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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    My stomach growled. 
 
    I was hungry again. I could swear I’d eaten just an hour ago, but, ever since the change, I was hungry pretty much all the time. The Professor said that it was normal, that I’d always feel hungry until I got used to things. He said stress would make me hungrier. Stress such as the math test I was getting ready to take. 
 
    Funny, I was studying for an entirely different test just a few weeks ago with my best friend. 
 
    Correction, my ex-best friend. 
 
    Right around the time, I’d finished gulping down the pink and grey goo is when my mom and hers had walked in and found me, blood spilling over my chin and soaking the front of my dress. Casey’s brains were all over my fingers and lips. Shit. How was I supposed to know I’d wake up from the fever with a craving for brains? How the hell was I supposed to know to warn my friends and family that they should probably avoid me like the plague until I’d completed my federally mandated rehabilitation period? 
 
      
 
    So here I was, almost a month later, at Undead Academy. I was hungry again, and I was going to fail my first math class. Fantastic. 
 
    My parents were going to be so mad. I mean, not as mad as when I ate Casey, but they were still going to be pretty damn pissed. Assuming they came to visit me at all. 
 
    The Professor said to expect that to happen too. It was pretty rare that any of our families came to see us once we’d been enrolled in the academy. The kid sitting next to me was a vampire and hot as hell, but even his parents never came to see him. Ever since he tried to bite his girlfriend, they sort of stopped coming around. 
 
    I stared at the blank sheet of paper in front of me, my fingers wrapped around my pencil. I had managed to barely write my name when I’d started doodling on the side of the page. Apparently, zombies had problems with their attention span and – Pay attention, Britta. You can do this; math isn’t your worse subject after all - that would be geography because why the heck should I know where Uzbekistan is? Like I was ever going to go there. I sat there with eyes glazed over, staring out the window and wondering if life would ever be the same and wondering if checking of ‘C’ for every answer was a legitimate strategy for passing exams. I’d do anything for the fire alarm to go off so I could get one more day of study in. 
 
    And then it happened. 
 
    The alarms blared, and the door to the room flew open as a student ran in, his pointed ears tufted with red fur, and began to yell, “Fire!” at the top of his lungs. 
 
    “Holy crap, don’t tell me I’m psychic now too?” I muttered under my breath as the professor ushered us from the classroom, down the hall, around a bend, and then marched us out the front door. 
 
    A fog of smoke rolled across the ground as we stepped onto the pathway and walked down the entry to the lean against the gate that surrounded the school. It was more like a compound really - meant to keep us inside and safe and the humans outside. Or maybe it was the other way around? It didn’t matter, that’s what they told us it was for. I felt a hand on my shoulder, causing me to spin around, “Hey there, new girl, good work.” 
 
      
 
    It was Zane Sanchez, one of the cutest guys in the school. Like me he was a Sophmore, but unlike me, he was cool and quiet. An air of confidence surrounded him, and the fact that he could turn into a bat just made him extra awesome. He was a real loner, often lurking in the corners of the classrooms or slinking around the lockers. The other students seemed to fear him, and when he caught their eye, they’d look away. To have him here, talking to a nobody like me, just wow. 
 
      
 
    I blinked and chewed at my lower lip, unsure how to respond, “I have – uh – no idea what you’re talking about,” I stuttered out, “But, hmm, thank you, I guess?” and tried to smile. His eyes were the most beautiful shade of blue while mine held a film of white over them ever since I was zombified. I continued to admire his eyes and his smile as he smirked and tapped a finger against the side of his head, “You don’t know, but I do. You wished for fire, right?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded and then quickly shook my head, eyes wide, “No. No, I didn’t do this. I swear!” 
 
    He nodded, “Chill, girl, I know. I did it,” he said with a grin. 
 
    I cocked my head to one side. But how? I wondered. Zane smiled again and tapped his head, “You might not be psychic, but I am... well, the correct term is that I used telekinesis to set the alarm off, but yeah, I read your thoughts. I promise I don’t eavesdrop all the time. You just looked really stressed over there by yourself next to the window. I thought you were going to break your pencil with how tightly you were holding it,” he let out a chuckle, and I practically melted while my stomach flipped. 
 
    We’d never really talked much before, but then, I’d only been here a few days. After my parents dropped me off and I was escorted to my assigned room, I’d seen him standing near the stairway banister a few times. Whenever I passed by, he’d offered a reassuring smile. It was nice to know he wasn’t just trying to be nice and actually wanted to talk to me. I could use a friend or a boyfriend. I quickly smashed that thought away. 
 
    I held out a hand, “Britney Peters, but it’s just Britta,” I introduced myself officially. He glanced down at my proffered hand. The skin was green, and my nails had turned yellow with black shadows along the nail beds, I pulled my hand back, cradling it against my chest and shook my head, “Sorry, I uh...” I stuttered and turned away. 
 
    Zane reached out and gently took my hand and his, shaking it gently, “Don’t be sorry. You can’t help what you are any more than I can help what I am. You can’t stop craving brains any more than I can stop craving blood...it is brains, right? Zombie not ghoul, right?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    I nodded. Yes, I was a zombie. Not a ghoul. A zombie craved brains and only brains while a ghoul was intent on eating anything living or dead, and they weren’t picky - any part of the body would do. On top of that, they were well known for having terrible appetites. I thought my cravings were bad, but the Professor told me that after a couple of weeks, I’d adapt, and my hunger pangs would settle down. But ghouls, they never adapted. They were always ravenous, and they basically lost all ability to reason, giving in solely to their base cravings. Though, I’d been warned that if a zombie waited too long to eat, they could devolve into a ghoul. 
 
    “I’m Zane Sanchez,” he said with a grin. He was so cute. His pitch-black hair hung over one of those crystal blue eyes in a way that made him seem even more mysterious, and his pale skin was flawless in a way that made me jealous. I always saw in books and movies, that vampires were supposed to be perfect. Like, Hollywood gorgeous. But Zane was staggeringly handsome, and I wanted nothing more than to press my cold dead lips to his and hope the friction would warm us both up. I want to say that my body grew warm and that my cheeks blushed, but no, I’ve no blood to heat up with desire. I’m dead. I couldn’t even enjoy the feeling of my heart fluttering in my chest because my heart hadn’t beat since I succumbed to the sickness. 
 
    Instead, my stomach flip-flopped - it was about the only thing I could feel now - and I thought, damn I’d love to devour him right here right now. I bet he’d taste amazing. 
 
    I saw a subtle frown pass over Zane’s face as he took a small step back. Oh, shit. Did he hear my thoughts...is he listening now...oh my god, this is so embarrassing! I practically screamed at myself and looked away again, wrapping my arms around my waist I turned to watch as the Professor gathered all the students together as the other teachers began to search the building for the source of the fire.  
 
    The Principle, Ms. Walker, stood off the side with her perfectly coifed hair and tailored suit a stark contrast to her equine lower half, as a centaur the Principle wore specially made clothes to suit her anatomy. 
 
    “So,” Zane began slowly, “You wanna get out of here?” he asked, running a hand through his hair and over the back of his neck. My stomach quivered, and my mouth began to water. Shit, was I hungry or horny? I couldn’t tell anymore. I nodded my head in agreement, causing my bob of hair to bounce against my jawline. My hair was white with grey ends, and a few weeks ago, I would have thought that was gross. I looked like an old lady, but there are a lot of things about me that I would have considered gross just a month ago. 
 
    For instance. My skin used to be a nice shade of olive, and now it was more like a nice shade of pickle. And my eyes had gone from bright green to the color of pond scum. I guess it wasn’t so bad, but the smell of death that always seemed to cling round me like bad perfume was annoying. No one here seemed to care, unlike my parents, who kept a Febreze bottle on them at all times up until the day I left. 
 
    When we left to the academy, and it was a two days drive and they kept all the windows rolled down even when it meant that mom and dad had to bundle up in extra layers of clothes to stay warm.  
 
    Zane grinned and took my hand. I was grateful to find that his fingers were just as cold as mine. I guess there was one good thing about attending Undead Academy; everyone else was just as gross as I was. 
 
      
 
    The other students stood leaning against the tall wrought-iron fence that surrounded the school as we snuck through them and behind the Professors’ back, other than the usual zombies like myself and a couple of vampires like Zane there were also werewolves, werecats, a couple of mermaids confined to wheelchairs who liked to hang out at the fountain in the school courtyard for obvious reasons, as well as various types of ghosts. The most unusual one was a specter; unlike a normal ghost, she could possess people and was quickly banned from doing so after a certain incident...or at least that’s what the rumors said. And we had a foreign exchange student, a kitsune from Japan. She mostly kept to herself, but occasionally she would share a quiet smile with me, and I thought we could maybe be friends if I got the guts actually to speak to her. She was so exotic compared to me. Maybe today I would finally ask to sit with her, I was pretty sure she was in my Legends and Lore class. 
 
    Zane guided me along the fence line until we came to a quiet area among a copse of trees. “I found this yesterday,” he said as he knelt and showed me an opening in the fence where the edges curled up and away from the ground. It was just big enough that we could shimmy beneath it with some effort. My eyes went wide as I bent over to inspect it, there were clumps of reddish-brown fur stuck to the sharp edges. 
 
    Zane caught my eyes and smiled, “You know how Ms. Walker and the Professor have been freaking out about the supposed werewolf attacks in the town nearby?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head; I hadn’t heard about that, but it didn’t surprise me. Even in my hometown, we had stories about the local beasties living their lives hidden among normal humans. But sometimes, they went a little crazy and reverted to their monstrous storybook states. I used to be one of those normal humans that liked to pretend monsters didn’t exist until the change and a whole new world opened up to me...I’m pretty sure my parents are still in denial though. 
 
    “Oh, sorry, you’re still new here. So, anyway, supposedly, a werewolf has been haunting the local town. Nothing serious, just a few jump-scares, stalking kids on bikes in the dark, looking into hot girls’ windows,” he smirked, “You know, things like that.” 
 
    Crossing my arms, I said, “Really, now?” and eyed him with disbelief. Those sounded exactly like the type of things you would hear your typical girl-crazy boy doing, or a paranormal beastie hungry for human flesh. 
 
    “So, a while back, before you probably even changed, there was an actual attack, like, people died,” he stressed and leaned in towards me, lowering his voice he glanced from left to right as if making sure no one was listening in on us. Reaching up, he placed a hand on my shoulders, lowering me to my knees next to him, “And they’d been chewed on,” he whispered. 
 
    His face was so close to mine. I could feel his warm breath on my neck and cheek, he smelt so good. I bet he’d taste just as amazing as he smelled right now. I shook that thought away; I really didn’t need to be thinking with my stomach, use your brains girl...okay, so that just made me hungrier.... what in the actual fuck. Could I not think of anything else? 
 
    Zane grinned again as he curled his fingers around the edge of the fence and pulled it up, making the opening big enough that we could crawl under, 
 
    “So, you wanna sneak into town and do a little of our own scaring?” he asked, “It’s almost Samhain, all-hallows eve, perfect timing for it,” he laughed. Samhain, I had learned, was the Celtic holiday that was later transformed into the modern Halloween. It was all fun and games for normal humans, but for those humans of a particular persuasion, i.e., witches, along with the monsters, it was a special celebration of the ancestors both dead and undead. People expected things to go bump in the night this time of year. It sounded like awesome fun. But still, it was against the rules, and he just said that the townspeople were worried about a werewolf has gone rogue. He couldn’t be serious. Plus, the Professor would be pissed and the Principle? Well, I had only met her once, and that more than enough to scare me straight. Just thinking of meeting with her again sent shivers down my spine and made my stomach shrink. 
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    “And now you’re a zombie, Ms. Peters, a beautiful testament to the fleeting wings of life. The ending can come so suddenly,” the Principle intoned as if she was reciting a eulogy. And maybe she was. After all, this was Undead Academy, and I was now a member of the student undead. 
 
    I had no idea how I became a zombie. My parents were as surprised as I was.  
 
      
 
    I remembered feeling a little sick and having a headache. I finished my usual homework for school and then crawled into bed. I woke up the next morning with a raging fever so mom told me to stay home and get some rest, which I did. Bed-ridden for four days, I couldn’t keep anything down, and my head felt like my brain was trying to break out of my skull. The hospital couldn’t find anything wrong with me. After days of being poked and prodded and MRI scans, we were told it was a virus. It had to run its course. And then, the day after I got home from the hospital, my best-friend Casey came over after school with a crap-ton of my homework in hand. I wasn’t happy to see the assignments piled up but I was so glad to see her. She looked so sweet, literally, and the next thing I knew, she was screaming, and I was eating. 
 
      
 
    “It happens like that sometimes,” Ms. Walker and the Professor had explained to my parents. My dad was flabbergasted, “What? Turning into an undead fiend just... happens? Just like that?” he asked, hands clasped so tight together his knuckles were white. Ms. Walker nodded, “While we don’t enjoy using the terms ‘undead fiend’ yes, sometimes it just happens.” 
 
    The Principle stood behind a wide desk of polished mahogany, the walls were decorated with aged images of prior school principles as well as various famous figures of the monster and undead world. Picture of Count Dracula, Dr. Frankenstein with his monsters, a werewolf snarling over a cup of tea while wearing a monocle. There were bookshelves filled with row after row of books on mythology, history of the undead, various tomes that were so old the spines had fallen away, and various items of macabre origin rested on many of the shelves as well as decorating her desk. 
 
    While my parents and the Principle continued to discuss the school policies, I stared at a skeletal cat resting on the edge of the desk. Tilting my head to one side, I stretched out a finger to touch it when the cat hissed, arching its back, and ran away with a clatter of bones. I yanked my hand back and looked around as if I hadn’t done anything. 
 
    Ms. Walker smirked, “That is Salem, and he doesn’t like to be touched, I’d ask you to please refrain from touching anything in my office. It could have potentially deadly consequences, even for the already undead,” she said, leveling her steely gaze at me. 
 
    Her face was severe, with pitch-black hair tied up in a bun on the top of her head and bright red lipstick that looked all the brighter for her deathly pale white skin. Wearing a black Victorian-style double-breast vest with a ruffled collar pulled up high around her neck, she looked like a villain you’d see in a b-rate horror movie which was fitting, I guess. 
 
    My dad sat with his head between his hands, “And you say they are working on a cure? For cases like our daughters’ I mean?” 
 
    Ms. Walker nodded, “Yes, Mr. Peters. They are working around the clock to try and create a cure. In fact, our own Professor of Chemistry and Bio sciences is one of the leading researchers in the field. And, as soon as we have one, all the changed children enrolled in the Undead Academies the world over will be the first to receive it,” she said with a proud but smug grin on her face. She sounded extremely proud of herself, “And as part of our student after-care we provide daily vitamins, vaccinations, and biannual health screenings to make sure everything is as well as it should be,” she said with a nod and stood. 
 
    My mother winced as the sound of hooves on the wooden floor made my parents jump. This was probably something they’d never get used to. Ms. Walker’s tail swished against her black-furred flanks as she stepped around the desk, her iron-shod hooves clopping with a lazy cadence as she approached her office door and pulled it open, motioning for my parents to exit, “We’ll take excellent care of Ms. Peters, we’re like family here, each of us,” she said with a gentle and understanding smile. 
 
    I waved good-bye as my parents exited and sat back in the chair, crossing my knees and clasping my hands over them like my mom had directed me to beforehand, she’d said this was a prestigious branch of the school, and we needed to act like we were the prestigious type of family you’d find in such an exclusive private academy. I could have gone to a school that was closer to home, a smaller version of the academies, but mom and dad wanted the best for me. Which was nice because originally, they had wanted to do an autopsy to find out why and how this has happened, but, well, you can’t really do an autopsy on a body that’s still up and walking around. Apparently, there were laws against doing that, it was unethical or something, and so my parents just had to make do.  
 
    For a week I attended the rehabilitation clinic at our local DuD, that stands for Dead unDead, but after that we didn’t know what to do. I was getting hungrier every day, and I couldn’t keep munching on my friends or Aunt Linda, even if it made my dad a happier person. We had just decided it might be best to pack up and move to the next town over to attend their monster inclusive school when we received a mysterious envelope inviting me to apply to the exclusive Undead Academy. My parents had called Ms. Walker immediately, and so now, here I was. 
 
    I continued to wave as my mom looked back and blew me a kiss, her eyes were filled with tears, and as the door clicked shut behind them, I knew in my gut that that’d probably be the last time I saw them. 
 
      
 
    The academy was located deep in the woods of a protected wildlife park. No one knew it was even here without an invitation; it was that exclusive. It wasn’t huge, there were only about a hundred students in attendance, and the school itself was more like a large mansion than what you thought of as a typical schoolhouse. It was two stories tall with a central building covered in beautiful stained-glass windows and arches adorned with stone gargoyles, some of them were students here, and two dormitory wings jutted out from either side of the main building. One was for the boys and the other for the girls. It was a boarding school which made it extra convenient for those families that didn’t want others knowing that their kids were monsters or who didn’t want to deal with having a monstrous kid at all. 
 
    Though Undead Academy was a high school, Ms. Walker had informed my family and I that there were also Elementary and Middle schools for the youngest of monsters and undead. Some monsters, like the vampires and werewolves, weren’t always considered ‘undead’ because they could be born that way while others such as zombies like myself, were created. We just had no idea how. The ones that were born this way were usually referred to as ‘monsters’ while people like me were considered members of the undead. Ghosts and other spooks were just dead. 
 
      
 
    After that Ms. Walker showed me to my room and explained the rules to me, giving me a paper to sign, “This is a binding contract Ms. Peters. Remember that,” she’d said cryptically. 
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    Zane interrupted my thoughts as he pressed his body down and began to army crawl beneath the fence. On the other side, he stood and brushed his jacket free of dirt, “You coming?” he asked with a grin. Looking around I shrugged, the students were still standing against the fence as the adults went through the house and searched for the source of the fire alarms. They were going to be so pissed once they realized it was nothing but a prank. And, I had gathered from the way he was talking that it probably wouldn’t take them long to figure out who it was. In a small school like this with everyone living so close together, I had gathered that there wasn’t really such thing as secrets or privacy. 
 
    “Okay,” I said and lowered myself to the ground; it was still early morning, so the sun hadn’t come up yet. Which was a good thing, Zane would need to be back before that time otherwise he’d be lathering on the heavy-duty sun-screen all the vampires had to carry around for just in case. But here at the academy, that was a rare issue, during the day all the windows were boarded up, and most of the classes were held at night. 
 
    We crept away from the school as quietly as possible, running from tree to tree until we entered the thick woods and followed our noses towards the town. It was kind of uncanny that I could smell my way through the woods. As we walked, Zane explained that it was the blood. Most undead could smell it through the humans’ skin, and it drew us like a moth to the flame. Vampires, he bragged, could track nearly as good as a werewolf. 
 
    “So, what do I smell like?” I asked, screwing my lips to one side. I glanced away as I twirled my fingers together, clasped behind my back. 
 
    Zane looked at me, and his eyes met mine, “I don’t smell anything,” he said. 
 
    I didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Shrugging, I made a face, “Alright then, so where’s this town? I hope it isn’t too far away,” I said, changing the conversation. Zane continued to watch me, and I felt my stomach shiver so hard it made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. I could get used to that feeling, as unnerving as it was. Grasping my hand and sliding his fingers between mine, he passed between the trees, towing me along. Occasionally he reached out and lifted me by the waist over the logs hidden beneath the foliage. It was early spring, and though it was still cold, the undergrowth had begun to grow back, and the ground was thick with budding kudzu vines that would quickly climb the trees as the spring melted into summer. It was a rough climb. I was starting to feel like my hips might break free of their sockets when I moaned, “Forget it, we should go back. It’s going to be daytime soon, and I’m sure they’ve already noticed were gone.” 
 
    Zane turned to me and grinned, “Yeah. They have,” he said without another word and kept pushing forward. Then, just as I was ready to turn around on my own, the trees began to thin, and the glittering lights of the town broke through the darkness. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    It was a small and quaint-looking little town, the kind of town you might wish to retire in when you got old and wanted to spend your weekends fishing at the lake. The few roads crisscrossing between homes and buildings were dotted with lamp posts that flickered as moths swarmed around them. A layer of fog covered the streets and flowed between the houses. It was quaint but spooky looking. 
 
    Many of the houses were dark with sleep, but a few of them had lights on, and I could see shadows of movement even from up here. The valley itself was also small, and the wooded mountains hugged right up against the town, leaving it with no room to grow. There was only one road to enter and exit by, making it seem like a literal death trap if an avalanche or a fire were to happen. The barking of dogs and what was probably raccoons digging through trash cans reached our ears. Their nighttime noises echoed through the cool still night air. But most of all, I could hear the combined heartbeats of all the humans living below. It made my muscled twitch and my stomach ache to think of so many fresh brains waiting just below, ripe for the bludgeoning. It’d be so easy to sneak down and – get your shit together, Britta. 
 
    I turned to find Zane watching me, “So, what do you think?” he asked slowly, waving a hand over the valley. 
 
    I made a face; I didn’t know what he meant. What was I supposed to think? It was a town like pretty much every other town I saw on the way here. “I don’t know? Why are we here exactly?” 
 
    “This is Hex Hallow. It’s a pretty special place, they know about the academy, but we have a sort of truce between us. So long as we don’t bother them, they don’t bother us,” he said, “Most of the academy’s supplies come through here. A delivery truck brings things about twice a month or so. Gives the town an additional source of business, pretty sure the funding is the only reason they tolerate the entire operation.” 
 
    I looked out over the town, the small homes with their picket-fenced yards and manicured trees. Halloween decorations were strung up, and here and there a pumpkin grinned. It was exactly the type of town I knew my parents would dream of living in back when they had a normal daughter who went to a normal school and did normal, non-zombie, things. 
 
    “Okay, so why are we here? You still haven’t answered the question,” I said a little more forcefully, what is he up to? I wondered. 
 
    “This is where I used to live,” he said quietly, looking distant as he let out a sigh and knelt on one knee, watching the sleepy town, “You know, before I was changed,” he said as he reached up and pulled back the collar of his jacket. 
 
    On his neck, there were two small scars, right next to each other, they were puncture wounds. Zane wasn’t born a vampire; he was turned into one. Much like how I was somehow turned into a zombie. 
 
    I looked away, shaking my head, “I’m sorry, Zane. I had no idea. So, when did it happen?” I asked, dropping down next to him. He must come here to check on his family. 
 
    “It was about four years ago; I was out with my girlfriend. And - oh shit, it’s Ms. Walker,” Zane whispered harshly as he grabbed my arm. Jerking me to my feet he forced me into a run as the sounds of branches snapping came from close behind us. She sounded large and angry. A horse’s low neighing reached my ears, followed by the sound trees being torn from the ground, roots cracking.  
 
    Zane was terrified, his eyes were wide and dark, and as we ran, his fangs grew sharp and curled over his lower lip, flashing in the moonlight. 
 
    “Z-Zane,” I whispered, my voice thick with fear, as he tugged me along. He was acting strange, and I didn’t like it. I also didn’t appreciate him dragging me through the woods without any real explanation. 
 
    We leaped over logs and dashed around trees, zig-zagging through the woods and back towards the school, “Zane, what’s wrong?” I finally managed to ask. 
 
    He shook his head and continued to dash through the forest, but it was much harder going back up to the academy than it had been heading down towards the town. 
 
    “It’s Ms. Walker. It’s like she’s possessed. Sometimes I think she’d do anything for the Professor,” he breathed, “I’ve seen them together. And, doing stuff to our food,” he said, pausing he looked around and tilted his head back, breathing in deeply as his nostrils flared. He was sniffing the air. What did he mean by all of that? I didn’t get the chance to ask before we were moving again. 
 
    “This way. We can’t go back that way,” he said and pulled me in another direction, but this would take us even further from the school, and I could already see the first tinges of orange and pink splashing on the clouds above us. 
 
    “Zane! We have to go back; the sun is rising, and you can’t – I mean, why can’t we just go with them?” 
 
    “It’s okay; I have a safe place to fall back on,” he said. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes; this clearly wasn’t the first time he’d come out here long enough to need to hide from the sun. 
 
    He shook his head, “Yeah. We’ll go back but not with Ms. Walker,” he said, “She’ll hand us over to the Professor and... I don’t want to see him ever again.”  
 
    I pulled back on his hand, jerking my wrist away, “I don’t get it. What’s wrong with Ms. Walker? With the Professor? They’ll just take us back to the school, right?” 
 
    He shook his head slowly and frowned, his eyes growing darker and more bat-like as fur began to sprout across his face and down his neck. 
 
    “She might take you back; you’re new. But for me, it’d be bad, they’ll have me staked and boxed up,” he muttered, cursing beneath his breath. 
 
    I threw a hand over my mouth, “She’d have you murdered?” I gasped.  
 
    Zane grinned and chuckled, “No. Sorry, I was just trying to throw in some vampire sarcasm...and that’s just a myth, we can’t die, but a stake through the heart is no bueno. Makes it so you can’t transform. But we’ll be in a lot of trouble either way.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, clenching my fists so tightly I could feel my nails begin to dig into my palms, 
 
    “Then why the hell did you bring me out here with you?” I growled.  
 
    Zane cocked his head to one side, and his bangs fell over the other eye, with a sharp-toothed grin he said, “I dunno. I thought maybe we could make out? Everyone is in everyone else’s business in there; it’d be nice to have someone I could confide in, you know?” he shrugged, and his scent rolled off him like the most wonderful ham dinner I’d ever smelled. 
 
    I wanted to hug him and give him a little nibble, just a small taste. I bet he tastes like bacon. 
 
    I stared at him as my stomach grumbled. If I had enough blood in my veins, I knew I’d be bright pink right now or at least a shade of rust, given my complexion. Maybe if I took just a little bite of him, I’d be okay. He was looking tastier by the moment, and my tongue was growing thick with spit as I watched him. 
 
    I was just about to say something when the sound of a horse neighing echoed through the woods, turning I looked up to find Ms. Walker, a riding whip in one hand, dressed all in black. Her robes were flowing as if they had a life of their own with a hood drawn over her head. She glared at us, her eyes glowing a dim crimson as she glanced between the two of us.  
 
    Zane was right, she didn’t appear normal, and she smelled wrong, like a rotten egg. She didn’t have that horsey hay smell she carried about her when I’d met her.  
 
    No, she smelled like sulfur and rage. 
 
    The Principle frowned and pointed a long finger at me, “You have violated academy code two-twenty-two. You both are to come with me immediately and report to the Professor,” she commanded. Her voice echoed as if we were in a long hallway. 
 
    My throat went dry, and my tongue felt thick and heavy as my stomach lurched again. I was so hungry. All of this running had really built up an appetite, and when I spoke, all I could get out was “Uuhhh-gahh,” it sounded like I speaking with a mouth full of wet rag.  
 
    Great, I sound like a total ghoul. 
 
    But I couldn’t help it, I was really hungry, and if a zombie went too long without food, we really would revert to just being another crazed blood-thirsty movie-monster. 
 
    Clamping my mouth shut, I felt my skin prickle with embarrassment, I feel like an idiot, I shouldn’t have left with Zane but, he’s so damn cute, I thought as I raised my hands in surrender as the centaur approached. Turning her flank to me she motioned for me to get on. I turned to look at Zane, but he wasn’t there. 
 
    That asshole. 
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    The ride back to the school was swift as Ms. Walkers’ equine legs carried us easily over hills and crags and between the trees. Not long ago, the little girl in me would have squealed in delight that I was riding a centaur, but I took no joy in this rough and rushed trip up the hillside.  
 
    In no time I was back at the school and sitting in the main office. Not a good place to be when it was nearly 7:00 pm and the rest of the students would be waking up. 
 
    Ms. Walker glared at me from over the rims of her black-rimmed glasses. She held a packet of papers in one hand and was reading a page from it in the other, 
 
    “Ms. Peters, you were given a copy of the rules correct?” I nodded in the affirmative. 
 
    “And you did sign said rules? This is your signature here, correct?” I nodded again. Ms. Walker continued, “Use your words child, you’re a zombie, not a ghoul, or was my assessment mistaken?” 
 
    “No, Ms. Walker. I - I’m sorry,” I stuttered out as tears began to gather at the corner of my eyes. I had no real excuse other than being attracted to the first cute boy to ever invite me to go anywhere with him and who then promptly and ironically ditched me. 
 
    “What were you doing out there?” she asked, dropping the papers and steeling her fingers, she stared at me so intensely I thought I might catch on fire. From beneath her desk, I could hear one of her hooves tapping impatiently. 
 
    “Nothing, Zane took me to see the town that was all. We weren’t going to do anything, I swear. He just wanted to hang out, I guess,” I finished lamely with a roll of my shoulders and looked down at my knees. My legs were covered in lacerations from the brush, but I hadn’t noticed the cuts until after I’d been whisked me away on his horse, galloping through the woods we were back at the school gates in less than a heartbeat...or at least I thought it was less than a heartbeat, I’d practically forgotten what that sounded like. 
 
    “Britta,” I jerked my head up to gaze at Ms. Walker, her voice was soft, and for a moment she even looked kind. 
 
    “Y-yes?” I replied. 
 
    “I know it’s hard. Everything is different now. All your human friends are gone, your family has more or less abandoned you here. But... we are your family now, and we don’t endanger our families, do we?” she asked. 
 
    My jaw dropped, and I felt moisture begin to run down my face. I already knew my family wasn’t going to come back; they just couldn’t handle the changes or the murder. I just didn’t want to admit it. Having it, all laid out like that was kind of shocking. 
 
    I nodded slowly, clasping my hands in my lap, and twiddling my thumbs together. Ms. Walker continued, “I’m going to forgive you this transgression because I know you’re going through a lot right now. I was a new monster once, a long time ago, and I remember how hard it was. Back then we didn’t have the Undead Academies we have today, I had nowhere to go,” she said, “Being a monster in this human world is difficult, and we have to be careful and protect ourselves. I’m one of the last few of my kind,” she continued, “The rest of the centaurs are dead because humans couldn’t handle our existence,” she said and paced around her desk, hooves clopping. I nodded my head; she was right. It was much easier to be a monster today than it was not even ten years ago or more. 
 
    I grew up on stories of monsters, both good and bad, and propaganda these days had done an okay job at making monsters less scary. But some humans would always distrust them, especially the undead variety. Places like the Undead Academies were trying their best to let humans see monsters in a better light. It was part of an ongoing study to detect monsters before their transition so that accidents like Casey’s didn’t happen and so that children didn’t disappear while playing in the woods. But then there was the occasional random change, like me, that they couldn’t explain. 
 
    The Principle smiled gently as she paced around the chair, “You’re dismissed, but next time Mr. Sanchez wants to take you off to hang out around the town...I hear the copse of trees just past the fountain are rather lovely and within school boundaries,” she said with the barest hint of a smirk.  
 
    I nodded, slid off the chair, and tried not to bolt across the office and out the door. When the heavy wood slammed shut behind me the other students were already preparing for their dinners, and free time before lights out was called after sunrise. 
 
    The biggest adjustment was getting used to the reversed schedule, while our human families were waking up and getting breakfast, we were eating dinner and getting ready to settle down for bed. Some of us would be up longer than others, and that was okay so long as we kept to quiet activities like reading, but sometimes we could watch movies with the volume down. 
 
    Probably one of the few things I’d already found was great about this school was that, other than the occasional adult monster looking out for us, we were pretty left to take care of ourselves. Mealtimes were served in masse via the kitchen staff, but we were allowed to snack and had a special cabinet that was stored with light but healthy snacks, and there was a fridge stocked with water bottles, blood, and soda. But the soda, unlike the water, was regulated. Only one soda per student per day was the rule. More than that, and you’d be in PE for an extra hour to burn off all the sugar. But I didn’t usually eat much; I found I didn’t crave snacks and food like I used to. A month ago, this would have been amazing, all the junk-food I could eat, but really, I just wanted a good chunk of brain. 
 
    Scientists had found a while back that zombies couldn’t live on anything but human brains, something about needing the synapses to maintain a facsimile of humanity. Zombie’s that lived on the brains of animals slowly become more like our close cousins the ghouls. Only unlike ghouls’ zombies were more capable of breaking into the homes of sleeping humans. Because of this, these same scientists tried to develop cloning technology of brains so that there would be a steady supply, but, for whatever reason, these just didn’t cut it. It left zombies hungrier than ever, so it was speculated that the experiences of being alive were what made the brains viable and tasty. 
 
    Because of this, a donor program was set up. Humans could donate their brains to the Zombie rehabilitation program in exchange for funds for their surviving families. It worked out amazingly well. As far as I could tell, the academies maintain a steady supply of fresh, or mostly fresh, brains from all across the country. 
 
    At first, I was grossed out about the idea that I’d be eating brains for the rest of my life but the chef here does a pretty good job of making various delicacies that look much tastier than just a brain on a plate would be or, you know, a brain straight out of a skull. 
 
      
 
    With an exhausted sigh, I paced down the walkway from the Principles office and towards the stairs that would take me down to the common areas. 
 
    The top floor was reserved for conducting classes while the downstairs held the cafeteria, library, and the lounge where we all just basically sat around between classes. Each of the dorm wings had their lounge as well that we were restricted to during lights out in daylight hours. Mainly to keep the boys and girls away from each other, as if rules like that ever stopped a bunch of teens thirsty for love. 
 
    I was making my way down the stairs when Zane passed by and gave me a small wave. Narrowing my eyes, I glared at him and watched as he shriveled beneath my gaze. I can’t believe he ditched me out there! I turned my head away and ignored him, looking back just as he entered Ms. Walker’s office. I didn’t want to see him staked, not that I believed she’d do that, but I hoped she gave him a good long lecture. 
 
    I didn’t know what happened to students that kept breaking the rules, but I didn’t want to find out either. His words kept rolling around in my head. He said Ms. Walker and the Professor were tampering with our food. 
 
    My stomach grumbled; I was hungry again. Of course. The small snack I’d been given in Ms. Walker’s office was hardly enough. 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I made my way to the cafeteria, which was really just a large dining room. With so many students here, the meal times were broken into three groups of roughly thirty students each, so it wasn’t so crowded and nowhere near as noisy as it would be otherwise. It was late enough in the day that only a few stragglers were left to pick at their food. Unluckily for me, one of those stragglers was Alicia and her two lackeys, Taylor and Gemma. 
 
      
 
    Alicia was a hag. Literally she was a hag, albeit a beautiful one. Her long silky black hair was streaked with silver, and it seemed to flow around her body in perfect waves that hung down to her ankles, or at least it would if she had ankles. Instead of legs and feet, the hag sisters, as we called them, hovered around like any other ghost on clouds of fog. Alicia’s skin was pearly white with eyes that glowed purple. Her lips were tinged with lavender, and I couldn’t tell if she was wearing lipstick or if it was her natural or rather unnatural, hue. As I walked by, she snickered, 
 
    “You aren’t the first one he’s tricked,” she said casually, spinning in her seat to smile at me, fog drifted up around her in a whirl as she did so. Alicia’s teeth were sharp and pointed, and they looked more like a shark than a ghost to me. Her attitude did nothing for all the other sharks in the sea. 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said, squaring my shoulders as I continued past her. Her fellow hag, Taylor, piped up, “Zane picks up all the new girls. You know, he once asked me to go past the fence, but I said no. Guess I’ve just got more brains,” she giggled and looked like a near-exact replica of Alicia except were Alicia was purple, Taylor was green. 
 
    I shook my head and tried to ignore them, but just the mention of brains made my mouth water, and I swore drool was making its way down my chin. I slid the back of a hand over my chin for just in case. 
 
    Gemma stifled her laughter beneath hands, clasped tightly over her mouth. Out of the three of them, she was the quietest and, therefore, the least annoying. Her blue locks floated around her shoulders in choppy waves, like a storm passing over the ocean, and when I met her icy eyes her lips curled up in the barest hint of a smile. She didn’t seem like she was all that bad, more that she stuck around with Alicia and Taylor because they were the only other hags here. 
 
    Much like myself, they were probably all a little lonely, but Alicia was too busy acting like a stuck-up snob to realize it, or she did and was trying to cover it up. 
 
    I turned on my heel, “You know, with an attitude like that, I’m not surprised you came back as a hag,” I said, stressing the last word, and walked away, ignoring the feeling of Alicia’s eyes on my back. My gut twinges as I stepped into the kitchen, the smell of steamed brains led me straight to the nearest counter where one of the chefs smiled at me and nodded. He didn’t say anything; he couldn’t; apparently, his tongue had been cut out decades ago to keep him from spilling some nasty secrets after he was resurrected. Despite that, he always had a huge smile on his face, and his eyes were kind. With a flourish, he presented my meal to me. I gave him my thanks, loaded up on a glass of fresh blood, and carried my tray back into the cafeteria. 
 
      
 
    Sitting down, I dug into my food. The taste was amazing, and I couldn’t believe how tender it was. I remembered Casey’s as being tough and chewy but somehow still delicious, but the chef had a way of making things seem almost normal, which I was sure most everyone here appreciated. 
 
    I had just started to sip at my blood when my roommate, Marybeth, paused at my side, “Hey there? Is this seat taken?” she asked in a voice that was way too loud. I glanced up at her; she was stunning. Like, in a way that made you stop and stare with hair that was fire-red and pale porcelain skin. Marybeth was a Salamander, a type of witch that specialized in fire magic. Many people thought of salamanders in regards to alchemical fire for brewing potions, but really, it was the surname of a family of witches well known among the dead, undead, and monster communities. 
 
    Settling down across from me, Marybeth started talking. She talked about the weather, about the girls in our class, about how the hag sisters were all burrowing holes in the back of my head with their eyes. I assumed she hadn’t heard what happened between Zane and me yet otherwise that’s what she’d really be talking about. I wasn’t listening; of course, instead I was busy daydreaming about Zane. Maybe I’d treated him too harshly. I wouldn’t hurt to just talk to him, right? He said he’d get into serious trouble if he was caught. 
 
    “Hey, anybody alive in there?” Marybeth broke into my thoughts, waving a hand in front of my face and snapping me out of my daydream. The witch smiled as she pushed a napkin in my direction. I took it, feeling embarrassed. I must have had some brain goo on my chin, or I was drooling again. That was starting to happen more often. 
 
    I began to dab my face with it when I realized something was written there. The ink had soaked through both sides of the tissue. Marybeth grinned at me, her eyes flashing as brightly as her hair. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, lamely staring at the phone number printed neatly on the square. I had no idea how to respond. I’d never been flirted with by a girl before. I mean, she was cute don’t get me wrong, but I’d never found myself attracted to another lady before. And I didn’t expect it from Marybeth, and she was in a league of her own. 
 
    I pressed my lips into a thin line and cocked my head to one side before folding the paper and putting it in my pocket as she watched me from the corners of her eyes, she looked confused. 
 
    We sat in silence for a few awkward minutes, just enjoying our meals and listening to the hag sisters snickering somewhere behind me. I heard more than a few nasty words thrown about that made my skin itch. Marybeth waggled her eyebrows at me, “Aren’t you going to look at that number?” she finally asked. I wriggled in my seat before standing with my tray. I hadn’t eaten nearly as much as I should have, and I knew I’d be hungry again later, but my appetite had sunk. I had no idea what to say to Marybeth. 
 
    Marybeth looked at me again, her face scrunching in confusion before smoothing it out and bursting in laughter, “Oh my goddess... did you think... really?” She looked at me with her brilliant eyes flashing before picking up her tray and jerking her chin towards the door, 
 
    “The number is from that guy,” she said and pointed at Zane. He was leaning against the cafeteria door, waiting for us to exit with a sheepish grin on his face. 
 
    My shoulders sunk. Of course. How stupid of me, I should have known. I rolled my eyes and turned away as Marybeth continued to chuckle to herself. Dumping my tray, I walked straight past Zane and ignored him as he called my name. 
 
      
 
    “Britta, come on. I’m sorry, really. I didn’t mean to ditch you like that, but I couldn’t let them catch me out there,” Zane pleaded as he trailed me through the hallway and towards my next class. I stopped, turned on my heel, and glowered at him. 
 
    “You left me out there, Zane! I don’t care how much trouble you would have gotten into; you could have... ugh, I don’t know,” I shook my head sadly. Zane smiled at me. It was that disarming, heartwarming smile I loved. My stomach growled. But I stood my ground, “Zane, no. After you left me out there to face Ms. Walker alone? No, I’m sorry.” I said, turning away from him I felt tears trying to force their way out of my dry sockets. Or maybe it was pus; I could never be too sure.  
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    As I walked back towards the girls’ dormitory, I was just checking my phone for how many likes I’d received on my last post when I ran right into the Professor. I was so glued to my screen that I hadn’t even noticed him standing there. 
 
      
 
    The Professor was a strange man. He wasn’t ugly or anything like that; he was just weird. Actually, he was pretty good looking with choppy blonde hair, green eyes, and a great smile. He was always smiling, and it made every girl swoon the moment he entered a room. Well, almost every girl. Some of us just thought was a little too out there. When he wasn’t working in his lab beneath the school, he was teaching chemistry and herbalism. Sometimes he’d randomly twitch a little and static would make his hair stand on end before he’d smooth it back and adjust his lab coat, he always wore one, always, and then carry on with the lesson like nothing had happened. And sometimes, at night, you could hear his cackling echo up the stairwells while a green light pulsed between, he loose boards. We were told it was nothing, just the power-generator fluctuating 
 
    “Ah, Ms. Peters, I was just looking for you. I just wanted to check in with our newest zombie,” he said with a stomach-churning grin. I looked up at him, he was tall but a bit on the scrawny side, “May I?” he asked, reaching out a hand towards one of my wrists. I nodded. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t think he was human, but he didn’t come off as a monster either. I wasn’t sure what he was, honestly. It was like that here though, sometimes you could tell, and sometimes they looked just like regular kids, but usually, if you knew what signs to look for, you’d catch a little detail that gave away what they were. I tried to remember if any of the kids in my old school had those little signs revealing they were secretly monsters who’d managed not to cause a total freak out and could live relatively normal lives. Not all of us went to academies like this one, just the ones that were dangerous to humans. Ones that couldn’t be trusted alone with a normal kid. Monsters like myself. I quickly learned that if you attended an academy, it was because you’d done messed up. Bad. 
 
      
 
    The Professor tapped my wrists, looking for a pulse and feeling none he smiled and nodded, “So, Ms. Peters, walk with me,” the Professor said, resting a hand on my shoulder as we paced down the dormitory hall and into the common lounge, it wasn’t time for lights out just yet so the boys were allowed to hang out with the girls but once the bell rang everyone had to return to their respective dorms based on whatever gender they identified as. 
 
    I waved at a few kids I knew as the Professor, and I walked. None of us knew his name; he was just the Professor. 
 
    “Ms. Peters, Britta, if that’s alright?” I nodded, of course, you could call me Britta, his slight English accent made it sound not so lame. 
 
    The Professor continued, “How are you adjusting to Undead Academy? You’ve settled into your room? Classes? Any issues I should know about?” he asked, “Is Ms. Salamander treating you well? Her last roommate demanded a transfer after only one week,” he grinned, knowingly. 
 
    “I’m doing great, actually. I think we could be friends,” I said enthusiastically, “And the classes are... well, they’re classes,” I pouted. No matter how interesting the classes sounded, they were still mostly a bunch of studying and test after a boring test. Even the ones that should be cool, like my class in the history of black magic, were lame. 
 
    With a smile, the Professor nodded, adjusted his glasses, which made him look extra cute and sciency, and said, “That’s good. But what about how you feel. Are the hunger pangs starting to go away? Anything unusual?” 
 
    I pouted and shook my head, reaching up to twist a loose lock of hair behind an ear, “Not really. But I feel even more hungry than normal,” I confessed. 
 
    The professor placed a hand on his chin and tapped his forefinger against his lips, “Huh. I’ll ask the chef to double your brain rations for the rest of the week. Maybe your body is just taking a little longer to adapt. It happens sometimes. No worries,” he paused and then narrowed his eyes, looking at me from down his nose. “Is that why you snuck out with Mr. Sanchez? Where you hungry?” 
 
    I winced, dammit, I knew he’d bring that up. I shook my head slowly, twisting my hands together nervously. I shook my head slowly, looking down at my feet and wriggling my toes in my shoes nervously. The school uniforms were the typical kind you’d see on any British or Japanese school kid. Boys wore slacks with button-ups and cardigans while girls wore the same style but with skirts instead. The shoes were a cute oxford style. I liked it. 
 
    “I wasn’t hungry, Professor,” I lied. I mean, I was hungry, but that’s not what I followed Zane out there. Or was it? Pursing my lips, I looked around the room and tried not to meet his eyes; I didn’t want the Professor to see my doubts. 
 
    Adjusting his glasses, the Professor broke into a smile, “Relax kid. I wasn’t always a stodgy nerd. I know why kids sneak out,” he said quietly and tapped his forehead, “And I’m sure Ms. Walker gave you an earful enough, but I do want to stress how dangerous it is to leave the school grounds until you’ve passed your control testing,” he said. 
 
      
 
    The control tests were just that, tests on whether you could control yourself around normal humans. It was different based on what kind of undead or monster you were. For zombies, it was easy; they would place you in a room full of human volunteers and watch how you reacted, looking for signs that you were about to lose control and start crushing skulls. If that happened the Professor would be right there with a tranquilizer and drag you out to safety. There were three levels to the test, and each was made to be more tempting than the previous. I hadn’t taken any of the control tests; even I knew I was nowhere near ready. 
 
      
 
    I pressed my lips into a line and nodded again, “I know, Professor. It won’t happen again,” I said with a sniff. 
 
    “Good girl,” he said and patted me on the head, “Remember that if you’ve got any issues, any at all. Come on into my office. I’m available around the clock for all my students.” 
 
    With that, we parted ways as the Professor stopping to greet others as he headed back out to the main building. 
 
    Clutching my bag, I quickly made my way back to my room. I hoped Marybeth wasn’t back yet. I could do with a few minutes of quiet time. 
 
      
 
    Of course, needing quiet time meant I wouldn’t get it. As soon as the door clicked shut behind me, Marybeth was all over me. I guessed correctly that she’d finally caught wind about what happened during the fake fire. And, of course, she’d heard a dozen different rumors that needed to be straightened out. Marybeth was loud and proud. I mean, she wasn’t bad. She was just very different from what I was used to. Where I was a little quieter and reserved, Marybeth was a chatterbox. She was from Tennessee and had one of those accents that either grated on your nerves or made you smile at the pleasant lilt in her voice. I liked it; it made her sound interesting. But it wasn’t her accent that bothered me, no, it was her constant buzzing. Marybeth was a bundle of activity and would talk your ears off if you let her and that might become an issue for me one day, I’d read that as time wore on zombies had to worry about body parts falling off, but thankfully they had special surgeons that could help with that. I won’t go into the details, let’s agree that it isn’t pleasant. 
 
    Unlike me, Marybeth was born a monster. She had already been here for her first three years of high school; before that, she attended Monster Middle, and even before that she was home-schooled. 
 
    The dorm rooms were set up for two occupants each. Each room had a bed on each side, a shared desk between them with a lamp for studying, and there was a wardrobe built into the wall across from a small bathroom with a shower stall. Originally this place had been an old manor with just the central building, so when the academy took over, they pretty much rebuilt everything, and the additions made were for special classrooms and laboratories. 
 
    My bed was on the right, and Marybeth’s was on the left. My side of the room was decorated with a series of anime and manga posters along with magazine ads for traveling to exotic locations; I’d always wanted to travel. 
 
      
 
    Sucking in a deep breath, Marybeth planted her feet in front of me, hands on hips, and declared, “What in hell did you think you were going to do out there with Zane Sanchez?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes up and groaned, “Marybeth, seriously. Nothing happened, we just went to check out the town nearby. It’s a cute little storybook type of place,” I said as I tossed my bag onto my bed. 
 
    Falling back onto next to my bag, I threw my arms over my head and groaned again. 
 
    Crossing her arms and tapping her foot, she exclaimed, “No. I don’t want to hear any of that zombie groaning; I want to know. Britta, tell me!” she whined, “Did you kiss? Did he bite you? Oh, my goddess... did you bite him?” she practically glowed as she waggled her eyebrows and puckered her lips. 
 
    I knew what she wanted to hear. She loved gossip even though she swore it was wrong to talk about people, but she wasn’t going to get anything but the truth out of me, and the truth was extremely boring. 
 
    “I already told you, nothing happened. How many times do I have to say it? We just talked, okay. Why is everyone so hung up on this?” I said with a sigh. 
 
    Marybeth’s eyebrows crept up her forehead, “Are you kidding me? Haven’t you heard the rumors?” she said, lowering her voice. 
 
    Settling on my bed next to me, her large red-brown eyes almost glowed against her pale skin. She looked so serious I felt my stomach lurch as a twinge of fear wound its way up my spine. Sitting up on my elbows I asked, “No, what?” 
 
    “The murders dummy. I heard that the reports were wrong,” she said slowly, looking left and right as if she was about to let me onto a huge secret. I was growing impatient, “Look just tell me already?” I pleaded. 
 
    Marybeth huddled up next to me, practically whispering in my ear, “It wasn’t a werewolf that killed those people. I heard that the Professor discovered that the wounds were a cover-up. The killer was a vampire,” Marybeth said, leaping up onto the bed and arching his fingers to look like claws while sticking her tongue out at me. I couldn’t tell if she was being serious or trying to crack a very bad joke. Rolling my eyes, I popped up off the bed and grabbed a towel from the clean laundry hamper. 
 
    “That’s not even funny,” I said, “Why don’t ya’ll just leave him alone. Zane didn’t do anything wrong by being out there. He’s just checking on his family,” I said. 
 
    Marybeth started at me, cocking her head to one side as she crossed her arms, “Wow, you put a lot of faith into a guy you only just met,” she said sarcastically, 
 
    “Zane doesn’t have any family. They were killed over four years ago. All of them. They say he’s the one who did it after running off one night. He didn’t tell you that did he?” 
 
    My mouth dropped open; why would he lie? It wasn’t as if I hadn’t eaten my ex-bestie. But then, I didn’t actually take the time to ask, did I? I just assumed he went out there to check on them. 
 
    I shrugged, “That still doesn’t prove anything. I mean, we’ve all done terrible things during our first change,” I said. 
 
    She shook her head, causing her fiery hair to shimmer like flames, she planted her palm on her forehead and laughed in exasperation, 
 
    “Honey, that’s why he’s here. That’s why we’re all here, Britta. We’ve all done something wrong, or we’d still be out there. You know this,” she said. 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. Why would Zane lead me on to think his family was still in the valley? I mean, he did, and he didn’t, didn’t he? I’m so confused. 
 
    Marybeth continued, “Once you’re here, you don’t leave. Every year we have seniors who graduate, and we never hear from them again,” she said, “There are no reunion dances, or mail runs, or visits to see friends or even siblings. They are just...gone,” she finished, looking down at the rug beneath her bare feet. 
 
    I stared at Marybeth. Shrugging, she muttered, “Get with the program, Britta. Zane isn’t safe; there’s a reason everyone avoids him and the Professor? I wouldn’t place so much trust in him either, you haven’t seen the things I have.” 
 
    Gathering up her notebooks from the desk, she plopped down on her bed to study. She didn’t say anything else after I got out of the shower, not even a good night. I wish I knew why she was so pissed. Glancing over at her side of the desk, I frowned, I hadn’t noticed it before, but in the picture, I could clearly see Marybeth smiling with her mom and dad and, she has a sister, does her sister go here? I wondered. Did her sister disappear? 
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    With a stretch and a yawn so wide it made my jaw pop, I sat up in bed. It felt way too early for me to be awake yet, and when I glanced at my cellphone, I found it was only around 5:00 pm. Way too early for most of us to be up yet. But for some reason I couldn’t sleep. 
 
    My stomach rolled. Oh, that’d be why. I wondered if the Chef was up yet to prepare breakfast. If I could get to the cafeteria before the breakfast swarm, I could eat in relative peace. I still had a lot on my mind and really needed to find some answers to my questions. The Professor said I could drop by and talk to him anytime I wanted, so maybe I’d take him up on that offer. 
 
      
 
    Quickly changing my clothes, I combed out my silver hair and stared at myself in the mirror, I wasn’t so bad looking for a zombie, I guess. I mean, I’d lost most of the color in my face and my lips had gone permanently purple but it wasn’t a bad look on me, grabbing my bag I shoved the books I knew I’d need for today’s classes and crept out of the room, carefully closing it behind me, so I didn’t wake Marybeth. She could be a real monster if she didn’t get her eight hours of sleep. Not even remotely kidding. 
 
    The entire place was quiet, and the windows were still latched firmly shut throughout the entire building to keep the evening sun from seeping into the darkness. 
 
    As I walked across the balcony that overlooked the common area, I briefly wondered if the doors to the main hall had even been unlocked yet. If not I’d probably end up waiting for the cafeteria either way. Ugh, maybe I should have just stayed in bed. The place was creepy with all the windows closed, and the air was thick with silence. I realized briefly that I was probably the only one awake and wandering around. 
 
    A loud banging noise echoed from below. 
 
    I froze. 
 
    What the hell was that? I leaned over the banister at the top of the stairwell, risking a peek when I felt a cold hand wrap around my mouth as tendrils of ink slid over my eyes. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eww, gross. Stop. It’s just me, you freak!” Alicia whispered between her sharp teeth, releasing me as I spun around, ready to claw her face open if I had too. She wiped her spit covered hand on the fabric of her skirt. Her upper lip was curled up in a sneer as she fluttered her hand through the air to dry it. 
 
    I felt my heartbeat for the first time since I’d changed. It was just three brief thumps against my rib-cage, weird, that’s the first time that’s happened. I almost wanted it to keep beating if it did. Maybe that meant I wasn’t a zombie after all. That this had been a huge mix-up, and I could go back home and forget Zane and the Professor and Ms. Walker. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing out here, Alicia!” I growled, feeling my anger building as my skin began to tingle, “Don’t you have people to harass with the rest of your hags?” I retorted. 
 
    Alicia made a face, narrowing her eyes at me, “They’re busy sleeping off a raging study session. And I could ask you the same. Anyway, I heard something, so I came to check it out.” she said, pushing her hair away from her face, it flowed around her like smoke as she moved and seemed to have a life of its own. I wrapped my arms across my stomach causing her to smirk and roll her eyes, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “So, what do you think’s down there?” I asked. 
 
    “How the hell should I know, you were out here before me. Didn’t you see -” 
 
    Movement in the shadows caught my eye. 
 
    “Get down!” I whispered, grabbing Alicia by the shoulder I pulled her next to me, our back against the wood. 
 
    Wriggling, she jerked her arm out of my hand and rubbed it gingerly, “You are freaky strong when you’re scared, you know that, right?” I pressed a finger to my lips, shushing her. There was something or someone walking around down stairs, and voices began to float up to our ears. 
 
    “I thought I heard something,” the Professors’ voice said quietly. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous; all the students are sound asleep. I make sure of that every night on my rounds of the campus. Plus, the vitamin mixture you’ve been providing works wonders on their sleeping habits. It knocks them right out. We’re all alone my love,” Ms. Walker argued back, her voice indignant.  
 
    I didn’t drink my glass of blood last night. I was guessing that neither did Alicia from the sounds of things. 
 
    Alicia and I stared at each other, our eyes wide and mouths clamped shut as we continued to listen. I had a gut feeling that we shouldn’t hear any of this. There could be a hundred reasons why they’d drug us, such as.... okay, I couldn’t think of any reasons that made sense unless it was to keep us from going all-out monster, maybe it was just a little something to keep us docile. I mean, that wasn’t a bad idea was it? 
 
    “Did you finish running the tests?” Ms. Walker continued. Her hooves clicked across the floor as they spoke. 
 
    Rising on our knees Alicia and I peeked over the top of the rail and watched as the Professor flipped through a thick file of papers in his hands. Adjusting his glasses, he smiled, “Yes. It’s going very well. I might have a viable product on our hands. Assuming the boy can pass the next round of control tests that is.” 
 
    We shared a glance; the Professor’s lab coat was stained with what looked like dried blood. The hem of his jacket looked torn, and I swore I could see claw marks on one of his hands. 
 
    Ms. Walker smiled, her eyelashes fluttering as she reached back and pulled out her hairpins. She shook her head, and the long locks tumbled around her slender human shoulders and down her back to hang over her equine withers. Striding towards the Professor, hooves clicking as her tail flicked back and forth, she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and leaned in. The Professor pressed a finger up to her lips, “Ah, my dear. But first. You must also take your own vitamins, it’s for your health after all,” he said and slipped a syringe of black ooze from out of a pocket. Ms. Walker pouted and then nodded, turning to the side she presented her flank to him and only winced a little when the needle sank into her horsey side. 
 
    “There, all done,” he said, patting her black-furred horses back and traipsing his fingers up her back and through her hair. Ms. Walker chuckled and, sliding his glasses up his forehead, she kissed him. 
 
      
 
    The Professor didn’t refuse her, sinking into her arms, his lips met hers over and over as she began to moan and then whinnied. 
 
    Like a horse. 
 
    I stifled a laugh. 
 
    The Professor looked up and met my gaze, a smile crinkled the edges of his eyes as he continued to run his hands up Ms. Walker’s human back and between her shoulder blades. 
 
    Oh shit! I didn’t even have to say it out loud, Alicia grabbed me by the wrist and, poof, fog enveloped us. 
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    My head felt dizzy as if I’d been spinning in circles, but when I opened my eyes I was in a room. A well-decorated room with cute but mature furniture, like the kind you’d find at an Ikea with names you couldn’t pronounce and complete with absurdly bright colored curtains and photos of a picture-perfect family on every wall. 
 
    I had no idea where I was. 
 
    Leaning in to look at one of the picture frames on the wall closest to me, I realized I was in Alicia’s room, and she was bolting the door shut. Propping a chair up beneath the latch. 
 
    “Oh my god, oh my god. I can’t believe what we just saw!” Alicia gasped, resting on the edge of her bed as she wrung her hands together nervously, her hair twisting like snakes around her shoulders. Looking around I realized that Alicia’s room, unlike mine, only had one bed. Lucky, she got an entire room to herself. 
 
    “Really? How about what we just heard... I mean, they are using us as test subjects. Why would they do that, Alicia?” I asked, my chest thumped again. That couldn’t be right. I shouldn’t be able to feel that. I pressed a hand to my chest and coughed, maybe it was indigestion? 
 
    Alicia floated over to me, hovering inches in front of my face, “We can’t breathe a word of this to anyone!” she wheezed, “We were lucky Ms. Walker didn’t see us, but you know the Professor won’t let this go. I can’t get into trouble again. What am I going to do? Fuck, I knew I should have just stayed in my room. This is your fault!” 
 
    I threw my hands up, “Wait, how is this my fault?” 
 
    Alicia glared at me, her face had grown ugly, and her smile was so wide I could see all her teeth. They were pointed triangles that gnashed together noisily as she growled. With hair that writhed through the air and eyes glowing hideously, she snarled. Her fingers had twisted in cruel-looking claws. She was going full hag on me, and that wasn’t something I wanted to deal with. 
 
    Hand up in the air, I tried to calm her down, “Alicia, just calm the hell down, okay? I’m in just as much trouble as you, remember?” I said. 
 
    “I won’t let anything happen to you, okay?” I continued, “We’re in this together. Look, I know we aren’t... friends. But I don’t hate you. And I won’t let them hurt you,” I said, pressing my lips together and dropped my hands so she could see I meant no harm. And somehow, I knew I meant that. As annoying as she was, she’d never actually hurt me. Words stung sure, but they didn’t mean anything once you moved past them. 
 
    That seemed to calm Alicia down just a little, and her grinning visage wasn’t nearly as menacing as her hair ceased its lashing. Sighing, I sunk on the bed beside her as tears began to slide down her face. She stood and grabbing a tissue, began to hover nervously back and forth across the room, “You don’t understand, Britta. Your family left you here in the hopes that maybe one day you’ll get better because they love you,” she said between sniffles, “But I’m a hag, an evil spirit... my family hates me. They tried to exorcise me once; there was a priest and everything. If I get into trouble again, they said they’d bring him back. I don’t want to be exorcised!” she wailed; the pitch of the scream was enough to make the lights flicker. 
 
    I stood and tentatively took one of Alicia’s hands, squeezing it between my own. I thought my hand would pass right through as you see in movies, but it didn’t, 
 
    “Hey. It’s okay, you’re not going to exorcised, I promise,” I said in what I hoped was a soothing tone. 
 
    Alicia gave a small smile and sniffed again, “Okay,” she said, “You know... I don’t hate you either. I just –” 
 
    There was a knock on the door. 
 
    Alicia turned with eyes wide, and her teeth gone shark again, glinting in the lamplight, “Shit, what do we do?” she said, panic rising in her voice. 
 
    I pursed my lips and shrugged as I strode towards the door, tossing my hair, “Let him in, I guess? I mean, what’s the worst that could happen?” I said. 
 
    Reaching out, my fingers had just wrapped around the doorknob when the door burst open, breaking one leg of the chair, it clattered to one side. The Professor stood there, looking like a mad scientist with goggles over his eyes, a file folder tucked under one arm and fist full of needles filled with green ooze. 
 
    “Good evening ladies, early to bed early to rise, I see?” he said with a smile, even looking all spooky and covered in blood he was still cute. 
 
    Alicia and I backed away from him; our hands still locked together as we squeezed each other’s palms for comfort. 
“Good morning, Professor,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. 
 
    Adjusting his glasses with the back of one of the syringes, he continued to grin, “You girls see anything interesting tonight?” he said. 
 
    Straight to the point as always. I felt my knees beginning to shake. He wasn’t a scary man by far, but something about his aura made me tremble. Pins and needles rode up my spine, giving me goosebumps and when my stomach flipped it wasn’t in a good way. 
 
    I shook my head, “No, Professor. Alicia and I were just having a sleepover,” I said. Alicia nodded, her hair billowing. 
 
    The Professor took a step forward, holding the syringes up for us to see, “It’s good to see you two girls getting along. Girls should stick together, right? Female empowerment and all that?” 
 
    Alicia cocked her head and glanced at me again, squinting one eye, she was as confused as I was about where this conversation was going, “Yup, that’s right Professor. So, if you don’t mind, we’d like to get back to bonding,” I said, waving towards the door and the broken chair beside it. 
 
    “Oh, of course. But first, I just remembered neither of you girls has had your vaccinations yet.” 
 
      
 
    Alicia screamed as the Professor rushed us, dropping his folder on the floor. Papers scattered across the floor as one hand wrapped around my neck, and the other aimed the syringes, “Come on, it’ll only pinch a little,” he hissed between gritted teeth. I held he syringe hand in one wrist while clawing at his face with the other causing his glasses to be flung away, the cracked against the wall. The Professor winced; partially blind he began to loosen his grip on me. Forcing him away I felt my wrist begin to pop uncomfortably, or at least I could feel it was moving in a way it wasn’t supposed to. 
 
    With a roar, Alicia swept in after him, her ghostly winds rising to a gust that swirled around us. The stack of files laying across the floor began to fly through the air in a mini-tornado as the Professor was lifted off the ground. As the syringes slipped from his fingers they began to circle dangerously on the winds. Their sharp points glittering and dangerous. Alicia hovered in the doorway, her hair like a halo around her as mist and fog poured from her mouth. With a banshee scream that shattered the syringes, sending black goo to spatter over the floor’s walls, she thrust her hands upwards. The fog and mist swirled to gather around the Professors’ waist, flinging him against the ceiling before dropping him. He landed, slumped over, on the bed: silent, a needle buried in his neck. The steady rise of his chest told us he was still alive, but the angle of his neck meant he was going to wake up with a nasty headache later. 
 
      
 
    “We have to get out of here!” I gasped, unsure of what else to do. 
 
    We dashed out the door and began to run across the walkway and down the stairs, two steps at a time. No one else was up yet, but they soon would be with the commotion we’d made, and I had no idea how we were going to explain that. 
 
    Our feet carried us straight across the landing and through the common area. We were breathless as we burst through the doors, separating our dorm from the main building. The only way in or out of the school at large was through the main entrance and we slammed up against it. It was still locked. 
 
    “What in all the hells is going on here?” 
 
    We both turned, our backs pressed up against the large wooden double door. We could see traces of daylight trying to peek in from beneath it. Ms. Walker scowled at us, tapping a riding-whip across one palm, she narrowed her eyes, “Why are you girls not in your beds?” she demanded to know and then, taking in our disheveled appearance, her eyes went wide, “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    A loud thump alerted us to another presence, “Ms. Walker, I can explain...” the Professor slurred as he stumbled in. 
 
    Alicia hissed, gripping my shoulder tightly. 
 
    My vision went black. 
 
      
 
    That same dizzying, gut-wrenching feeling enveloped me, and when I next opened my eyes I was standing outside, next to the fountain, with Alicia floating beside me. The sun was beginning to dip below the tree line, splashing the building with pink and orange and purple as the golden orb began to sink below the horizon. 
 
    “Will you please stop doing that! You’ve no idea how sick it makes me.” 
 
    Alicia grabbed me by the wrist again and began to tug me across the lawn towards the front of the building. I had just about enough of being grabbed and yanked around like a rag-doll. Pulling my hand out of her grasp I demanded, 
 
    “Alicia, please. We have no idea what is going on anymore. We need time to sit and think,” I said, rubbing my wrist, “So, we were caught listening in, and well, we might have heard something we shouldn’t, and ...” I stopped talking. 
 
    Whatever we overhead, it didn’t sound good, and on top of what Marybeth told me about Zane and the weird experiences I’ve been having all day. And then the Professor completely flaking out on us. It was a lot to take in. 
 
    Rubbing my wrist, I stood there and eyed the fence line. I wondered if there was any other way out of here. 
 
    “We need to get the hell away from here and figure out what the hell just happened.” 
 
    Alicia frowned, her face was back to mostly normal though her teeth were still protruded over her lower lip, with a deep sigh she said, “Okay, but first let’s get out of here. No one else is awake yet, and they can’t send anyone out until the sun is gone, so we’ve got at least a thirty-minute head start. Let’s go.” 
 
    With that, Alicia floated through the fence, passing between the bars quite literally and to the other side. 
 
    Crossing my arms, I cocked an eyebrow and glared at her, “Really? How the hell am I supposed to do that? This fence is like, half the height of the building!” I said. 
 
      
 
    Alicia rolled her eyes, “You’re a zombie. Just, break a few things off and shove them through the fence and we’ll sew you back together on the other side, right?” 
 
    My jaw fell open. I was incredulous, “Okay, for one thing, that’s a complete stereotype. I think. I haven’t been doing this zombie thing for very long. But right now, I’m not walking around constantly in threat of losing body parts, okay? Secondly, are you insane?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Alicia floated back between the bars, “It won’t hurt, I’ll make it quick, and then I can stitch you right back up. I happen to be a master at cross-stitch,” she said. She has to be joking. I shook my head, backing away, “Alicia, just no, this is a terrible idea. I’ll find the hole Zane and I –” 
 
    “They’ve already closed it off, and you can’t get out any other way. You either jump the fence, or you go through it. Your choice,” she said and shrugged. 
 
    I can’t believe I’m considering doing this. Looking away, I grabbed one of my upper arms in the opposite hand and began to twist. 
 
    “Whoa, wait! I can help!” It was Marybeth. 
 
    I released my arm in relief, “Oh thank god, I really didn’t want to. Shit! Oh, crap!” I squeaked as I realized I was holding my arm in one hand. Alicia was right. It didn’t hurt, and there wasn’t even much blood, just some nasty looking black goo that was spreading across the front of my cardigan. 
 
    Marybeth frowned as she looked at the loose appendage, with a sigh she pulled a wand from her skirt pocket and waved it. A bubble of energy enveloped me and up I floated over the fence, landing in a tree nearby as Marybeth followed close behind in a bubble of her own. Landing on a branch she bounced down to the ground, manipulating my bubble beside her before letting it pop. I had no idea witches could do things like that. I mean, I knew they could use magic, but I didn’t think I’d actually get to see it being used. Witches were banned from practicing most magic outside of their specialized classes. 
 
    Marybeth tucked her wand away, “There, now where are we headed?” she asked. 
 
    Alicia narrowed her eyes, “What are you doing out here? Wait, where you spying on us?” she growled. 
 
    Marybeth cocked her head to one side and made a face. “Not at all, and yes, I saw you leave our room, and I was curious, so I followed you,” she said. 
 
    Both Alicia and I tilted our heads to one side and shared a look. I waved my dismembered arm at the witch, “What is that supposed to mean exactly? You either are, or you aren’t spying on us,” 
 
    We all jumped when a branch popped somewhere in the woods. Flames erupted across Marybeth’s skin, her special fire-proof uniform kept them from burning away, but the heat of her body caused the plants around her to shrivel up and turn black. There was another crunch, “Let’s go. I’ll explain while we walk, and I’m sure Alicia will be able to fill in the blanks,” Marybeth said, ushering us into the woods. 
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    We walked as far, and as fast as we could, we didn’t even care about making noise. So long as we could still see the sunlight reflecting off the clouds above, we knew Ms. Walker wouldn’t risk coming after us. She couldn’t afford to be seen by the town. She was too large and too strange compared even to the rest of us. Centaurs were a rare occurrence these days. 
 
    Carrying my broken arm, we paused at the tree line and looked down at the town below; we were almost there. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” Marybeth said, taking the lead. Alicia and I walked behind her. Well, I walked. Alicia floated. 
 
    “So,” Alicia began, “You were saying? Why you were or were not spying on us?” 
 
    Marybeth nodded. 
 
    “Okay, so this is the real deal. I have to ask that neither of you repeats any of this to anyone on the threat of permanent undeath,” I glanced at Alicia who nodded. Marybeth continued, “I’m not a student here. I mean, I am, but it’s part of my disguise. I’m actually on an investigation with the MIB or Monstrous Investigation Bureau,” she said. 
 
    “Anyway, I’m here to investigate the possible corruption of Undead Academy LLC concerning a rash of attacks led by teenagers across the country,” she said. 
 
    I stared at her with disbelief, “You expect us to believe that? You’re just a teen yourself,” Alicia said with extra snark. I couldn’t help but agree. 
 
    “I might look like a teen, but I’m actually one-hundred-and seventeen, that’s why I was chosen for this job. I’ve been living here undercover for the past three years, and I’m not about to lose my chance to find out what the Professor and Ms. Walker are really up to, sorry,” she said. 
 
    The town was close, just a few more minutes of walking, and we’d be at the first fenced yard pressed up against the tree line. 
 
    “Okay...So how do you plan to do that?” I asked. Marybeth paused and turned to grin at us, “We’re going to wait and watch. It’s what I do best.” 
 
    I blanched, “What? No, I’m not doing that. Sorry. Clearly this town is in danger and I’m not going to set idly by and wait for someone to get killed!” I said, backing up and waving my free arm through the air, I made an angry fist and ground my teeth. I needed to get sewn back up, and I wouldn’t take part in this asinine plan. 
 
    Alicia grinned, her ghostly visage glowing as the sun began to set, she rubbed her hands together in anticipation as her smile grew along with her razor sharp teeth, “I could go terrify a human or two.” 
 
    I glared at her, “Seriously, Alicia?” 
 
    Rolling her eyes she shrugged her shoulders, “I was only kidding, damn.” 
 
    Marybeth shook her head and looked at the town. Lights were flicking on one by one inside each home as people began to head indoors for the night. I could hear children still playing in the last of the evening light, their laughter dancing through the still air as they pretended, they were monsters out to get you.  
 
    It wasn’t long, however, before the streets lit up with strings of orange lights. Jack-o-lanterns grinned their candle-lit smiles from patios and fence posts alike. Plastic bats and spiders were dropped from balconies, and, as we watched, a slew of beasties began to run up and down the streets.  
 
    There were ghosts and werewolves, slick-haired vampires, flashing lights, and bags that said things like ‘boo to you’ on them. Oh shit, it was Halloween. 
 
    This same thought must have dawned on Alicia and Marybeth as we all shared a long look, eyebrows high on our foreheads. Children and their parents would be out and about. As if Halloween didn’t get a bad enough rap in the news media.  
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me, why tonight of all nights?” Alicia growled, her hair wove through the air as she moved, and as the night grew darker, her spectral luminescence grew all the more brilliant.  
 
    “No, we aren’t going to kill anyone. But they will,” Marybeth said, hunkering down behind a bush. 
 
    Alicia and I joined her. Watching, we saw Zane and two other vampires slink over the fence and into the town at large. Their eyes were glowing crimson, and their fangs flashed in the glow of holiday lights. 
 
    Zane didn’t look like himself. Sniffing the air, I could smell his scent, and something was very wrong. That wasn’t Zane, I knew; this was a real monster. He smelled of blood and death and ash. 
 
    Marybeth, Alicia, and I watched the trio of undead glide through the darkness of the shadows before dispersing through the town. Children and adults alike were out in swarms now, colorful costumes and bags being filled with candy. Happy screams and laughter filled the air. But, it didn’t take long for a single, piercing scream to erupt in the night, and the wail of sirens followed soon after. 
 
      
 
    I looked over at Alicia and Marybeth, “Are we really just going to sit here and let them do this?” I asked, anger making my voice go hard.  
 
    Alicia shook her head, “Not one tiny bit; they are ruining the name of monsters everywhere!” she said. With eyes glowing bright and teeth snapping, the specter flew out from hiding and raced across the grass between us and the fence, bursting through it, she swept up the side of a home and up onto its roof, cackling like mad, before disappearing with a puff of fog on the other side. 
 
    One of the vampires turned his head in our direction, his face contorted menacingly as burning red eyes narrowed evilly. He hissed and spat at us.  
 
    Marybeth gripped my shoulder, “I think Alicia was on to something, we should get the hell out of here,” she said as we ducked back behind the bushes. Another shocked scream pierced the laughter around us, the smell of candy apples and candy corn was almost overwhelming, and though I didn’t crave those, the smell of all those warm bodies was becoming a distraction. If I wasn’t careful I was going to become just as dangerous as Zane and those other crazed vampires. 
 
    Marybeth pointed to a small house at the end of an open street; it was a small cottage style home with two stories. The blue paint looked fresh, and a few pumpkins were pleasantly smiling from the patio while a scarecrow sat in the rocking chair. I sniffed, Zane’s scent was strongest in that direction. My feet were carrying me away before Marybeth could say anything.  
 
      
 
    I ran, my loose arm flopping at my side. I could hear the sound of feet behind me, but I didn’t risk a peek; instead, I dashed through an open yard and around a house, ducking beneath a lit window. 
 
    Two faces were pressed up against the glass, their eyes darting back and forth. I could hear their questioning voices wondering what the fuss was all about as two police cars and an ambulance wailed past the front yard and towards the very house I was headed to. I took my chance and stood, causing the two people to scream as they leaped away from the window and stumbled back into the next room, cell phones at the read. Rolling my eyes, I ran through the front yard, vaulted over the fence. I had forgotten just how strong I could be with my super zombie abilities. But the more I used them, the hungrier I got. I felt nauseous. I’m so hungry. I need brains. My nose was in the air, and as a small group of kids swarmed past me, I felt myself begin to lurch after them; No! Bad zombie! I chided myself; I needed to focus on helping Zane.  
 
    I approached the cottage as a few more police cars careened by, they were all headed in the direction of the sirens, and that’s where the vampires would be. That’s where Zane would be. I needed to get there fast, but my stomach was busy reminding me that I was surrounded by literally hundreds of fresh bodies filled with warm blood and brains. I mean, would it hurt to stop for just one? I could pick off one of the bratty ones nobody would miss, No, come on Britta; you’re better than that, keep it together. 
 
      
 
    I followed the sound of sirens and the smell of Zane to the scene. The small cottage was practically surrounded. It was cute with white wood shutters painted with little flowers that matched the blue paint. A small garden had been planted in front but was now torn apart by the many police cars parked across the lawn and the pumpkins with their grinning faces had been knocked over, their candles snuffed out. Men in uniform and wearing armored jackets were kneeling behind their vehicles; their guns aimed at the windows of the home. 
 
      
 
    I nearly jumped out of my skin when a hand landed firmly on my shoulder. I turned to find Alicia, hovering just above the pavement, “This is dangerous, we should go. The police are already here, and they’ll take care of it.” she shrugged.  
 
    Marybeth dropped down from out of nowhere beside us. She held a broom in one hand and a wand in the other. I was busy wondering if witches really did ride on brooms and were about to ask, but she was saying, “Alicia’s right. There isn’t much we can do. But I’d still kill to get a hold of Zane and ship him to our scientists. Maybe we can figure out what’s going on. I need hard evidence to bring the Professor in, he’s pretty famous for his research after all,” she finished with a pout.  
 
    I shook my head. There was no way this was over. I glanced at Marybeth and Alicia, “I’m going in there. I’m finding Zane, and I’m getting him out,” I said. They both stared at with shocked looks on their faces. 
 
    Alicia threw her hand up in exasperation, “That’s insane, you can’t go in there after Zane. How the hell will you get past the police, the place is surrounded?” 
 
    I nodded, “I’m just gonna walk right up to the door and go inside,” I said, standing and bracing my nerves before I change my mind. Marybeth cocked her head to one side, “Wait. If you are really going to do this, let me help you,” she said, “Hold your arm up to the socket.” 
 
    I did as she asked. “Alicia, I need a hair,” Marybeth said. Reaching out, she plucked a single strand from Alicia’s head. The hag growled but didn’t complain otherwise. Taking the thread and holding it against my skin, Marybeth began muttering a spell as she waved her wand around the broken joint. The stitch of hair curled and began to weave itself through the flesh, around and around, in and out, until my arm was reattached. 
 
    I lifted my hand, curling and uncurling the fingers in amazement; it had worked. Marybeth stood and crossed her arms, cocking an eyebrow as Alicia. I looked over the newly sewn wound, we were both impressed, and she knew it. Nodding my thanks, I stood, “Wish me luck,” I said as I stepped into the gathering crowd surrounding the house. 
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    The reaction was immediate. A woman jumped and lurched away from me, a man and his wife held their arms out, ready to run. The entire crowd began to part as they heard screams of “Oh my god, it’s another one of those freaks from the hilltop. Move, there’s an undead out here!” she screamed. “Go back where you came from freak!” she continued. A few others joined in, razzing me and booing as I stumbled through them. They were making me hungry. I bit down on the inside of my cheek, the brief bit of pain made me forget I was hungry but only for a moment. 
 
    Others began to yell profanities or accusations, “This is about that damn academy, isn’t it?” someone muttered, “This is all their fault. I knew we should have thought better than to allow them to build up there,” another said. 
 
    I shook my head as my stomach began to churn. I was so hungry. I hadn’t had anything to eat in forever. I could feel my usual thoughts slipping away as the hunger began trying to take over. 
 
    The smells of so many people pressing in around me were almost too much, “Gaaaah outta muh way,” I slurred. My feet began to stumble, and my shoulders slumped in agitation as I walked past the first line of police. An officer hiding behind his car turned as I walked by. He reacted out of pure instinct, jumping to his feet with a scream of terror. His eyes bulged at the sight of me as his finger squeezed the trigger of his gun. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t hurt. It only made me hungrier. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    As the bullet passed through my arm it sunk into the side of the man hunkered down on the other side of me, he fell to the ground screaming in pain as he pressed his hands over the wound in his shoulder. The smell of blood hit my nostrils and began to swarm my thoughts. Warm and fresh, and my stomach lurched as I stood over him. No, Britta. You can beat this. You’re not a monster, find Zane and then get out of here. 
 
    The man stared up at me, his face ashen and eyes large with fear and pain. Standing over him, I raised my hands and opened my mouth, “Ambaaaahlance,” I growled throatily and then turning away from him, I shuffled on towards the house as quickly as I could.  
 
    No-one stopped me, they all seemed to be in too much shock that a zombie had nearly eaten one of their own, but didn’t. Good girl Britta, you’ve got this. I needed the mental pat on the back right now, as I was sure I looked like shit. I could feel my face going slack, and my vision was all wonky now as one eye began to roll back in the socket, I was getting an interesting view of the door and the window just above and to the left at the same time. Someone was watching me from between the curtains, their eyes flashed with a green light. 
 
    The door gave away much too easily as I clawed at it with both hands. And as I stepped into the home, I found pictures of happy looking people on the walls and a vase of flowers sitting on the stand beside the door. 
 
    It looked a lot like my old home, and I felt my heart thump in that strange way it had started to do lately. And then my stomach growled, and all thoughts of nostalgia disappeared. Sniffing, I could smell blood, both old and new. And as I listened, I could hear the sound of heavy mouth breathing coming from the door beneath the stairs. Dragging my feet in that direction I jerked the little door open and found a boy and his mother hiding beneath it, “Harry? Isss that you?” I slurred and tried to laugh at my joke, but it came out sounded wet and gross, and the people’s faces went white as a sheet. I put a finger up to my lips, “Shhhh,” I said, “Not safe. Stay.” I muttered and closed the door. The mom briefly whispered a thank you. 
 
      
 
    I searched the bottom floor as quickly as I could. It wasn’t a large home, and there wasn’t much space. From the photo’s in the home it looked like a small family lived here. After searching the kitchen and the living room, I looked up the stairs. It was dark up there. The only light was from the flashing emergency vehicles parked outside.  
 
    “Zane, Zaaaane,” I half called, half growled. I hated the way I sounded. But there was no one else down here. I clambered up the stairs, one foot dragging up the wooden steps, I was way louder than I intended. A pair of glowing red eyes greeted me at the top, a mouth full of fangs hissed. 
 
    I reacted without thinking and slashed at the red-eyed monster; only it caught my arm in its teeth and yanked, causing the stitching to come undone. The vampire, half-transformed into a bat, leered at me with my arm firmly clamped between its teeth, “You bat-sard,” I snickered, okay, it was a lame joke, “I just fixed thaaat,” I said slowly, concentrating on each word. 
 
    I glared at him hard with my right eye, but from my left eye, I saw a shadow pass between two rooms followed by the sound of a door being slammed shut. It was Zane. I’d recognize that tuft of blonde hair anywhere. 
 
    With a growl, I lunched at the annoying vampire in front of me, scratching across his face and gnashing my teeth into the side of his eye socket. It was hard going with one eye cocked to the side, I could see his terrified face in one eye, and the ceiling with the other, sirens and flashing lights told me that more police had arrived. I could hear tires squealing as they came to an abrupt stop and the gasps of parents and children alike as they watched the drama unfold. 
 
    A megaphone began announcing something about releasing hostages, they must mean the lady and her kiddo, and that we should surrender peacefully.  
 
    The vampire let out a wail as clawed at me, hissing and beating his fists into my side, “I’ll kill them all,” he growled, “I’ll kill every last human, they deserve to be punished. Monsters and undead will rule the world!” he spat and lurched backward, trying to shake me off as his nails left long gashes on my arms, but I hung on,  
 
    “The Professor is right; we should be out here. Taking what we want!” he hissed. The Professor again. He really was the cause of all of this! Falling backward the vampire was trapped beneath me, and finally, I was rewarded with a satisfying crunch. A gush of warm blood swelled out my cheeks and ran down my throat. Oh, god, it’s so good. I thought as I began to chew, the vampire went still. 
 
    My stomach quivered with joy as the fresh vampire brain filled the space in my middle, and my senses began to return slowly. I really, really needed those brains. But it’s strange. I thought that only human brains could keep a zombie well fed. The taste wasn’t bad, either. I’d bring it up with the Professor but, it looks like that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. Honestly, might be better if I never bring this up at all. I hadn’t exactly heard of a monster feeding off other monsters. 
 
    Wiping my mouth off with the back of one hand, I looked down at the vampire and winced. Blood had smeared all down my cardigan, and as I stood, it dripped down onto my shoes. 
 
    I should feel guilty. I didn’t think I knew him, but still, what if he had been a student at Undead Academy? It’s okay. He was going to hurt those people, and he attacked you first, I told myself. 
 
    Picking up my arm, I slung over my shoulder and paced towards the rooms in the back, my sneakers leaving behind bloody footprints as they squeaked across the floorboards. What was it with squeaky floorboards? Did no one fix their floors anymore? 
 
    As I moved on down the short hallway, I passed a bathroom and shivered at the image I saw reflected there. The door had one of those long body mirrors, and as I stared at myself, it suddenly hit me how horrific I must have looked to all those people. Having not eaten in so long my skin had gone from pale olive green to a disgusting grey with mottled patches of bruised purple and blue. My arm hung limply over my shoulder and the open stump where it had been attached hung to one side, making me stand crooked. My eyes were the worse, the sockets had sunken in, and where my eyes had once been considered beautiful, there were now only points of glowing green light. My lips were a sickly black, and the blood smeared across my face and down into my cardigan wasn’t helping my case. 
 
    With a shrug, I ignored it, I mean. I’m a zombie, might as well learn to accept that I’m not always going to be red-carpet ready. 
 
    Own it, girl. I thought with a shake of my hair. 
 
      
 
    The door across from the bathroom was locked, I yanked on the knob, ripping it from the door. Swinging it open, I chucked the knob aside in frustration. Damn those super-strong zombie muscles. It was empty. I couldn’t see or smell anything here. Tilting my head back I followed my nose, but as my zom-body began to fully digest the serving of brains I’d devoured my zombie senses were getting duller, and it was getting harder to be an actual zombie. I moved on to the next room, but when I yanked at the door, it didn’t budge. It was locked tight; I released the knob. 
 
    Cocking my head to one side, I rapped my knuckles on the door, “Zane? Are you in there? It’s me, Britta. I’m here to help!” I called out to him. But I didn’t know if he could hear me or if it was even Zane in there after all. I was about to start banging harder when I voice made my skin prickly. 
 
    “He can’t hear you.”  
 
    I snapped around to face the Professor as his voice slid through the darkness, “He’s lost himself to his vampire half,” the Professor said as he approached me slowly. His white lab coat was almost glowing in the darkness, hovering like a ghost, and so when he continued to float towards me, I was shocked to find that he was. My eyebrows shot up, “Y-you’re a ghost?” 
 
    He grinned, his smile still charming, “Well, not really, is that what you thought I was?” he mocked, “Please, I’m far more powerful than your average spook,” he mocked. 
 
    Narrowing my eyes, I frowned at him. I knew he wasn’t entirely human, but I wouldn’t have expected him to be a ghost of some sort, “I don’t know what you are, but I’d like you to stay the hell away from my friends,” I growled, feeling my body begin to rage against the threat in front of me. Clutching my broken arm, I waved it at him angrily. 
 
    The Professor laughed, “Oh, dear child, that’s laughable. I’m a poltergeist, well actually, I’m only half poltergeist – I’m still learning to use all my newfound ghostly powers, the result of another experiment I tested on myself. I specialize in living off of the fear of others. I enjoy making people scream in surprise when they realize, whoops, the dear doctor wasn’t the goody two shoes we thought he was, I manipulate that fear to increase my own spectral powers” he continued, his eyes were beginning to glow as green flames flickered behind the black frames of his glasses. His lab coat melted away into a foggy mist, and as he began to laugh, the sound of his voice grew to a shrieking crescendo. 
 
    I dropped to one knee, trying to cover my ears but being largely unsuccessful at it because, you know, only one hand working, “But why? Why are you doing this?” I asked between gritted teeth. The Professor shook his head, “Because I don’t want humans and monsters to cohabitate! I want death, I was destruction, I want an all-out war,” he roared. 
 
    This is insane! I burst into action, rushing the Professor, but his screech grew even higher, and my head felt like it might explode. I dropped to one knee, grimacing. 
 
    “Hey, asshole. That’s my zombie,” I heard Alicia growl. I turned my head painfully towards the sound of her voice. Alicia hovered at the end of the hall, her body half inside the house and half out, as a ghost walls weren’t a barrier for her. She could pass through solid objects at will, but it was still uncanny. 
 
    The Professor turned and glared at her; his entire body burst into blue fog and flames as his illusion melted away, leaving a ghost-like none I’d ever seen before. His body was gnarled and twisted with arms and neck too long; his grin spread across his face so wide I thought it might split in half. Tentacles of smoke burst from his back and began to beat against the walls as they wrapped around anything they could find, pictures, vases, toys, and began throwing them at me and breaking through the windows, smashing against the walls and ceiling, the sound was deafening. 
 
    From outside of the house, I could hear the voices of people gasping as the entire place shook on its foundation. The sirens continued to wail as blue, and red lights flashed through the windows. 
 
    “Alicia, please. Go check on Zane, he’s in there, and I can’t get in,” I begged, pointing at the locked door. Alicia looked from me to the Professor, setting her jaw she shook her head, “I’m not leaving you with him,” she hissed. 
 
    “Please?” I asked, pleading with my eyes as I rose back up to my feet. My knees rattled, and my ankles shook as I forced myself to stand once again, summoning on all my zombie strength. I let myself get pissed.  
 
    Nodding, Alicia disappeared in a poof of smoke, reappearing behind the Professor flew through the door, her ghostly body passing through it easily with only a curl of fog to show she was ever there. 
 
    With that out of the way, I hunkered down and growled, “I’m ready for my vaccinations, Professor,” I said lamely. The Professor snickered, and then lashed his tentacles at me. 
 
      
 
    Four long tentacles wrapped around my body, one slithered around my waist while the others restrained each leg and my remaining arm. I still had a hold of my broken arm, so I began to beat against one of the tentacles, slapping it over and over so hard I thought I might lose a finger or two. The nails were sharp and left scratches against the ghostly pale skin of the tentacle, but it wasn’t enough, 
 
    “Ugh, let go of me! If I wanted to deal with tentacles, I’d go watch an anime!” I hissed between my teeth. The Professor laughed as if I was tickling him. Gross. 
 
    I stopped slapping at him with my arm and instead beat him hard as I could right in his face. Thankfully I still had some charm bracelets on, and when they smashed into his nose, the Professor jerked his hands up to protect his face, dropping the syringes. The tentacles released me, waving through the air behind him as he pulled off his broken glasses. 
 
    “Shit, you have no idea how much these frames cost!” he growled, “I’ve just about had enough of this. With the Academy, with you spoiled brats, you’ve no idea what I’m trying to do here. How my well-orchestrated plan is being ruined,” he hissed, trying to piece his glasses back together. 
 
    “Are you effing kidding me? I’m trying to save this town from your insanity, and you’re worried about how to fix your glasses?” 
 
    The Professor went stiff and stared at me, the fog that filled the hallway and swirled around his body began to rematerialize and within seconds he was standing in his lab coat, “I’ve had enough of this, goodbye Ms. Peters,” the Professor said and, withdrawing another syringe from his pocket with a tentacle he flung it at me. I dodged it, slapping it aside with my loose arm like it was a baseball as I stepped towards him. 
 
    “You’ve been using students to test on. Do you have any idea how many laws you’ve broken?” I growled. 
 
    The Professor cocked his head to one side, “I’m a doctor, not an idiot, of course, I know,” he laughed. 
 
    Another syringe was launched through the air at me, again I dodged it. And then another. Each one that missed, I gained another step towards him. 
 
    A loud thump on the door behind him served to remind us that Zane and Alicia were still trapped in the room. The Professor sighed and shook his head, “Do you have any idea how many of those laws protect non-humans?” the Professor retorted, “Almost none of them, because things like this keep happening, right?” he said with growing exasperation. “Every time you get one step forward, we take two steps back thanks to monsters like me. As it should be!” 
 
    I shook my head; he was beginning to sound a little unstable. I didn’t know what to do. I was just some zombie who wanted to eat some brains and make good grades. Ironically eating brains didn’t help my grades. 
 
    “Now then,” the Professor grinned, he’d gone from charming to deadly and as his tentacles flowed out in a burst of smoke to lash at me again.  
 
    I ducked down, throwing an arm up to block his attack. No attack came. I peeked between my fingers to see a hand latched onto one of the Professors’ tentacles before he was roughly wrenched to the side. 
 
    “That’s enough! I’d have never expected it was you all along Professor, how could you betray me like this? You said it was vitamins. That it was supposed to tame our monstrous side, not encourage it!” Ms. Walker snorted, her hooves stomping fiercely.  
 
    Bending over him, she twisted the tentacle so that he began to writhe painfully, “My dear, you don’t understand. Just let me explain, these students were trying to attack these poor – ouch, ouch!” the Professor tried to protest by Ms. Walker was having none of it. Pressing one hoof onto his chest, the Professor was pressed painfully down onto the floor amongst the glass and splintered wood. 
 
    “Ugh, this place is a complete mess,” a voice echoed as someone climbed the stairs. Marybeth came waltzing in behind Ms. Walker. She was tapping her wand in the air as she picked up the broken shards and picture frames with small globes of magic, piecing them back together and placing the items where they belonged throughout the home, 
 
    “Each thing has a place, and each place has a thing,” she sang as she went, flicking her wand or waving a hand with her nose up in the air, she moved from room to room before stopping near the door that Zane and Alicia was trapped behind, an enraged moan told us they were still in there and that Zane was giving Alicia problems of her own. 
 
    Bending down, Ms. Walker yanked one of the vials from the Professor’s hands, examining it in the flashing lights streaming through the windows. 
 
    She handed the vial to Marybeth, who shoved the vial into one of her cardigan pockets before kneeling to fish the remaining vials out of his pockets. She dropped them to the floor and nodded as Ms. Walker proceeded to stomp on each one. Letting the contents sizzle over the floorboards.  
 
    Marybeth turned to the Professor, glaring at him she said, “I have a pretty good idea on who has been orchestrating everything and no, it isn’t the Professor – he’s just some pathetic leech – but, until I get some real evidence there isn’t much I can do,” she frowned, “other than bringing this piece of work into the Bureau,” she said approaching the locked door. Rapping on it gently with her knuckles, I stood back and waited, “You think the bureau will want to – oh, I mean,” my voice went quiet as I glanced at the centaur, did she know about Marybeth?  
 
    Ms. Walker crossed her arms, a foot still firmly pressed on the Professor, “I know about Marybeth, did you think they would plant an MIB agent here without my permission?” she mused, “Though I honestly had thought that, well – the Professor and I... I didn’t think it would be him.” she trailed off. I pursed my lips and nodded in understanding; she must feel so betrayed. The Professor began to cackle. Pushing his broken glasses up onto his face, he grinned, “Oh, you’ve so much to learn,” he howled as fog and mist began to write across the floor. Ms. Walker neighed and reared up, nearly ramming her head into the ceiling, tentacles of fog wrapped around her forelegs. The fog rolled across the floor and seemed to flow down the stairs and out the door where it dissipated into nothing, “Well shit,” Marybeth exclaimed. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “Once we get inside, I can have Marybeth immobilize Mr. Sanchez, but you’ll need to make sure he doesn’t get to us first,” she said. I nodded. I only had one working arm, but I would try. 
 
    “Alicia! Is everything okay in there, we’re trying to get in, but maybe you could try to unlock it from...” 
 
    The door swung open, and clouds of ghostly smoke billowed out from inside the room. A pair of glowing red eyes stared out at us while the rest of his body was completely entangled in loops of hair. 
 
    Alicia had her arms wrapped around his arms, squeezed against his waist, and her ankles locked above his knees as she held him on the floor, “It’s about damn time. I couldn’t reach the door, and I can’t use my teleportation like this, but it’s like he’s gone crazy. I couldn’t keep him off of me. He kept trying to bite me and sorry I’m just not into that,” she said with a grimace. 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I motioned for her to release him as Ms. Walker, and I stood on either side of the door. Alicia narrowed her eyes at the equine lady, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Alicia unwrapped herself from around him, Zane scrambled to his feet and threw his body through the air. His arms had partially transformed into wings and flapping them wildly, he shot up into the air but only managed to slam his head into the ceiling hard enough that he crashed back into the floor. 
 
    “Ugh, and you like this guy? He’s pathetic,” Alicia accused, floating over Zane’s back as Marybeth kicked at one of his hands with the toe of her boot. He was out cold.  
 
    I shrugged, “I didn’t say I liked him; I just like looking at him,” I said, “Come on, help me get him out of here.” Marybeth knelt and helped haul Zane up over our shoulders, with an arm for each of us we half dragged him down the stairs and out of the house. 
 
    Zane moaned, his head lolled to one side as his eyes cracked open, the strange red glow was gone, but his eyes had dark circles around them. “Where am I?” he asked, his voice rough and groggy. 
 
    “Rescuing you, I think?” I wasn’t really sure anymore. Were we rescuing him or restraining him? 
 
    Marybeth shrugged, causing Zane’s head to bob back, “Yes, freak. We’re rescuing him,” she said over his head to me, and then to Zane, she asked, “Why were you locked in a closet?” 
 
    Zane rolled his shoulders, and his head flopped back onto my shoulder again, his hair smelled so good. Closing his eyes, he said, “I was trying to hide. I didn’t want to hurt anyone... again.” 
 
    Marybeth and I shared a glance. She had accused him of killing his family before, and maybe he had, but clearly it was because of whatever experiments the Professor had been working on — sending craze induced dead, undead, and other monster students out into the towns and cities across the world to wreak havoc for his twisted desire to end the peace between the humans and us. 
 
    Us. That was the first time I’d referred to myself as one of the creatures that go bump in the night. It felt good like maybe I did belong here. 
 
    As we made our way down the stairs and out the front door, I winced against the bright lights of the emergency vehicles on the lawn. 
 
    I was waiting for the police to open fire, for the gathered crowd to gasp and howl - hiss and jeer - but there was nothing. Instead, what I found was all the people as expected. Only they were frozen places like statues. The entire town looked like it had hit the pause button as children were stopped running down the streets with buckets of candy flying, adults stood on their stoops with hands full of candy hovering over open bags. Despite the scene at the cottage at the end of the street, most of the Halloween celebrations seemed to have been carrying on like normal. 
 
    Alicia floated up to one of the uniformed men, his gun up and aimed at the door with the tip of his fore-finger just resting against the trigger. She tapped his nose and, when nothing happened, not even a blink, she thumped him between the eyes and laughed. 
 
    Marybeth groaned, “Leave them alone. I put a temporary stasis spell on them; they’ll go back to normal as soon as I release them,” she said between breaths. Zane was cute, but he was heavy too. As we walked among the living statues, I couldn’t help but marvel at the scene; every human stood stiff, doing exactly whatever it was they were last doing before Marybeth had spelled them. 
 
    “You really do work for some secret organization?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded, “Yes.” 
 
    “Usually when these things happen in movies it means that the person who found out the secret gets...umm,” I said, I didn’t even have to finish the sentence. 
 
    Marybeth nodded, her fire-red hair snapping as it bristled, “Usually yeah, but... this is a special case,” she said with a smile, “We happen to be looking for a new agent. I mean, you’d have to wait till you graduated from Undead Academy but - if you were partial to the idea, we’d have an opening waiting for you,” she smiled, glancing over at me, “Apparently the Elders are impressed with how you’ve handled this. Said you had the type of gumption we need in times like these, with people like the Professor actively trying to work against us,” she finished, her voice gone bitter. 
 
    My eyes grew wide, I couldn’t tell if she was serious but if she was that could be a life-changer, imagine me, Britta Peters, Zombie agent of the MIB. 
 
    It could be perfect, my family would be so proud, they’d have a reason not to regret my change anymore, and I could do something good for all of us, monsters and humans. 
 
    I nodded enthusiastically, “Actually, yeah. That sounds amazing,” I said. 
 
    Marybeth continued to help me across the lawn and out into the street with Zane, once there Ms. Walker clopped over and directed us to lay him across her back saying said she’d carry him the rest of the way back to the Academy, it’d be quicker and she could work on getting him back to normal. 
 
    “But what about the other vampires, there were two more I’m positive,” I said. Ms. Walker nodded, “Don’t let it bother you, Ms. Peters, it’s already been taken care of,” she said. “Even as we speak other B.M.I.I members are using their magic and their powers to repair the damage. Thankfully not one human was harmed; however, the Professor is still out there, and we need to discuss your... strange appetites, later on, Ms. Peters,” she said, narrowing her eyes at me as they flicked over the blood-soaked into my clothing. I winced, oh, yeah. I ate a vampire... and he was probably a student here. We all need to be on guard,” she said. I couldn’t help but notice the hurt in her voice. Ms. Walker had loved that mad scientist. 
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    As Ms. Walker galloped away, I helped Marybeth and Alicia to repair the damaged home as best as we could. The terrified people hiding beneath the stairs were found and guided out by MIB agents and soothed with warm blankets and hot chocolate. 
 
    Picking up frames that had been shaken loose from their nails on the wall and straightening them out, I began to look at the images of the happy family. It made my heartache, and my stomach flipped as I longed to be home with my family. With a sigh, I pulled myself away and entered the room that Zane had locked himself into. 
 
    It was a small room with only one bed and a desk and posters of baseball players plastered on the walls. Whoever lived in here was the sporty type, a baseball bat was left leaning against the small desk next to the bed that was wrapped in a blanket covered with images of baseballs. Pressing a hand against the doorframe, I ran a finger over the edge of it with a smile. The family had carved little markers for keeping track of their kids’ heights over the years; besides each marker, a name had been carved. 
 
    I stopped, my smile fading, Zane, his name was carved clearly near several of the markers. This was his home. Or at least it used to be. 
 
    He must have come here out of pure instinct. Clearly this family hadn’t lived there in a long time. All the images portrayed a happy human family with three kids, none of which were Zane or looked like him in any way. 
 
    I felt the air grow cold as Alicia floated up the stairs, she observed the photos with me and, glancing at me, said, 
 
    “I guess the Professor knew Zane would come here first. Maybe he was trying to get away from the Professor, so he went to the one place where he still felt safe,” she said, bending over to trail her fingers along the markers, “I wonder what really happened to his parents?” she asked out loud and, picking a photo up off the ground placing it on the desk. 
 
    I shook my head, “I’ve no idea...but I bet the Professor does, he holds the answer to all of this,” I said. 
 
    Alicia crossed her arms and screwed her lips up into a smile as she floated in from another part of the house, “And what are you supposed to do about that?” she asked.  
 
    Shaking my head sadly, I walked back out of the room and towards the stairs, it was about time we got going. We’d done as much as we could. The witches’ repair team could do the rest. I sighed, “Well, I’ve got two more years here at Undead Academy and then I thought I might join the MIB,” I said casually, I didn’t think she knew about Marybeth and her association with the organization, and I didn’t want to be giving away any secrets that weren’t mine to share. 
 
    Alicia cocked an eye-brow, twisting a strand of hair between her fingers, “How strange, I was considering joining up as well. I hear they are looking for young and hot new agents. People fresh out of school with connections and know-how. People willing to go the distance. Sounds a bit like us, right?” she said, catching up to me and elbowing me in the ribs. She winked. I smiled, feeling a blush creep over my face, and nodded. 
 
    Crossing her arms, Alicia tilted her head to the other side, pointing a slender finger at my shoulder, “So, how about we go and get that arm fixed now? It’s kind of grossing me out, freak,” she said and laughed. But her laugh was pleasant, and I knew she was only teasing. I felt my skin turn from olive to rust with the deepening blush, and I looked around the house, wanting to look at anything but Alicia. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s get out of here,” I agreed. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    A month later and my arm is nearly back to full mobility. Occasionally I have to get the stitches tightened, especially after gym class, and I attend physical therapy once a week to do some exercises to help rebuild the lost tissue, but since I’m a zombie, it’ll be slow going. I occasionally get those strange thumps in my chest, but for now, it’s an issue I’ll worry about later; otherwise, it’s been great. 
 
    I’ve settled down rather well at Undead Academy, and my parents even came to visit me. I mean, they had to after all that has happened, but they were thrilled to hear from Ms. Walker how much I’ve grown in such a short time. She detailed all my recent accomplishments just without, you know, the gory details and the fact that I may have eaten another student.  
 
    The MIB is still investigating that, after examining the body, we couldn’t find anything to identify the rogue vampire with, and he didn’t appear to be a student registered here. Zane claims he didn’t know either of the vampires in question, and his memories of the entire incident and the ones from before are fuzzy at best. 
 
    And, get this, my parents even wanted me to consider moving back home. Mom admitted that she was pretty freaked out after what happened with Casey, I mean, I can’t blame her. I was pretty scared as well, after all, and I’m not quite sure I can ever forgive myself. I’m pretty damn sure Casey’s parents will never be able to forgive what happened but, yeah. Let’s leave it at that. 
 
      
 
    MIB Agents live on the campus with us now. After what happened with the Professor, they have placed the school on a near lock-down. Ms. Walker was cleared of any crimes; she didn’t understand that the Professor was secretly trying to start a war with the humans, and they were positive he’d been using the serum to manipulate her decisions.  
 
    Despite that, she’s being watched until further notice, and all her decisions are passed through the MIB agency first. She is Principle in appearances alone, and all student activities are now planned and moderated by Marybeth and her team of agents.  
 
    All of the Professors’ lab equipment was confiscated, and Chemistry class, along with Biology lab, had been canceled until a suitable replacement could be hired. 
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    “Agent Marybeth Salamander?” a man dressed in armored MIB gear questioned of me, I nodded, “Yes?” I said, snapping my fingers, I was growing impatient. 
 
    “It’s Agent Giralt; he says we found it.” 
 
    I nodded curtly and followed the man to where a group of armed guards stood, ready to defend us as we opened the laboratory. 
 
    The door to the Professor’s lab was set beneath the stairs that led up to the Ms. Walkeres office in the main building; it had been well hidden in a storage closet, using a fake floor that included a pully system. 
 
    I and a handful of MBI proceeded to follow them down. This wasn’t over yet. Stepping onto the platform, I nodded as the platform was lowered. It went down for at least thirty feet, if not more, and then, reaching the landing; I stepped out into the lab at large with a spell on my lips and wand in the air, ready to defend myself. 
 
    This wasn’t like the lab that students used; it was the one the Professor had created for his research. Research that he wasn’t supposed to be doing. We had cut his funding almost three decades ago. 
 
    Along each wall were rows of tanks filled with a green liquid that glowed with an unnatural light, kind of like how Mt. Dew looked when you sat it on one of those light-up coasters. But I was guessing this wasn’t a delicious tank of soda and was instead something deadly. 
 
    I was right. 
 
    Agent Giralt glanced at me, “Agent Salamander, you should check this out,” he said, his weapon raised. He looked like an iron giant, too heavy with the pounds of armor he wore strapped over his chest, legs, and arms and topped with a helmet and goggles. I paced beside him, my heels clicking on the stone floor, as he and the other MIB agents cleared the room, there was no one else here. Just the empty tanks and row after row of file cabinets stuffed to bursting with paper that ran down the center of the room. As I passed them, I gave them a perfunctory look, noting the names and dates on each label. Some of them seemed ridiculously old, “2006, 2001, 1996, 1940, 1877...” I read them aloud as Agent Giralt gave the all-clear signal with a wave of his hand and the rest of his men, armed and armored, entered the room and began to package items, collect boxes, and confiscate papers and computers alike, by the time they were done here the place would be cleared of all traces of there ever having been a laboratory. 
 
    At the end of the room, against the wall, was a desk with several maps hung above it; there were red thumbtacks pushed into the squares that represented buildings on each of the crumpled sheets. One of the maps was Hex Hollow. 
 
    And the house we’d just recused Zane and Britta from had a red pin firmly pressed into it. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. Clearly, it meant something. I turned on my heel and ordered one of the men to inform the team waiting outside that we needed someone to go back to that house and double down their search. There must be something we’ve missed. Why are all these houses marked? It has to do with his experimentations. 
 
    Taking note of the other homes, I glanced down at the papers strewn across the desk. Detailed information on every student here was splashed across the pages along with images. Correction, it wasn’t every student... it was every created monster student... zombies, some types of ghost, a few werewolves and vampires and... there was Britta. 
 
    Images of Britta before she became a zombie and after were stapled into the file pages along with detailed medical information lined out in neat bullet points, 
 
      
 
    
    	 Brittney Peters, 16yr old, Human, Female. 
 
    	 I have administered 1st dose of ZBY2395 on Oct. 6th. No immediate effect apparent. 
 
    	 I have administered 2nd dose of ZBY2395 on Oct. 14th. No immediate effect apparent. Dammit. 
 
    	 I have administered 3rd dose of ZBY2395 on Oct. 22nd. Still no apparent effects. I’m almost there, what am I missing? 
 
    	 I administered the 4th dose of adjusted ZBY2395-1 on Oct. 29th. Eureka! It’s alive; I did it. 
 
   
 
      
 
    This is the one! Now all that remains is to administer the doses to the rest of the student body; it’ll be easy. I’ll add it to their blood rations and see what happens. That idiot goat-lady thinks they are vitamins and vaccinations. She was so easy to convince. 
 
      
 
    I narrowed my eyes as I read the note. Beneath it was another involving Zane and something about how when the serum was used on someone who was already a monster or undead, the effects were drastically different. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know he’d go insane. This is not what I expected at all... it could still be very useful, however; this could be fun. 
 
      
 
    Waving Agent Giralt over to my side, I gave him orders to collect all the student’s files and notes to review later, these were especially important. A spark of anger set my hair to writhing through the air like a flame on a matchstick; this was unacceptable. 
 
    The Professor should never have been allowed to go so far. No, this is far from over, I thought and narrowed my eyes. It looks like I’ll be hanging around here just a bit longer. 
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
      
 
    I had just finished my daily dinner brains with Marybeth and Alicia when Zane came waltzing by, “How’s my favorite zombie today?” he asked, hanging over my shoulders and pretending to bite my neck. 
 
    “Eew, gross, Zane. Back off,” I laughed and turned around, slapping at him with my hands to scare him away. He was mostly back to normal, but whatever that serum was, it had left a few permanent side-effects. For one thing, his eyes always held a glow of crimson behind them, making him look scarier than he was, and his ears were permanently tufted with fur - like he was stuck between transformations. I didn’t mind it, I actually enjoyed tugging at them, and it made him cute in a puppy sort of way. Were we dating? No, not at all. I liked Zane but not in that way. 
 
    I don’t think I ever did really, I mean he was cute but more like a brother type cute. But we had become good friends. After the quarantine, he’d been allowed to return to the school, but only if he was always accompanied, so I volunteered to be his handler more or less. Alicia, on the other hand, made me question all the things I thought I was looking for in a relationship. She was the fire to my ice. 
 
      
 
    The beautiful hag grinned at me from across the table over her half-eaten dinner, “What are you up to tonight?” she asked casually. Ever since the ordeal, she’d been much kinder, even nice to me. Her friends, now that they weren’t bound solely to Alicia, had drifted off to make other friends, and though they still spoke with her, they didn’t feel like it was a requirement anymore, and they didn’t tease me either, so that was a plus. 
 
    I smiled back, “Actually, I have a meeting with Marybeth and Ms. Walker, but I can catch you in the lounge after that?” I said. 
 
    Alicia rolled her eyes as she rests her chin in one hand, she traced her finger over the wooden surface of our table with one finger, “So, you and Marybeth hand out a lot lately. Any particular reason why?” she asked slowly, flicking her eyes up at me her hair billowed across her shoulders, she’d started to wear it short like mine, and her cheeks blushed grey beneath her porcelain skin. 
 
    I reached out and gripped her hand, squeezing it within my own, “Not at all. It’s for the student Presidency; she thinks I have a good chance of winning considering all that I’ve done, ya’ know?” I said with a warm smile, “You’re the only hag for me, right?” I smiled wider, lifting her hand to my lips and nibbling on her knuckles just enough to make her giggle. 
 
    “Hey, don’t do that,” she stifled her laughter and pulled her hand quickly away, tucking them both beneath the table, “You know I can’t resist when you do that, and everyone can see us,” she said as she quickly surveyed the cafeteria. I grinned; she was so shy it was cute. “No one cares, I’ll see you later okay?” I said as I lifted my tray and waved a little goodbye. 
 
      
 
    Ms. Walker and Marybeth were already waiting for me; Ms. Walker stood in her usual place behind her desk as Marybeth purveyed the large book collection as the equine lady’s disposal. As I closed the door behind me, they both looked up and smiled, 
 
    “Ah, there’s our future student president and agent,” Marybeth said. Ms. Walker nodded her approval as we both took a seat. 
 
    Marybeth placed a file on the desk between us, sliding it across the slick surface to me. Ms. Walker’s cat, Salem, stood and with his skeletal claws clicking across the surface of the desk as he settled down and curled up in front of her. Stroking the bones along his spine, she narrowed her eyes, 
 
    “Ms. Peters, the Professor, has been located. He is in Transylvania, she said. I looked at her with wide eyes, I had to keep myself from leaping to my feet as I flipped through the file. She continued, “We believe his target is the Dracula family, and they are requesting that you both temporarily transfer to the Undead Academy in Romania to track him down and arrest him,” she said. 
 
    Marybeth and I exchanged glances. I’d need to let my family know what was going on, but how? I couldn’t exactly tell them I was working as a junior intern with the Monstrous Investigation Bureau. And Alicia, what was I supposed to tell her. I had no idea how long we would be gone for. 
 
    Ms. Walker tapped her fingers across the desk, drawing my attention back to her, “You both need to pack up right away, your flight is in three days, I hope that is an adequate amount of time?” she said. I nodded. I’ll make do. 
 
    “You can count on us, Ms. Walker,” I grinned, much to her chagrin. Marybeth gave me a wry look and rolled her eyes. I know my humor sucked, but hey, it made her smile. 
 
    Ms. Walker continued to stroke Salem as she spoke, “There is only thing you need to be aware of Ms. Peters, Ms. Salamander,” she said, nodding to each of us in turn, “The Romanian branch in Transylvania is an inclusive institution. One of the first of its kind. You’ll be learning alongside both monsters and humans,” she said with a wink, “We must be able to prove to the humans that we mean them no harm and want to continue to coexist peacefully. Please, be on your best behavior,” she said. I couldn’t help but think that was directed at me.  
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Epilogue  
 
    The Professor stood at his desk and grinned. Even though the MIB had managed to confiscate his Hex Hollow location, he had four other labs to work from and, thanks to the power of the internet, he wasn’t worried about lost files. And as for the serum? He still had plenty of vats filled with the green and black noxious goo he needed to continue his work. In the green vat, ZBY2395 was cooking up, and in the black vat was the Professor’s new and more powerful creation, ZBY2395-1. It had a lot of potential to raise a lot of havoc. 
 
    “Professor? Are you down here?” a soft voice echoed through the brick and stone chamber he’d claim as his own. Castle Dracul was old and musty, and it offered few comforts. The Professor ended up having to rig his satellite access for his computers and arrange for cable to bring net along with wi-fi which was actually quite excellent, the Count had been so busy fooling around with his new toys – a cell phone, laptop, and TV with all the movies he could ever want to watch – that he didn’t even pay attention to what the Professor did in the dungeon turned laboratory. 
 
    The Professor turned to greet his young guest, Lydia Dracula, the Count’s youngest daughter, crept down the stairs, a candle in her hand to light her way, and into the lab. She observed the canisters with curiosity. 
 
    “Over here, dearest, I’m preparing another experiment,” the Professor called, rubbing his hands together for warmth. Despite the fireplace blazing in the corner, it was still chilly; he hated the damned cold. The young girl grinned and ran to him, her black hair like a raven’s wings spread behind her. Lifting her into the air, he hugged her briefly. She was nine and adorable, and insanely curious. He set her down and knelt in front of her, “Why are you still awake, Lydia. It’s nearly 9:30 am?” he asked gently. 
 
    Lydia grinned, “I know, but I heard you were working, so I came to see. Is there anything I can help with?” she asked. 
 
    The Professor nodded his head, “Yes, actually. There is,” he turned and grabbed a syringe filled with black ooze and, tapping out the bubbles, turned to the dark-haired girl. “This should only sting a little.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    (for now) 
 
      
 
    Thank you 
 
    for reading Undead Academy 1. 
 
    If you enjoyed reading, please consider leaving a review and look out for Undead Academy 2: Britta Needs (More) Brains to be released on December 21st, 2019! 
 
      
 
    Subscribe to our Newsletter for more info on future releases and chapter excerpts and freebies!  
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