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      After a close encounter of the hotspot kind, Nadine’s paws are full figuring out how to feed her thirsty vampire of a brother, trying to convince the CDC she actually can be a shapeshifter infected with the lycanthropy virus, and dodging the pack of crazy women out for her blood—or her brother’s body.

      She’s not sure if they want her or her brother, but she doesn’t want to find out.

      Nadine knows one thing for certain: her backwater town is too small for everybody coming to pay her family of two a visit. Maybe she doesn’t have a male platypus’s venomous spurs, but she’s ready to put up a fight to protect her brother, and not even the sexy plaid-clad stranger strutting his stuff is going to lure her away from home.

      Assuming she’ll be given a choice in the matter is only the first of her mistakes.

      Warning: this novel contains the mythical plaidypus and other deadly puns, romance, bodies, a minimum of two Canadians, and a mandatory magical adventure to Australia.

      Proceed with caution.
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        * * *

      

      Plaidypus can be read as a standalone.

      Copyright © 2022 by R.J. Blain

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover design by Rebecca Frank of Bewitching Book Covers.
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            The zombie moose was back.

          

        

      

    

    
      The zombie moose was back, shuffling around my front yard in search of something to eat. Since the night I’d hit her with my truck, resulting in more chaos, mayhem, and tragedy than I needed in my life, she insisted on following me around. I suspected she wanted to eat my brother, who’d emerged from the crash with a severe case of vampirism. Unlike my brother or the moose, I’d come out of the accident still kicking and breathing.

      Fortunately for my brother, rather than fall over dead, I’d come down with an advanced case of the lycanthropy virus to go along with my natural-born shapeshifting tendencies. Thanks to the virus, my brother still lived, as in the hours following his rise from the grave, he’d drained the poor moose dry and had done some serious damage to my blood pressure before returning to his senses.

      Without the hotspot, I would have been like the moose: dead, dead, dead. With a zombie moose and a frenzied vampire to contend with, I suspected I would have ended up deader than either of them. I resented my status as grateful for the hotspot preserving my life. While being a shapeshifter improved my general durability, the lycanthropy virus had helped me survive through a thirsty vampire fresh from death and in dire need of blood.

      My life would have been much easier without the damned moose paying me a visit every day, likely seeking out revenge for her early demise. Taking out my truck should have counted as revenge enough. While the insurance payout would keep us fed for a while, there’d be no new truck in my future.

      I wanted to cry over that, as I’d saved every penny for years to buy my baby, the perfect truck for the harsh winter conditions of our northern Ontario town.

      Oh, well. I could save up again—assuming I survived through my brother’s thirst and my lycanthropy infection.

      As I hadn’t quite been bold enough to go to the CDC about my infection status, I had no idea what counted as normal or not. I’d done my due diligence researching my new situation on the internet, studying how I needed to protect others from contracting my infection.

      My fledgling virus worked overtime to supply me with enough blood to keep my brother as alive as a vampire got. If anyone in our small town discovered he’d come down with a severe case of vampirism and bit me on a daily basis, they’d take him out back and execute him for the sake of everyone around us. They’d be polite about it, apologizing even as they pulled the trigger, cut off his head, staked him, and reduced Matthieu to a truly dead corpse. That was how they handled all the undead running around town, thanks to the hotspots that kept popping up and killing off the local wildlife.

      Then the townsfolk would try to pamper me and match me up with one of the local men in an effort to cure me of my grief.

      Sooner than later, we needed to get the hell out of town, and I gave it until the next time I tried to get a job, went to a doctor’s appointment, or otherwise needed to be scanned before our ship was sunk.

      There was only one problem: I’d sworn I’d never leave home, and I’d meant to keep my promise. If it meant protecting my brother, I would, but it would only happen if we lacked any other options. My brother being turned into a vampire meant we would run out of options sooner than later, especially considering how the people in town reacted around the undead.

      I heaved a sigh and stared out the window at the moose. In some ways, I wouldn’t mind somebody coming over to escort her to her final rest, assuming I could figure out how to trick them into believing my brother hadn’t become a vampire. Rather than do whatever it was moose did at the start of winter, she loitered in our yard and plucked at our grass.

      In reality, I could dig out my hunting rifle and take care of the zombie moose problem myself, but my guilt kept getting in the way. While I’d accepted there hadn’t been anything I could have done to prevent the crash, the hotspot had given the moose a second chance, and I refused to kill an animal I didn’t intend on eating.

      When I hunted, I made certain to steer clear of any hotspots.

      The last thing I needed was my dinner getting up and seeking out revenge.

      Instead of dealing with the zombie moose, I worried what would happen the next time I needed to go to town, as the CDC liked springing surprise testing on us, which they paid for.

      I couldn’t blame them for keeping a close eye on things, although I resented how difficult a time I’d have convincing them I could be a shapeshifter and a lycanthrope. I wrinkled my nose, staring out into the trees in the general direction of the nearest magical hellhole infecting our area with the undead. On the other side of town, the hotspots liked turning the townsfolk into living, breathing predators, capable of killing off the undead they generated with little fuss and their natural weapons if necessary.

      No matter which way I turned, I just couldn’t win.

      Life in rural northern Ontario along the Quebec border left a lot to be desired if one wanted to enjoy nature. With a zombie moose snuffling around my front yard, peace and quiet were things of the past. Add in the vampiric foxes, the death beavers of doom, and the other undead life roaming the hotspot-infested forests surrounding the house, and it amazed me we’d survived for as long as we had.

      Heaving a sigh, I observed the moose from my perch in the bay window, grateful she was too damned stupid to charge the house. If the zombie moose charged our home, she would win, and the last thing I needed was an undead animal wrecking everything we owned.

      The destruction of my truck had been bad enough.

      “This is all your damned fault, Matthieu,” I complained, getting up from my spot to wander into the kitchen and put the kettle on so I could enjoy a warm beverage to go with my show of a zombie moose rummaging around my yard. With my luck, the vampiric foxes would come out to play along with the beavers. The beavers scared the shit out of me; whatever the hell type of undead they were, they could take out wolves and bears without much of a fight.

      That the wolves and bears often got back up after being killed didn’t help matters for us.

      I didn’t need some mutant beavers coming after me along with a pack of undead wolves and angry, rotting bears.

      My vampire of a brother strolled into the kitchen, and when he yawned, he showed off his pearly fangs. “Eh? What did I do now?”

      “The moose is back.”

      He headed into the living room to check out the window, returning while I was digging through the cabinet for my hot cocoa supply. “Until she starts stinking the place up, I can’t say I mind. The ice starting to build up on her coat is a little weird, but if she’s standing in the right light, she shimmers. I am jealous she can go out in the sunlight and I can’t, though. I’m somewhat grateful for my gamer tendencies now. Nobody has any trouble believing I’d send you to town to do everything while I rot my brain playing some new game.”

      With the insurance payout from the truck, I could pay the rent for a few months, keep me fed, and keep him fed. Once the insurance payout ran out—or the dinky piece of shit the neighbor had given us died—we’d both be in a lot of trouble. While I didn’t want to leave home, I would—assuming our parents would be willing to come to the rescue. I assumed they would, as they insisted we could call them for any reason at any time.

      I didn’t look forward to testing their open-door policy or confessing I was the reason my brother was a vampire.

      Only chocolate could salvage my day, and as I loved my brother, I asked, “Want any hot chocolate?”

      “Sure. I thought vampirism would have put an end to all eating, but I’m glad to see I can still handle hot chocolate. I’m not brave enough to try a beer, though. I can’t find much on the internet about vampires, oddly enough. There’s some mention there are a few vampire chefs, so maybe I can have something other than your blood?”

      “What happened the first time you tried that?” I demanded, shooting my brother a glare.

      “I got a little snappy.”

      “Literally. You tried snapping those pearly whites at my jugular. No. We are not trying that experiment again. I’m able to keep up with you, so we will not fix what’s not broken. We’ve got this figured out for the moment, and unless something changes, we aren’t fiddling with the routine.” I’d have to fiddle with the routine eventually, as I would need to find work somewhere. I held some hope I could get a remote job for some cable company or something. Half the town worked remotely, as many of the in-person jobs had left within a year of the hotspots churning out an unusual number of undead. The town on the other side of the border suffered from similar difficulties, although those from Quebec tended to be more inclined to deal with the undead in violent and permanent fashions, essentially creating a defensive perimeter around their town center.

      I gave it a few months before the competitive nature of the two provinces reared its ugly head and hunting season opened on anything that moved without breathing.

      That worried me, as Matthieu struggled with the breathing thing. Upon rising, he’d stopped, although if he concentrated, he could pretend he still lived and breathed.

      The foxes sometimes breathed, especially after a successful hunt. For a while, they resembled the living well enough to fool just about anybody. In a way, I liked the vampiric foxes.

      They left me alone.

      I thanked the lycanthropy virus for my newfound ability to scare off the local critters. The scent of platypus rarely inspired anything other than interest. The lycanthropy virus had a more predatory edge, one that convinced most of the local wildlife and undeadlife to give me a wide berth.

      “I’m really sorry about that,” my brother muttered.

      “I’m not mad at you for being a blood sucking vampire out for your next taste of delicious, tasty sister. But we do not toy with my jugular. You may snack from my arm, and that’s that.”

      We’d learned early on one of the fleshier bits of my arm hurt a lot less than the wrist, and it meant he drank slower. When he drank slower, my virus had half a chance to keep up with him, especially when I ate while he topped up his tank.

      From as far as we could tell, a pint a day kept the vampire at bay, although he could get through on only half a pint in a pinch. He tried to take only half a pint once a week to give me a chance to rest and recover.

      Neither of us were brave enough to skip a day, not after the first time he’d gone for my throat.

      I waited for my kettle to whistle and inform the local wildlife I was about to indulge in chocolate. Glaring at the shiny metal didn’t make the stove heat my water any faster, and I tapped my foot in a futile effort to circumvent basic science. “I still think the water should boil faster because I’m watching it.”

      Matthieu laughed, and because he knew better than to argue with me on the science of boiling water being watched, he returned to the living room to watch the undead invade our front lawn. “This should be interesting. The beavers are back.”

      “No. There are no beavers in our front yard. Do you know what happened the last time the beavers came over?”

      “They thinned the fox population by three, the squirrel population by at least twenty, and did a freaky little beaver dance around the corpses? I’m not sure they’re undead beavers, though. Maybe they’re superhero beavers.”

      “I am not going outside to find out if they are undead beavers, superhero beavers, or undead superhero beavers, Matthieu. Only an idiot goes outside to face off against beavers capable of taking out a zombie moose. You better say your goodbyes to your zombie moose, though. She’s toast if they decide they’re taking her out.”

      “That’s sad. I actually like her.”

      He would. “Tell me if the beavers actually do something interesting.”

      “They’re in a standoff with the foxes right now. There are three foxes and six beavers. What are groups of beavers called again?”

      “Colony,” I replied. “The foxes are skulks, and we don’t discuss groups of moose.”

      “Mating or pissed off we’re near her baby,” my brother replied in amusement. “The moose is minding her business, and the beavers seem interested in the foxes. The foxes are chittering threats at the beavers. The beavers are snarling.”

      Only someone with a death wish bothered a snarling beaver. To bother six snarling beavers? We had a skulk of suicidal vampiric foxes on the loose, and our front yard was doomed to become a warzone. “I’d say tell them they have to wait for my hot chocolate to finish, but the beavers might win, and I am not inviting any other vampires into my home. The one vampire I have is enough for me.”

      “Says the platypus with a lycanthropy infection.”

      “I was born perfection. Because do you know what the platypus is? Perfection, my dear brother. And the hotspot was just making it so I could keep the neighbors from decapitating you upon discovery of your new nature. The magic understood I would go on a one-woman mission to eradicate it for all eternity should you be decapitated as a result of its shitty idea of a joke.”

      In reality, I had to thank the hotspot; without it, my brother wouldn’t have survived the crash at all. I’d gotten off lucky with minimal cuts.

      The moose had gone through the truck’s windshield on his side of the vehicle.

      The average moose cow weighed in at several hundred kilograms. A direct collision with several hundred kilograms of moose through a windshield typically ended in death. In the case of our accident, my brother’s death.

      I’d have nightmares for a long time about the crash.

      My kettle whistled, and I went the heathen route, using water instead of milk for my hot cocoa. Armed with my drink, I joined my brother in the living room, snuggled into my nest in the bay window, and joined him in observing the drama unfolding on the front yard.

      The moose pawed at the snow-encrusted grass, her coat shimmering from the ice building up on it. A light snow began to fall. The foxes grouped together, barking at the beavers, who circled their chosen prey while snarling threats. “You should record this. We could put it on the internet with ads enabled and make a fortune. I’ll even give a play by play.”

      Matthieu snickered, but he dug out his new phone, the last thing he’d purchased before the crash. Unlike mine, which could barely make calls and held on by a thread, his had all the bells and whistles. In our original plan, I would have gotten an upgrade in a few months, after we’d saved up enough to get me something decent.

      He loved the bright and shiny, and I was happy with functional.

      Laughing more than I’d heard since he’d been transformed into a vampire, he said, “If you make a fortune off this video, I’ll be truly impressed.”

      I needed to make a fortune off the video, else we’d be up a creek without a paddle or a boat with a blizzard on the way. “If I don’t make a fortune off a zombie moose and a congregation of various critters of the undead variety, I’ll be truly disappointed.”
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        * * *

      

      As a child, I’d loved giving play-by-plays of hockey, basketball, football, soccer, baseball, and any sport my parents would let me watch. They’d drawn the line at cricket, as none of us understood the rules and it quickly devolved into general giggle-punctuated insanity.

      “And Team Beavers, also known as the Snarlers, have settled into a circling pattern, opting for a strong defense rather than attempting an offense. Team Vampire Foxes, while outnumbered, are holding their ground, evaluating the offensive line for an opening. They’ve identified Player #4 on Team Beavers as a potential weak link. As the smallest of the team and with a tendency to crowd to the right, the Vampire Foxes are wise to exploit this weakness in Team Beavers’ game.” I gave it less than five minutes before the foxes went for the weak link, and I gave it fifty-fifty odds on whether they’d try to have a snack or make a run for it. “The sole spectator, Miss Zombie Moose, finds the dead grass in my front yard to be far more entertaining than the stalemate match between Team Beavers and Team Vampire Foxes.”

      Movement out of the corner of my eye drew my attention, and a desiccated wolf shambled out of the woods. I heaved my most dramatic sigh, tapped my brother’s shoulder, and pointed at the newcomer. “And from the woods, we have a new contender in the form of a mummified wolf. Likely an Algonquin wolf, this endangered undead species is best known for its residency in Algonquin Provincial Park, a jewel of Ontario. Of the undead species, the mummies are known for excessive aggressiveness, a dislike for the indoors, and an enjoyment of driving off other undead types from its territory. Its range extends anywhere it goes, as the mummified wolves rarely stay in one place for long.” I observed the wolf, which halted on the road and considered the grazing moose and the odd dispute between beavers and foxes. After some deliberation, it angled for the impromptu sporting event.

      I wondered who would win—if any of them won.

      “Team Wolf has decided it will enter as a solo participant, approaching at a steady prowl.” The wolf halted a few feet away, and I gave my brother’s phone a play-by-play, with Player #4 on Team Beavers continuing to crowd her neighbor. Once the two beavers were close enough to touch, the foxes bolted for the opening.

      “And Team Vampire Foxes has taken advantage of the gap. The leader has opted to take a bite out of Player #4’s rump, although none of them are sticking around to determine if beaver blood is their new favorite flavor of the day. Team Beavers has been taken by surprise, failing to capitalize on their offensive positioning.”

      Team Wolf eyed the dispute with interest, and after the scuffle mostly resolved with the foxes bolting for the forest, it lifted its head and howled.

      A pale fog emerged from the wolf’s shriveled muzzle, spreading out in a roiling blanket. When it touched the beavers, ice crackled over them.

      “Holy shit,” my brother muttered.

      “Team Wolf has emerged as an unexpected aggressor in the game of undead animals. Howling icy fog, it has frozen Team Beavers in place.” The fog halted in a twenty foot circle around the wolf, who prowled through the mists to investigate the beavers. After consideration, it selected Player #4, bit down on the back of its neck, and gave a vicious shake. “Team Wolf has eliminated Player #4 of Team Beavers in an effective neck strike.” Turning, the wolf left, and as the mists departed, the other beavers collapsed, gradually melting into piles of empty fur.

      The moose continued to graze without a care in the world.

      “And the game ends in a tie between Team Wolf and Team Zombie Moose. Congratulations, winners. Please go away, as I’d like to go get groceries sometime today.” Reaching over, I peeked at my brother’s phone and turned off the video. “I vote we move, Matthieu. There’s crazy, and then there’s watching a mummified ice wolf liquify a bunch of beavers while the vampiric foxes run away. Smart foxes, though.”

      “You know what? I think you might be right. But let’s at least try to earn a fortune off this video first. Moving isn’t cheap.”

      It really wasn’t, so I agreed to his terms with a nod of my head, taking a sip of my hot chocolate while wondering what I’d done to deserve my current lot in life.
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            Our parents aren’t vampire-murdering dickheads.

          

        

      

    

    
      My brother took over the whole idea about trying to go viral with my play-by-play of the undead critters taking over our yard, ordered me to make another hot chocolate, and retreated into his lair. Fortunately for us, he’d always liked the basement, which lacked windows but boasted a fireplace and all the creature comforts a vampire could want. As he’d always been a basement-dwelling recluse, nobody would think twice if they visited and discovered I ruled the second floor while he preferred his underground domain. The ground floor remained our shared turf, and the UV-blocking films I’d installed might draw unwanted attention if anyone realized they were there.

      I hated lying to people, and my brother’s conversion into a vampire had required a shameful amount of lying.

      The zombie moose continued to graze in the front lawn, and lacking anything else to do, I resumed my search for a job I could do at home while accommodating my brother’s feeding schedule. I needed something low-stress, which eliminated most of the available work. I didn’t need it to pay all that much; our parents owned the house, and if I confessed our new situation, they’d help without even thinking about it.

      Asking for help would top my list of defeats, and damnit, I wanted our parents to continue enjoying their empty nester lives without believing we might come to an immediate demise.

      Our parents had gone to New York City the day after I’d turned eighteen, handing over the keys to their house and ordering us to prove we were adults while they lived the high life. Dad chased his dreams of becoming a cop, and thanks to his status as Canadian-American, he’d been able to enroll in the academy. Mom, also Canadian-American, went to school to become an accountant, as she liked numbers and wanted purpose down the road.

      While in their fifties, they did what we wouldn’t, and I couldn’t have been more proud of them even if I tried. I’d regret dodging college in a few years, but with my brother being a vampire and living in the one place where vampires faced immediate execution, I couldn’t afford to go to classes anyway.

      Someone might visit, spot his fangs, and murder him.

      It wasn’t like he’d asked to be changed into a vampire, and I had done my best to avoid the damned moose.

      I regarded the moose with a sigh. As far as zombie moose went, I even liked her when I was honest about the situation. She didn’t bother anyone, didn’t seem to have a fixation on brains, and just wanted to continue her eternal life eating grass.

      It wasn’t her fault she’d gotten startled across the road. It hadn’t been my fault she’d jumped directly in front of me, either.

      I blamed the hotspot. New hotspots terrified the local wildlife.

      Five minutes in, I abandoned my job search to head into my brother’s domain and observe his efforts to give us five whole minutes of fame on the internet. Then, because I could cling to my guilt with the best of them, I said, “Maybe we should tell our parents.”

      “As our parents aren’t vampire-murdering dickheads, I have no problem with telling our parents. However, you know how dad gets about lycanthropes.”

      I winced. As he’d been the one responsible for my shapeshifting tendencies, he tended to get cranky about the lycanthropes, as they had perks we shapeshifters didn’t. Until me, shapeshifters couldn’t contract lycanthropy. Once he found out I was infected with the virus, he’d flip.

      “I still don’t know how a damned my little pony spawned a platypus,” I complained. “A Shetland pony, for that matter. He’s an endangered species among shapeshifters, and here I am, a platypus. Do you know what platypuses have in common with Shetland ponies?”

      “Absolutely nothing,” my brother dutifully replied. “I’m going to open a crowdfunding account to escape my personal version of hell and link to it in the video. That way, we may get some benefactors who would pay for us to go somewhere sane. I’m suddenly grateful Mom and Dad got us our US citizenship. We could go crash on their couch for a while.”

      Their couch was big enough for two wayward children, and I considered the idea, narrowing my eyes. “When you do that crowdfund thing, stipulate if a ridiculous amount of money is contributed, I am going on a vacation.”

      He laughed, as neither one of us had gone on a vacation since reaching adulthood. “I’ll do that. And I know someone who’d be happy to take over the house here.”

      “Who?”

      “Saul.”

      Ah. As far as my brother was concerned, Saul made the world circle the sun, may as well have been an angel in disguise, and could do no wrong. Fortunately for my brother, Saul tended to be responsible, fixed anything he broke, and would make an excellent long-term renter. “I’ll even talk our parents into giving him a half-decent rent on the place.”

      “You take care of our parents, I will take care of the funding.” My brother cracked his knuckles. “You, as always, were brilliant in your play-by-play. What are you naming the new sport?”

      “Undead elimination tag,” I replied.

      “Oh, nice. Brutal but nice. We can nickname it the Undead Derby or something. What are the rules?”

      “There are rules?”

      “Maybe we should call it undead cricket instead.”

      “That’s not necessarily a bad idea. I’ll give our parents a call and see if they’re willing to host us so we can escape the insanity. Do me a favor and send that video to Mom after you get it online.”

      “You got it.”

      As my cell phone could barely hold a connection, I went to make myself a new hot chocolate before heading into the living room to use the landline to call our parents. Armed with my favorite drink, I dialed my mother’s cell and prayed for mercy, help, or patience from some divine.

      “Hey, baby. How are you?” my mother answered.

      “Terrible, actually. Beyond terrible. It’s so bad right now.”

      My mother hesitated. “Are we talking about you ran out of pads and don’t want to go to the store bad or you’re out of hot chocolate and all the stores are closed bad?”

      “I hit a moose in a hotspot bad, and now my brother is a vampire bad,” I replied.

      My mother sucked in a breath, and I could readily imagine her blinking as she processed the news. “You hit a moose in a hotspot, and now your brother is a vampire?”

      “You know how we sometimes talked about moose flying through windshields? Well, that happened. The moose is now a zombie, and she’s grazing in the front yard. She followed us home, and she refuses to go away. There’s a skulk of vampiric foxes that like to hang out, too. The mummified ice wolf is bad news, because it took out the beavers, and let me tell you, Team Beavers were, prior to their run in with the mummified ice wolf, the undisputed badboys of the undead wildlife in town.”

      “The hotspot turned your brother into a vampire?”

      “Yep.”

      “And you two are still in town?” she blurted.

      “My truck is dead, and we just have an old beater somebody gave us, because they didn’t need it anymore. Getting out of town is also expensive.”

      “We can afford it,” she replied. “If your brother is a vampire, there’s no way he can stay in that town. They’ll lynch him.”

      “You mean stake and decapitate, but that sounds nicer,” I admitted. “We took a video of the local wildlife, and Matthieu is putting it online. He wants to try to crowdfund our escape to the United States. We would like to inquire on the status of your couch, and if it might be spacious enough for a pair of freaks.”

      “Platypuses aren’t freaks, Nadine. How many times must we tell you that?”

      “I didn’t get the spurs, so therefor I’m freak.”

      “The spurs are a male platypus thing, Nadine. You’re female. You just don’t get them. I’m sorry.”

      “How is that even fair?”

      “It’s truly not, but you will survive. Also, your brother is not a freak despite his status as a vampire. I’ll have your dad talk to his boss about it. There are a lot of programs to help vampires. Who is donating for him?”

      “I am.”

      “Shapeshifters do not have sufficient regeneration to feed a vampire, Nadine. Who else is donating for him?”

      “Nobody. That’s part of why I’m a freak. As I was not killed in the accident, the hotspot didn’t turn me into an undead. Instead, I got the lycanthropy virus, apparently. I am dodging being tested, but I’m pretty sure I’m rocking lycanthropy. I’m guessing it’s fairly advanced. According to my nose, I am some form of predator.” I considered the mummified ice wolf. “I’m hoping for a wolf. Wolves kick ass. Undead wolves kick even more ass. But I’d happily take a wolf. Fierce wolf huntress by day, man-eating platypus by night.”

      “Okay. I’ll discuss this with your dad, and we’ll get back to you about it. I take it you haven’t notified the CDC?”

      “Stake and decapitation,” I reminded her. “We are working very hard to avoid that. And sunlight is bad news for vampires, so we’re playing it safe. I mean, there’s a damned zombie moose in our front yard. Do you know what I can’t do when there is a zombie moose in the yard? Leave.”

      “Zombies don’t really eat brains, Nadine.”

      “This one might try, and because she’s a moose, she would win. I don’t want to be eaten by a zombie moose.”

      “Do you need a few minutes to calm yourself?”

      “Possibly. The past few weeks have been a little harder than I like. But I’ve been able to keep my brother fed so far. Barely, but I’ve been managing.” I inhaled, held my breath, and exhaled to restore my flagging sense of calm. “A mummified ice wolf liquified a bunch of beavers in our yard today. I think it’s fair that I’m not precisely calm right now. I don’t think there’s enough hot chocolate in the house to make it through this.”

      “And your truck? You’d just paid it off.”

      “It was totaled in the crash. I’ve been using the insurance payout to handle life for a while. It’s hard to find a job that lets me keep Matthieu’s tank topped.”

      “I’ll ask your father to see what we can do to get you both safely here. Your statuses will need to be reported to the CDC, but they’ll probably help get you out of there, especially when we notify them how the townsfolk tend to react to the undead. But to be fair, you all do have a fairly significant undead problem up there.”

      “No kidding. Think I should name the zombie moose? She’s pretty mellow.”

      “No, you shouldn’t name the moose. You’d want to keep her, and where would you keep a zombie moose in New York City?”

      I frowned, as the logistics of keeping a zombie moose in a city hadn’t occurred to me. “We could live outside of the city with our new pet moose.”

      “She’s a zombie, Nadine. Be reasonable.”

      “And Matthieu is a vampire! What’s the difference?”

      “One is capable of speaking English and still counts as human enough to have rights. He can also vote. She cannot.”

      The zombie moose continued to graze, and I realized she’d eaten the grass and mouthed at the bare ground. “I will concede she’s not very bright. She’s graduated from eating grass to grazing on the dirt. I’m not sure she realizes there is a difference.” I sighed. “I’m sorry we didn’t call you sooner.”

      “It is a consequence of raising independent children we taught to be self-sufficient and only call if things are truly bad. Considering your brother’s life is at stake—”

      “You take that back, you awful woman!” I demanded. “You just don’t do that!”

      “Do what?” my mother replied in an exasperated tone.

      “At stake? His life is at stake?”

      “Oh.” My mother fell quiet for several long minutes. “Oh.” She inhaled. “I’m sorry. It was not on purpose. At risk. Matthieu’s life is at risk. I will try not to make any more accidental puns during this call. I may pun with a purpose, but I’ll exclude your brother from them for tonight.”

      “Thank you. Do you think the CDC can help us?”

      “Oh, I’m sure they can. They have good staff, and they try to keep their fees affordable. Will you be willing to discuss the hotspot with them? Your father’s told me a few times that they will often cut deals with people for information or some non-invasive tests. The invasive tests pay more, but the test subjects typically get a say in those.” My mother chuckled. “Your brother might even walk away with a good paycheck if he’s willing to undergo observations.”

      “I’ll even tell them where it’s at and detail the accident. I’ll even let them do the lycanthropy evaluation thing if they agree I’m not actually a test subject. And if they try to stake my brother, I will not remain a polite Canadian.”

      My mother chuckled. “You’re half-Canadian, and it’s their fault if they awaken the sleeping American in you. But Matthieu is all right?”

      “He doesn’t mind his state as a vampire. If anything, he has embraced his basement lair with a certain amount of glee. I object because I get bitten daily, and I could live without getting bitten daily. It’s not that bad, but I will be looking for a lycanthrope wife for him so he can bite her daily. She’d probably like it. I do not.”

      “I’m not sure that’s how this works, Nadine.”

      “Well, why the hell not? Who else is going to feed him?”

      “I’m sure the CDC will assist your brother with his new mealtime considerations, and they will help him be placed with some other vampires so he is comfortable and can be taught to control his new instincts. Your dad has contacts through work. I’m sure he’ll be able to make the arrangements.”

      “How is Dad doing at work? Is he still liking the cop thing?”

      “While he was late in joining the force, he’s enjoying it. His shapeshifting is useful, so he’ll have a lot of years before he’ll have to retire. He’s also taking lessons on how to help kids with trauma, as Shetlands are excellent for therapy. He’s just so cute and fuzzy.” My mother laughed.

      “Platypuses are better,” I muttered.

      “I’m glad you are both all right, though.” My mother made a thoughtful sound. “I am not happy you hit a moose, however.”

      “She jumped right in front of me. I didn’t even have a chance to hit the brakes before I hit her. I managed to swerve a little, which is why only Matthieu is a vampire right now.”

      Behind me, my brother snickered. “I’m so much better suited for being a vampire than you are. You already complain you deal with blood once a month.”

      “Cute, Matthieu. Talk to Mom and tell her about life as a vampire. She didn’t even panic when I told her my shit driving got you killed.”

      “There’s nothing to panic about,” my mother replied. “You’re alive, he’s not-quite-alive but still around, so as far as I’m concerned, you have solvable problems I can assist you with. I’ll make sure we have space for you when you arrive. Until then, be careful. Just tell the neighbors your brother is obsessed with a new video game if they ask why he’s hiding in the basement.”

      As nobody would have any reason to believe he wasn’t just being Matthieu, I would accept my mother’s advice. “I’m handing Matthieu the phone now.”

      With a grin, Matthieu took the phone and said, “Hey, Mom. Did Nadine tell you about our zombie moose?”

      Before I could get dragged back into the insanity, I retreated to the safety of my bedroom to put some serious thought into how we’d reach the United States before our neighbors realized our household had gone through some significant changes.
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        * * *

      

      It was one thing to have a convention of undead animals take over the yard, but the quartet of strangers walking along the street worried me. The women couldn’t be human; they explored a wintry northern Ontario in short-sleeved shirts and shorts without a care in the world. The man with them, with brown hair and blue eyes, wore a sensible plaid button up and a good pair of jeans that did an excellent job of showcasing his assets.

      Before my probable infection with lycanthropy, the animal in me considered men with limited interest, warning me when a potential partner came by. My newer instincts went on high alert, and she liked what she saw and wanted a piece of him.

      The platypus joined the party and made it clear she wouldn’t mind taking the stranger for a test drive.

      I considered myself fortunate that the new animal sharing my skin with me ignored most men. Something about the scent of brother-hunting men turned her off.

      Something about the stranger’s scent, which entered the house in through the cracked window thanks to my brother running the heat at full blast, captured both my animals’ attention and revved their engines.

      The last thing I needed was my lycanthropy virus and the platypus in me becoming rowdy when I needed to safeguard my brother.

      The three women spotted the zombie moose grazing in the front yard, and they squealed their delight. Then, in what I could only call blatant stupidity, they ran across my yard to pet her.

      The zombie moose didn’t seem to mind the attention and kept on mouthing at the ground in search of grass.

      Like me, the man with them lifted his hand and rubbed his temple. “What are you three idiots doing?”

      “Petting her,” the trio announced in unison.

      “Look, we’re not here to play with a zombie, even if she is a docile moose. We’re looking for evidence of vampires.”

      Fuck. Well, if they wanted vampires, I’d direct them to the foxes, and hopefully that would distract from my brother’s existence. I opened my window more and called out, “If you’re looking for the vampires, they live off that way.” I pointed in the direction the foxes tended to head off to whenever they visited. “Just don’t cross the mummy ice wolf; that one took out the beavers, and until the wolf came around, the beavers were the crowned champion of the local undead. It’s a group of foxes, and generally, if you leave them alone, they’ll leave you alone. They prefer to hunt regular animals rather than people, but I can’t say they won’t make dietary changes if you go into their turf.”

      The quartet stared at me, and they all blinked as though I’d slapped them.

      “Did you just say there’s a mummy ice wolf here?” the handsome stranger asked, and he tilted his head back for a better look at me. “I couldn’t have heard you correctly.”

      I took a few more sniffs to catch his scent, pleased when the smell registered as somewhat familiar. According to my nose, the handsome stranger was likely a wolf of some sort, either a shapeshifter or a lycanthrope—either that or he’d rolled around with the mummy ice wolf before paying me a visit. “You heard me correctly. There’s a mummy ice wolf. We even caught it on video. Wait there a second.”

      Entertaining the strangers—and figuring out why they were in our reclusive neck of the woods—would alleviate some of my boredom. Not only that, if my brother did need to meet them, the clouds might protect him.

      I closed my window, grabbed my jacket, and headed to the basement to claim my brother’s phone. Matthieu glared at me. “Who is outside?”

      “Some crazy chicks and a dude who are playing with the moose and are interested in vampires—plural. Probably the foxes. I need your phone.”

      Heaving a sigh, my brother handed it over. “Don’t get me staked, charbroiled, roasted, grilled, or otherwise turned from a not-quite-living man to a very dead one. If the girls are pretty, take pictures for me so I can mourn my status as single and undesirable. I don’t think girls are into dead dudes.”

      I rolled my eyes, as my first searches on the internet had revealed some vampires hunted with sex demons for partners so they could feed and have a good time in the process. “I’m sure Mom will help you with your dating woes.”

      “You are just mean, Nadine!”

      “It’s the platypus in me,” I replied, heading to the front door armed with his phone. As the zombie moose hadn’t bothered the women or their companion, I stepped outside, closed the door behind me, and strolled over, unlocking my brother’s phone with his passcode to locate the video I’d taken of the undead drama. “Once upon a time, I wanted to be a sports announcer, so when the local undead decided to have a party in the yard, I did a play-by-play.”

      As the handsome stranger had taken the initiative, I went to him, held out my brother’s phone, and tapped the play button.

      The three women came over to watch, huddling over the screen, and the zombie moose followed them.

      To my dismay, the zombie moose came straight to me and rested her head on my shoulder. As the other women had gotten away with petting her, I took my chances. The zombie moose stayed calm and docile, and to my relief, her fur stayed intact and didn’t brush off as I expected.

      I wondered if the dropping temperatures helped slow her decomposition—or if zombie moose naturally stayed at the state of obviously dead but not stinking up the entire neighborhood.

      The quartet watched the entire video with wide eyes.

      “The vampire reports in this area are foxes?” the man blurted.

      “Hotspots,” I told him, pointing in the direction of one of the hotspots known to produce vampires when something died in its field of influence. “There’s one a few klicks that way with a reputation of producing vampires.” I pointed in the direction of a different hotspot. “That one is pretty random, so that’s probably where the mummy ice wolf came from. They’re all around here. Anything that dies in the range of one of the hotspots gets turned into an undead. Unfortunately, there’s a hotspot or two right under the nearest hospital, and it’s a doozy; not everyone comes back, and it doesn’t always happen right away, so things can get a little exciting at the funeral home.”

      The man stared at my brother’s phone, tapped the screen to replay the part where the mummy ice wolf had taken out the beavers, and spluttered. Once he recovered, he asked, “Have there been any human vampires raised by these hotspots or at the hospital?”

      “Sure.” I thought back on the past year or two. “I’d say we’ve had ten or so pop up out of their graves over the years. They’re not common, at least not in people. Among the wildlife? Common enough. The vampire hotspot is a pretty big one. I take it you’re not from around here, are you?”

      “No, we’re not. We came up from Toronto after getting some calls about vampires spotted in the area.”

      I heaved a sigh and pointed at the foxes. “My brother loaded the video to the internet, so that’s probably where you’re getting the reports. Everyone around here knows the foxes are vampires, and my brother probably mentioned it in the video description.”

      “You have got to be kidding me,” he blurted.

      “Sorry about that, but if you’re out hunting vampires, I wouldn’t even bother coming here.”

      That earned me a raised brow. “Why not?”

      “Just about everyone around these parts hates the undead, so they’re dispatched—and the town right across the border in Quebec? Well, we can get mighty competitive about it, eh?”

      He glanced at his companions, and as one, they all revealed their fangs at me.

      Oh, boy. “I’d invite you in for a drink, but I can’t say I have any fresh blood for you ladies. I wouldn’t let the folks in town know about those fangs of yours, though. They go the stake and decapitate route here, and while I tend to let be, most don’t.” I regarded the women with interest, frowning before staring up at the sky. “I thought vampires couldn’t go outside during the day.”

      “We’re old,” one of the women replied, and she smiled at me. “I’m Nancy. My sisters are Theresa and Tilly. I was sure I’d get at least a gasp out of you.”

      I relaxed and gestured to my brother’s phone. “Sorry, but the mummified ice wolf is the current leader of the scary undead convention. Those beavers were nasty. They’re known for ripping apart vampires of all stripes, even the human kind, to shreds. Do yourself a favor. If you see any beavers, back away. They are no joke. The living ones aren’t all that aggressive, but the undead ones? They ruled the roost until that wolf came along.” I turned my attention to the handsome stranger. “And who are you?”

      “Leonard,” he replied. “And yourself?”

      “Nadine. My brother’s Matthieu, but he’s a chickenshit and won’t come out of the basement if the moose is in the yard.” I gave her a pat, and she huffed and pressed her head closer to my neck. “She attracts all sorts of undead, so I can’t say I blame him. I usually wait for her to wander off before getting in the car when I need to go to town, though.”

      “You don’t have a job in town?” Leonard asked, and he narrowed his eyes.

      “I’ve been looking for remote work, especially with the undead conventions that are taking place in our yard. We’ll be moving soon. The last thing I need is for a hotspot to crop up under the house, so we’re going to go crash on our parents’ couch for a while. Just be careful if you go to town.”

      “We were already there, but we didn’t show them our fangs,” Nancy replied. “The folks there were the ones who pointed us your way when we asked about the vampires, but they didn’t mention anything about the vampires being foxes.”

      “Yeah, I have a reputation,” I complained. “I’m one of two people in town who doesn’t knock off the undead the instant I spot them, so I get the crazy undead drama in my yard.” After a moment of thought, I realized it made a lot of sense for the townsfolk to point them in my direction. “But I guess I’d also know where the vampires are, since I don’t kill them and keep track of them—and I call town if we think there’s anything headed their way. That’s only polite, you know.”

      “Of course. I’d definitely want to know if there were vampiric foxes headed my way,” Leonard muttered.

      “If you think the zombie moose is bad, wait until you see your first vampiric moose. They can drain a body dry in minutes, and they’re damned tough to kill.” Everyone in town had come out for that show, and I’d even helped with killing off that bastard of a moose, as had Matthieu—and I’d been the one to warn the town there was a vampiric moose on the loose. “Actually, on second thought, you don’t want to see a vampiric moose at all. This lady? She’s a nice girl. Vampiric moose are not nice.”

      “We’d heard the story about the vampiric moose,” Leonard admitted. “The old man at the grocer about talked my ear off praising you about that, because you called it in and weaponized your pickup to slow it down.”

      Oh, shit. I had, too. I missed my truck. I heaved a sigh. “That truck lost to a live moose, and since we’re moving, I haven’t replaced it. I’m going to use the insurance money to help pay for the movers.”

      There. It wasn’t a lie, and it covered why my truck was a distant memory.

      “We’d heard about that, too. Said he was worried about you and your brother after the crash, and that you two have been pretty quiet.”

      “The whiplash was awful, and I’m still mourning for my truck. She lost.” I slumped my shoulders, turned the phone, and checked my brother’s camera roll for one of the more embarrassing pictures of me professing my love for my big beauty of a truck. I found one of me kissing my newly installed moose grill and showed it to them. “Wasn’t she beautiful? She was the first new vehicle I ever got, and I worked my ass off to be able to afford her.”

      Leonard whistled. “No wonder the townies were worried. That’s a serious truck, ma’am.”

      “Moose can take out transports with grills. That grill makes a whole lot of difference. Crunched truck, busted engine, some shattered glass, but we both walked. Pity about the moose, though—they’re good eatin’, but it was bad enough getting the truck towed, as we’d left our phones at home, so we had to walk home first.” I stared at the picture of my deceased truck and sniffled. “She was such a good truck.”

      “You’ve been holing up here because you’re sad your truck was totaled?” Leonard blurted.

      I waved my brother’s phone in the man’s face, irritated he couldn’t understand why I would be upset over the loss of my vehicle. “I earned that truck, and damnit, she was mine! Damned straight I’m sad my truck was totaled.” I grunted, wrinkled my nose, and decided I wouldn’t pay any mind to any of my animal instincts. “And if they’re spouting some nonsense in town about it, well, they can kiss my skinny ass!”

      I grumbled curses, turned on a heel, and marched back to the house. In the reflection of the front window, I was treated to the moose reaching out her head and trying to graze on Leonard’s hair.

      “Looks like your manly charms aren’t doing you any good today,” Nancy teased. “I’m sorry about him, Nadine. He didn’t mean any harm. He’s just clueless about women and doesn’t know what to make of one who had a better truck than he does. Feel better soon, and good luck on your move.”

      “Thanks, Nancy. Good luck on your search for the foxes. And honestly, I’d get out of town before they figure out you’re vampires, you hear?”

      “Loud and clear,” the vampire replied, and she waved. “We’ll be careful.”

      I closed the door, hissed a few more curses at my foul luck, and went to make another cup of hot chocolate while my resident animals mourned over the lost opportunity to become close friends with the new man in town. Then again, if the townsfolk found out he kept company with a trio of vampire women, he’d come to a quick and unfortunate end.

      Hopefully, they’d heed my advice and leave.
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