monsters and bad guys.” Tension seeped out of them as they sensed the truth of my words. No one could lie to holy folk. They had built in radars that saw through falsehoods. 

“In that case, allow us to bless your weapon,” the second priest said. “It will boost Wrath’s power and allow him to offer you some protection from your enemies.”

It was an offer that I wasn’t about to refuse. Any assistance to fight my foes would be welcome. We stopped and I held Wrath out while the priests mumbled their prayers over him. White light flared and the gray mist pulsed with cold silver fire before subsiding back to its normal color. “Thank you, fathers,” I said, unsure about exactly what they’d just done.

“It was nothing, child,” the first holy man said. They both looked tired from using their faith on my weapon. “Go,” he told me, waving his hand in dismissal. “You have many souls to save during the journey ahead.” I nodded, then picked up my pace and left them in my figurative dust.

When the holy men were far behind me, I checked on my staff. “How are you doing, Wrath?” I asked. “Did they hurt you?” The staff pulsed twice, which meant no. “Did they change you somehow?” I asked. There was a slight hesitation before he pulsed once for yes. It was frustrating that he couldn’t talk. “Is it going to affect our job?” I queried. This time, he pulsed three times, which meant he didn’t know. He’d never been blessed before, so this was a first for us both. “I guess we’ll figure out what the changes are the next time we have to kill some bad guys,” I said.

Clouds moved in to block what little moonlight had been lighting the way. My night vision was far better than a normal human’s and I could easily make out my surroundings. The highway soon led me to an interstate. Abandoned vehicles were strewn all over the place. I passed countless accidents and chewed up corpses that were beyond my ability to help.

A pack of shifters were feasting on a small family that were still relatively fresh. They were a mixture of werewolves and werecats. One of the felines hissed at me as she hunkered protectively over her meal. The shapeshifters all had tattoos branded on their palms. I gave her a flat stare that made her flinch. I’d learned long ago that if you acted like prey, shifters would go on the attack. Being bold and fearless was the only way to survive an encounter with them. Since no living people or creatures had been harmed, I moved on and left them to their dinner.

As the hours passed and my feet carried me further to the west, I had to break up countless fights between superheroes and super villains. Supernatural monsters also tended to try to kill each other on sight. Usually, I had to kill at least one of the monsters before the rest fled. Most humans wisely remained off the interstate during our migration to our unknown destination. I saw signs of fresh deaths, but the culprits were already gone. While I was an accomplished hunter, I wasn’t a tracker. Not even Wrath could identify the creatures that had been responsible for the deaths.

If I hadn’t hated the undead so much, I would almost have felt pity for the vampires when the night drew to a close. Sunlight was deadly to the young ones. Only the older ones could move around in daylight without bursting into flames and dying a horrible, yet quick death.

Zombies and ghouls didn’t like sunlight, but it didn’t hurt them. They just became sluggish and even more stupid than they already were. Skeletons tended to be active at night and rested during the day. Unarmed skeletons were harmless, but the armed ones were crazy. Anyone with sense hid from them until they were gone. Even the armed skeletons had to bed down during the daytime. Left with little choice, the undead tucked themselves into the trunks of abandoned cars to hide during the day.

I had the same urge to rest that all of the migrating people and creatures felt. One by one, we found somewhere to hunker down. My choice of resting places was in the back of a white minivan. The doors had been left open and the interior smelled like apple juice and a faint hint of vomit. A kid must have thrown up in here and their parents hadn’t quite managed to get the smell out.

Shutting and locking all the doors, I curled up on a seat in the back and made myself comfortable. Just as I was about to fall asleep, I heard a tapping noise on the window. I opened my eyes to see an evil clown leering at me with a rusty knife clutched in his left hand. His black tattoo stood out starkly against the pale skin of his hand. White greasepaint made his face as pale as a vampire’s. Bright blue eyeshadow and black eyeliner ringed his insane, malevolent brown eyes. His mouth was huge and was filled with jagged teeth. Bright red lipstick was smeared on his lips. Blood stained his teeth and tiny chunks of flesh were caught between them. He wore hot pink overalls over a white t-shirt and both were splattered with gore. His hair was orange, with crazy curls springing in all directions. “Is there room in there for me, pretty girl?” he asked with a grin. He wore a nametag that said his name was Bonzo.

“Sure, come on in,” I replied and lifted Wrath up so he could see my weapon. “I’m sure we’ll become really good friends,” I said, then bared my teeth in a feral grin. Wrath pulsed in warning and his gray fog reached out to caress the window.

Leer faltering, the evil clown jerked his head back as if he was worried that the mist would harm him. He decided to change his mind about bunking down with me. “I’ll find somewhere else to sleep,” he said sullenly, then childishly stuck his tongue out at me and slunk away. Something told me that wouldn’t be the last time I would see Bonzo. If I caught him preying on the weak and vulnerable, I would introduce him to Wrath formally. I hadn’t met an evil clown yet who could withstand my staff’s rage.
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IT WAS RAINING LIGHTLY when I woke just after nightfall. I needed to pee, so I snatched up a bright yellow umbrella and a pack of tissues from the floor. You could never have too many tissues when walking long distances without truck stops every few miles or so.

I soon discovered what the priests’ blessing had done to alter Wrath. He suddenly began to glow with holy light just as I finished doing my business and had used up some of my precious tissues. Hearing vampires hissing in pain, I rolled my eyes at being caught with my pants down around my ankles. I pulled my torn jeans up, zipped them shut, then held my hand out. I’d left Wrath leaning up against a tree and he appeared in my hand when I called him. I had to squint against the holy light to be able to see the six bloodsuckers that had me surrounded.

“Make it stop!” their leader ordered me, shielding his eyes from the glare with his arm. He wasn’t an actual master and didn’t have a lot of power. He would have to gain more strength with age in order to become a true master.

“Why? So you can drain me to death?” I asked with a sneer.

“It hurts!” one of the female vamps whined, lisping around her long fangs. They all wore black clothes and even more black eyeliner than I was wearing. Their fangs weren’t bloody yet, so they hadn’t had their first meal for the night. Unluckily for them, they’d chosen me to satiate their lust for blood on.

“We’re so hungry,” another leech moaned, rubbing his stomach with the hand that wasn’t covering his face.

“That’s not my problem,” I said in an uncaring tone while keeping them at bay with the glowing staff. “Get lost, or Wrath will turn you into ash,” I added.

“Who’s Wrath?” their leader asked in confusion. His sleeve had drawn back enough to show me his tattoo on his wrist.

“He is,” I replied, gesturing at my weapon.

Snickers sounded from the cowering creatures. “You named your staff Wrath?” one of them asked. “Are we supposed to be afraid?”

“You should be,” I warned them. “He hates the undead just as much as I do. Probably because he used to be a grim reaper and you guys don’t have souls for him to collect.”

Their master decided we’d spent enough time chatting and leapt at me. Wrath instantly went into action. He spun in my hands until the shorter blade was pointing at the vampire’s chest. The moment the metal slid into the leech’s heart, holy light blazed from his every pore and orifice. He screamed shrilly, then exploded into ash. I waved the dust particles away before they could settle on my face.

Staring down at the remains of their leader, the other bloodsuckers turned tail and ran, wailing in terror. If he’d been their true master, at least some of them would have felt compelled to avenge his death.

“Nice work,” I said to my trusty weapon and he pulsed happily. I figured the danger was over when the holy glow faded. “I should have asked a priest to bless you years ago,” I said as I resumed my journey westward. “This new holy power should work against all the undead,” I added and he pulsed once in agreement. It didn’t seem strange to me to talk to Wrath as if he was a living person. He might not be able to talk back to me, but we could still communicate.

Realizing I was ravenous, I delved into my backpack and ate as I walked. I passed other travelers who were also eating their dinners as they trudged along the interstate. Like me, they were carrying food and other supplies. We exchanged cordial, if wary nods and avoided the more dangerous beings like demons. Hell spawn were the worst creatures in the supernatural world. Their evil was so palpable that Wrath’s new power warned me long before I saw a denizen of hell ambling along.

As yellow as a daisy, the demon’s wings were too small and stubby for flight and she didn’t have a tail. She had small horns that would be good for goring her enemies. She was chewing on what I thought was a human leg, so I started towards her with the intention of ending her life. Then I saw a hoof and brown hide rather than a human foot. Eyeing my staff warily, the hell spawn let me pass without a word while shying away from the holy glow.

Wrath’s white glow faded once the demon was out of his range. I saw a cluster of small ghosts being herded by adult ghosts in the same direction the rest of us were heading. Their black symbols showed up starkly on the white blobs of their bodies. They glowed with a strange undead light. It looked slightly phosphorous without streetlamps to dilute it. They passed through the cars, trucks and other vehicles that occasionally clogged the interstate. The rest of us had to negotiate our way around the wreckage.

The light rain increased to a steady downpour, but my yellow umbrella protected me from the worst of it. Patrolling in the rain was always dangerous. Any noise the bad guys made was drowned out by the droplets hitting the fabric above me. I only knew I was in danger when I heard a giggle. Then I felt a flare of magic and my umbrella came to life. Teeth appeared around the edges and it folded in half and tried to bite my head off.

I tossed the umbrella aside and whirled around to see a leprechaun dancing a jig and chortling in glee. He was pointing at me and was laughing hysterically. Wrath’s new holy power didn’t react to the fae, so I hadn’t had any warning that he’d been sneaking up on me. It was tricky dealing with fae creatures. Most of them were benign, but some were so dangerous that not even I wanted to tangle with them unless I was forced to.

“Hee, hee, I got you good, girly!” the little man declared in an Irish accent, slapping his thigh in laughter. Like all of his kind, he wore a green suit and a tall green hat. He had red hair and a long red beard. Leprechauns loved pulling pranks, especially ones that ended up with their victims being hurt or horribly maimed.

I feinted at him with my staff and he shrieked, then ran away on his tiny little legs. My umbrella reverted back to normal when the spell wore off and I gingerly picked it up. “I hate leprechauns,” I complained bitterly. While I was now soaked to my skin, at least the umbrella would keep the rain out of my eyes. I resumed my journey, but checked behind me every now and then to make sure no other pranksters were trying to sneak up on me.

When dawn drew close, I chose an abandoned car to sleep in and locked myself inside. Bonzo the evil clown didn’t make an appearance this time. I was able to fall into a deep sleep without being bothered by anyone. If I dreamed, I didn’t remember it.

The nights began to blend together after a while. The monsters increased in number as more and more of them converged on the interstate. It was getting colder each night, but it wasn’t snowing yet. Sexy nurses and scantily clad ladies of the night had scrounged up blankets and jackets, so maybe they would make it to their final destination after all.
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MY SUPPLIES WERE GETTING low and most of the abandoned vehicles had already been ransacked for food. I decided to venture into the next town I came to so I could search for rations. As luck would have it, I spied a sign for a town after a few more miles and took the exit ramp. I wasn’t the only one who needed food. Others were ahead of me and more were coming from behind. A group had been stopped by a barricade that was being guarded by a bunch of heavily armed men and women. I could sense the tension in the air even before I reached them.

“What’s going on?” I asked an Elvis Presley impersonator. His bedazzled white jumpsuit almost glowed in the dark. He was overweight and his gut strained against the zipper. His blue suede shoes were filthy from his trek. When he rose tomorrow night, his outfit would be pristine again. It wouldn’t last long before he would be covered in dirt once more.

“Why, these folks are stopping us from seeking supplies, little lady,” he told me with his upper lip curled sexily. He ran a hand through his black pompadour, revealing his black tattoo on his inner wrist. “We’re getting mighty hungry and we’re just seeking a little sustenance is all.”

Rusty old cars, pickup trucks and other junk had been piled up to form the barricade. Over a dozen men and women were guarding the barrier. A few were shining flashlights down at us. They smelled like sweat, fear and wet dog. It wasn’t raining for a change, but I could hear a dog panting somewhere and figured it was still damp from last night’s deluge. The further west we headed, the worse the weather was becoming.

“Get lost, creeps!” one of the belligerent townspeople shouted, aiming his assault rifle at us. His finger was on the trigger, so I was pretty sure he wasn’t bluffing. He wore a white wifebeater shirt beneath a heavy plaid shirt. His jeans were old, worn and encrusted with dirt.

“We don’t want your kind in our town!” a woman called out shrilly. She was armed with an axe that looked far too heavy for her frail arms to be able to wield. Her dress had seen better days. It was brown with ugly yellow flowers all over it. She wore a black raincoat over it, but it wasn’t zipped up.

“Monsters aren’t welcome in our town!” someone else called out. He was hidden behind the barricade and I couldn’t see him.

“We aren’t monsters!” an adult fairy princess exclaimed, taking offense at being lumped in with the rest of us. Her daughter was dressed in the exact same light green gown, silver tiara and silver pumps that her mother was wearing. Their wings sparkled with silver glitter. Silver fairy dust sprinkled from them constantly, evaporating just before it hit the ground. The kid stamped her foot angrily and her tiny chin jutted out belligerently. No one could do haughty like a fairy princess could. Neither of them had wands, which was probably why they had to search for food rather than simply conjuring it up like others of their kind usually did. It was far harder for them to use magic without wands, but it wasn’t impossible.

“You’re all freaks and clowns!” the shrill, thin woman declared, glaring down at us from her perch at the top of the barricade.

“I resent that!” a clown shouted back. He was a sad clown and perpetual tears ran from his red-rimmed eyes. “Why did you have to go and pick on me?” he sobbed. “What did I ever do to you?” His blue jumpsuit was missing a big fluffy yellow pompom and his greasepaint and makeup were smeared. His balding pate gleamed in the slowly brightening moonlight. A fringe of curly brown hair gave him a slightly monk-like appearance, but there was nothing holy about him.

A howl came from somewhere nearby, which meant shifters were on the prowl. All shapeshifters were deadly, but werewolves were the most vicious of them all.

“You need to get inside,” I called out. “The shifters are closing in on your town.”

“If they show their ugly, furry faces here, we’ll deal with them just like we’ve dealt with all the other unnatural creatures that have cropped up during the past week!” an anonymous townsperson shouted. He received murmurs of agreement from his friends and puzzled looks from those of us who wanted food.

“What’s he talking about?” a witch asked her companion. Both were hideously ugly, with warty faces, long noses and bushy eyebrows. They wore the typical long black dresses and pointy black hats of their kind.

Another howl sounded and a wizard drew his wand out of his purple cloak. “You have no right to stop us from searching for food,” he declared, then pointed his wand at the barricade. Before he could cast a spell, a gunshot sounded. His head exploded in a wash of blood and brains, splattering the fairy princesses. Instead of being horrified, the adult fairy bent down to snatch up his wand. With a flick of her wrist, she and her daughter vanished. I stared at the spot where they’d been in envy, wishing I could cast magic.

Savage growls came from the shapeshifters who were closing in on their prey. During the day when they slept, they reverted to their human forms and became indistinguishable from anyone else. Come nightfall, they turned into ravenous beasts that would eat anything that moved.

“We need to find shelter,” a sexy nurse said breathily while shivering beneath a blanket.

“We will,” a doctor in a white lab coat reassured her. I did a doubletake, but he wasn’t my boyfriend. He was good looking, with dirty blond hair and a fit enough body, but he wasn’t nearly sexy enough to be my main squeeze.

Howls, yips, screeches and baying came from all around us, then the shifters went on the attack. The witches and wizards banded together to erect magical barriers around us, but the townsfolk on the other side of the barricade had no protection from the shifters. The shrill woman in the ugly brown dress was yanked out of sight with a pained squeal. Her friends joined her in death even as I broke through the enchanted barrier and began to climb the pile of junk.

I paused at the top of the barricade to take in the carnage. A full dozen shifters were tearing into the townspeople. Gunshots rang out, but the weapons weren’t loaded with silver bullets. The werebeasts’ wounds slowly healed and they retaliated with claws and teeth.

Wielding Wrath, I leaped down and entered the fray. My blade chopped, hacked and sliced the creatures to pieces, ending their lives with ease. Each time one of my targets died, Wrath pulsed and grew brighter. I saw something faint and spectral being drawn into him and realized the priests had given him the ability to reap souls again. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing, or if it would end up being a disaster. Right now, I was too busy trying to stay alive to worry about the consequences.

Claws raked my back and I spun around to punish the offending monster. Its head flew off into the trees before I could make out what sort of animal it had been. Blood ran from the injuries in my back, but the cuts felt shallow. I hissed in pain when sweat ran into the wounds.

Eight of the twelve creatures were dead and the final four became savage with rage. I’d killed their pack members and they weren’t going to back down until every last one of them was dead. That was fine with me, because I was bound and determined to make them pay for killing the townsfolk.

I was clawed a couple more times as I spun and twirled, striking out with both of Wrath’s blades. Gray fog left ghostly streaks in the air before dissipating. A final head flew, then I felt myself being watched. Looking over my shoulder, I saw a few of the travelers gaping at the devastation that I’d wrought from the top of the barrier.

“Who are you?” one of the witches asked.

“I’m Xiara Evora and I hunt evil monsters and bad guys,” I replied automatically. I was getting a bit sick of having to repeat it.

The cute doctor’s head popped up over the barrier, presumably to check to see if there were any survivors. “Are you hurt?” he asked.

“Just a few cuts and scratches,” I replied.

“Come on, nurses, we’ve got work to do,” he ordered. Like most doctors, he wore a stethoscope around his neck. 

The mob had grown during the fight. The magic users combined their might to zap the barricade out of the way. Most of the throng glanced at the bodies of the fallen, then headed for the small town just ahead. The doctor and his bevy of three sexy nurses checked the humans first. None had survived the attack from the shifters. The dog that I’d smelled had wisely run off. I was the only one left standing, so the healers escorted me to a nearby gas station so they could tend to my wounds.
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NONE OF THE LIGHTS in the gas station were on and it was shut up tight. A wizard used his wand to unlock the door for us. His motives weren’t exactly altruistic. He immediately hurried over to the snack aisle and began taking what he wanted from the shelves. The others who had followed us began looting the items they wanted as well. I hoped there would be some food left for me by the time the healers finished fixing me up.

“Take your jacket and shirt off, Ms. Evora,” the cute doctor requested as one of his nurses searched for first aid supplies to add to their stash.

I hadn’t been hurt badly enough for my boyfriend to turn up when I needed him like he usually did, but it made sense to seek treatment for my wounds. I removed my jacket and the lacey black shirt and stood there in my bra. Two of the other nurses held their blankets up to shield me from the others who were filing inside.

“Hmm, the cuts are relatively shallow,” the doctor noted as he examined me. “None of them need stitches,” he decided. That was a relief. I hated getting stitches. I healed so fast that they always had to be yanked out come the following night. Unlike everyone else, my stitches didn’t vanish overnight. I was the only one who had to have them removed, but I had no idea why.

Another nurse held the doctor’s black medical bag open for him as he delved inside. He cleaned my cuts and scratches, then spread antiseptic cream over them. He taped dressings over them, then a lollipop appeared in his hand. It was red, which was my favorite. I’d been a good patient, apparently. Only good patients received lollipops. Bad ones got nothing and were lucky to be treated at all. “Thanks for patching me up, doc,” I said, taking the candy from him.

“It was the least I could do after you took down those ravenous shifters,” he said with a grin.

“We were so lucky you were there to save us, Ms. Evora,” one of the nurses said in a breathy voice.

“We owe you our lives,” another one added, batting long eyelashes at me. I wasn’t into girls, but they couldn’t help but flirt with everyone they met.

“It’s my job,” I said, easing my lacey black shirt over my head, then donning my cropped jacket again. Both were torn and were stained with blood, but they would be clean again come tomorrow night.

“Your job must be very dangerous,” one of the two witches said as they joined us.

“Is that staff enchanted?” the other one asked, pointing at Wrath. She held her hand out as if she was feeling his aura. “It has a spirit inside it,” she said before I could answer her. “And souls,” she added, closing her eyes so she could concentrate. “Shifter souls,” she realized and opened her eyes again to stare at me accusingly.

“Wrath is enchanted,” I confirmed. “He’s infused with the soul of a grim reaper. Two priests blessed him and he now has holy power and he can reap souls again.”

“I believe we’re extremely lucky that you work for the forces of good rather than evil,” witch number one said with an uneasy glance at my weapon. “Someone like you working for the wrong people would be catastrophic.”

“I don’t work for anyone,” I said with a shrug. I was my own boss and no one told me what to do.

“We need to get moving,” her companion said. We were all filled with the impulse to continue our trek, so we split up to take what we needed from the shelves.

Once my backpack was full again, I left the gas station and the people I’d helped behind. My wounds were already healing. In another hour or so, I would be as good as new, just like always.

Driven by the impulse to keep moving when I woke each night, it became colder as the next couple of weeks passed. My breath frosted with each exhale and I’d taken to wearing a long black puffer jacket that I’d found in a car. It was so bulky that I was in danger of it restricting my movements, but it was easy enough to strip off when I was forced to fight.

Time blurred and I lost track of how long I’d been walking and how many humans and other creatures I’d saved from evil monsters and bad guys. Ice coated the interstate that I was now on. Tiny icicles clung to a pair of ghosts that were drifting along the other side of the wide road. They weren’t able to shiver, but they looked miserable.

The moon was almost full and I could see a mountain range ahead. It was hard to judge distances, but I was pretty sure it would take me a few more nights to reach it. I wasn’t looking forward to being in mountain country. Winter was almost on us and it would bring a lot of snow with it.

It began to rain again and I opened my battered yellow umbrella. It had survived the prank the annoying leprechaun had pulled on it, but it was filthy and a bit ragged and worse for wear. My head swiveled and Wrath remained vigilant for the undead. He began to glow after a couple of hours passed. I looked around for whatever was causing it. Seeing a trio of skeletons shambling along, I relaxed. Their bones knocked together with unpleasant rattling noises with each step. None of them held weapons, so they weren’t dangerous. Only the armed skeletons were perilous and they didn’t discriminate about their victims.

Unlike zombies, skeletons weren’t always slow. They could move at a surprisingly fast run when
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