

    
        
          Come What May

        

        
        
          Sam Harlan, Vampire Hunter

        

        
        
          Kevin Lee Swaim

        

        
          Published by Picadillo Publishing, 2016.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      COME WHAT MAY

    

    
      First edition. July 3, 2016.

      Copyright © 2016 Kevin Lee Swaim.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-0692249215

    

    
    
      Written by Kevin Lee Swaim.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Come What May

Kevin Lee Swaim

Copyright © 2014 Kevin Lee Swaim All Rights Reserved.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Published by: Picadillo Publishing

Cover Design by: The Cover Collection

Proofreading by: Donna Rich

Also by Kevin Lee Swaim

Project StrikeForce

Project StrikeForce

The Chimera Strain

Project StrikeForce: Exodus

StrikeForce Reborn

Sam Harlan, Vampire Hunter

Come What May

Hard Times

Damned Cold

Deal with the Devil

Near Dark

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Thanks to my beta readers. Your feedback was invaluable.

Table of Contents

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER ONE
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Tuesday

It was a warm September morning in Arcanum, Ohio. The wind whispered through the trees outside my bedroom window, and the smell of corn drying in the fields—almost ready for harvest—lingered in the air. I stretched and glanced at the clock on the bedside table before rolling over to look at my wife.

Stacie still slept. She faced away from me, the coppery skin of her neck glowing from the suntan she’d worked so hard to acquire. Our daughter, Lilly, wasn’t yet awake, so I snuggled next to my wife, my lips pressed against the back of her neck. I kissed her gently. She stirred, her hand reaching back to cup my face and she breathed deeply. The smell of her—her skin, her hair—was intoxicating.

My heart swelled at that moment. I had everything I desired. A beautiful wife. A wonderful daughter. I was content.

The world made sense.

I gave Stacie one more quick kiss on the neck, then climbed out of bed and shambled to the bathroom. The diner wasn’t going to open itself. I did my morning routine: peeing, brushing my teeth, giving my face a quick once-over with the electric razor, then looking in the mirror. The next week would bring my twenty-eighth birthday, and the daily grind from the diner hadn’t worn me down yet.

I turned on the hot water, letting it slosh in the old tub as it heated before turning on the showerhead. We lived in an old farmhouse that dated back to the late nineteenth century. It wasn’t much, but it was paid for—an inheritance from my father, like the diner.

We had always worked on the house when I was a child, tearing away the lath and plaster walls, insulating it, putting up drywall, running new pipes for the bathroom. Occasionally we found traces of the original wiring when tearing up the bathroom floor, two cloth-covered cables running between the floor joists, evenly spaced by white ceramic insulators.

We modernized the bathroom during my first year in college. It had a claw-foot cast-iron tub with a showerhead and a curtain that hung from a metal hoop suspended from the ceiling. Stacie called it picturesque.

It wasn’t like her parents’ house in New Jersey, but she made do. Like so many other things, she gradually fell in love with Arcanum.

Soft light peeked through the bathroom window. I stripped out of my boxers and tossed them in the wicker hamper in the corner, then gingerly stepped into the tub, letting the hot water pound away at my body, working out the kinks. The bathroom door opened and closed, and then Stacie pulled the curtain aside and smiled.

“Mind if I join you?”

I didn’t.

I soaped her back with the lavender bath gel she liked. She sighed as I reached around, cupping her breasts. She leaned against me, pushing her body against mine, and it turned into a giggling bout of lovemaking, trying to keep from falling in the tub, careful not to wake our daughter.

Men always say their wives are beautiful, but in my case it was true. I had caught a glimpse of her in college, walking across the quad, and my heart had skipped a beat. I hadn’t thought a woman could be so beautiful, with her long golden hair in tight curls and her pale blue eyes. Then, an hour later, we bumped into each other in history class. We were both freshmen, new to campus, both living away from home for the first time.

I had summoned my courage, said hello, and soon we were inseparable.

When my dad died, we had moved back to my childhood home in Arcanum and taken over his diner. Trying to keep the family business going was hard work, but Stacie helped however she could.

After our shower, I dressed hurriedly and kissed her forehead. “What’s the plan for today?”

Stacie smiled and straightened my shirt. “The usual. I’ll drop Lilly off at school, then be in right after. She has gymnastics tonight, so I won’t be able to help.”

I sighed. The evening rush was difficult by myself, but Lilly loved her gymnastics. “I’ll manage. See you soon.”

I left Stacie to dress and stopped by Lilly’s room to check on her. She, too, had the same golden skin, the same golden hair, and blue eyes. She lay in bed, still asleep. I leaned over and gave her a soft hug. She opened her eyes, barely enough to see, and squinted at me, her lips curling into a smile. “G’morning, Daddy.”

I brushed the hair from her face. “Good morning, baby. Go back to sleep. You don’t have to get up yet.”

She hugged me fiercely, then her body went limp. “M’kay.” She drifted back to sleep, and I kissed her lightly on the forehead, too, and left for work.

It was 6:35 when I arrived. The Coffee Crew were waiting in their pickup trucks, parked in front of the diner.

Ralph, Bob, and Earl, all farmers in their seventies, had been starting their day with coffee from the diner since Reagan was in office. They greeted me with smiles, and I ruefully opened the door to let them in. They took their usual seats at the table by the window, and I started the coffeepot, the most important part of my morning ritual.

Coffee was the lifeblood of the diner. By 7:00, another handful of farmers would straggle in, waiting for their cups. Truthfully, I didn’t make a profit on the coffee, but it served as glue to bind the community together. The men would leave by 10:00, off to their farms, but a few would be back for the lunch special. Their adult children would swing by for the supper special, bringing their children.

It was a tight-knit community, and I loved every bit of it.

I took the cups from the stack against the wall and placed one in front of each man, pouring their coffee while listening to their morning banter. Earl complained about the weather, commenting on the light drought while working the brim of his John Deere hat, Ralph and Bob chiming in, keeping the conversation going.

I topped off their cups. “You farmers are never happy. It’s either too much rain or not enough.”

Bob smiled, and his tired brown eyes crinkled at the corners. “Kind of like running a diner,” he agreed. “You never get what you want. Always got to make do with what you have.”

I snorted. “Speak for yourself. I have everything I’ve always wanted.”

“That’s because you’ve got a good-looking woman,” Earl said with a knowing smile. “Don’t take that pretty young thing for granted.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I won’t.”

* * *
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I went to the back, pulled out my ledger, and pored over the numbers. The diner wasn’t a fountain of profit. Sometimes we barely scraped by. The updated price list from my wholesaler had arrived the day before. Prices were rising, but the economy made it tough to pass along to my customers.

We were moving from “barely scraping by” and headed to the “panic” stage. We couldn’t afford to hire another waitress. Stacie wanted more time with Lilly, but it wasn’t possible. If Stacie actually drew a wage, the business would quickly go under. The only thing keeping us afloat was my fourteen-hour days and her free labor.

Barely.

I put the ledger back and hustled outside to get coffee for the other farmers that had showed up, stopping long enough to greet them with a few kind words, then got busy cooking Mrs. Hamm’s eggs and toast.

At 7:15, the door opened, and Mrs. Hamm entered. She was a kind woman, matronly, and served as the town librarian. Every weekday at 7:15 the bell above the door would tinkle, and she would enter, setting her purse on the counter as she ordered two eggs over easy, two slices of toast, and black coffee. She would eat delicately, occasionally answering a question from one of the farmers before leaving to open the library at 8:00. She’d been eating at the diner, the same meal, for over forty years.

Her plate was ready and her coffee cup steaming when the door opened.

“Mrs. Hamm,” I said.

She smiled, and it took twenty years off her age. “Samuel.”

She took her seat at the counter and was almost finished with her toast when the door chimed again as Stacie entered with Lilly in tow.

All the men smiled at Stacie, asking her how she was. She smiled back, and it warmed the room. The farmers’ smiles grew brighter and their backs a little straighter. Mrs. Hamm turned and nodded, her smile taking another five years off.

Stacie has that effect on people.

She stepped to the counter and whispered, “Lilly forgot her homework in your office.”

I nodded and went to my cramped office to retrieve her binder, buried under my wholesaler’s notes and my ledger. I dug it out and returned to the counter and handed it to her. She smiled, but when she turned back to the diner, her smile faltered.

“There never seem to be many people here anymore,” she said softly.

I shrugged. “There will be more for lunch.”

“I hate to say this, but it seems more of your regulars are dying off, like Ned O’Malley. Or getting their coffee at the Casey’s on Main.”

Ned was a friend of my dad’s, a regular customer, who had died the month before after a short battle with pancreatic cancer. Everyone was careful never to mention his name, almost as if they hoped it would somehow protect them.

“Do we have to talk about this?” I whispered. “Shouldn’t you take Lilly to school?”

She gave me a quick hug. “Sorry.”

The Coffee Crew was teasing Lilly about her long curly hair. She smiled happily and ran to Stacie, grabbing for the folder. “Thank you, Daddy!”

I picked her up and gave her a bear hug. “You’re welcome, little girl. Now off to school.”

Stacie left with Lilly, and I waved goodbye.

I had no idea what was coming.

* * *
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The diner had finally cleared out from the lunch crowd. I took a deep breath. The lunch rush used to fill the place, but now it meant five paying customers and Earl, who had stayed over from breakfast.

Stacie cleaned the tables with a washcloth and a bucket of soapy water. Her face was troubled.

She’s probably worried about the diner.

I came up behind her, and she turned, the scowl slowly fading, and finally managed a half-hearted smile.

For the first time, I noticed that it never made it to her eyes.

I brushed the hair from her face, curling it behind her ear. “It’s going to be fine. I promise.”

She nodded. “You’re a good man, Sam Fisher. You don’t have to keep reassuring me.” She moved to the next table, picking up the dollar bill that Earl had left and placing it in her apron pocket. She was washing the tabletop when the door opened and the bell tinkled.

We both turned to stare at the couple who entered the diner. The man was midthirties, with fine blond hair, sunken eyes, and a ghostly pallor. The short black woman had kinky hair in a style that hadn’t been popular since the seventies, her black skin tinted bluish-white like it had been powdered. They both wore sunglasses large enough to obscure their eyes. They were strangers to Arcanum.

If I had seen them before, I would have remembered.

Stacie turned to me, raised an eyebrow, then went to seat them. I scrubbed the grill top, making sure it was clean, watching Stacie hand them menus.

She came back to get silverware. “There’s something weird about those two,” she whispered.

“You mean the sunglasses?”

“Yeah, and ... something else. They smell funny.”

That gave me pause. “Sweaty? Like, no deodorant?”

“No. They just smell ... funny.”

She took them their silverware while I pretended to inspect the oven, trying to catch a glimpse of what had spooked my wife.

Stacie asked for their order, but they remained silent, their expressionless faces following her movement.

“You’re Fisher?” the man asked in a raspy voice that sent a shiver up my spine. The hairs on my arms stood on edge, like a static charge, and something in the back of my brain sent a warning signal. The rational part of my brain said everything was fine, but the primal part was screaming.

The man was dangerous.

Stacie nodded. She turned back to me, unsure of what to do. I reached under the counter and grabbed the short wooden club that had belonged to my father. When I was a kid, he had told me that someday I would understand why he kept it there.

I gave Stacie a shrug and glanced meaningfully down at the counter. She attempted to smile, and then the black woman grabbed Stacie’s wrist, quick as a snake, and yanked.

Stacie yelped in pain and pulled back. I heard the bell over the entrance tinkle, and there was a flash of light, and a man’s voice.

Then nothing.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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My head felt like it was exploding, and blood pounded in my ears. A pinprick erupted behind my left eye, and I gasped for air as my legs buckled. I grabbed the chair in front of me to steady myself.

The last thing I remembered, I had been standing behind the grill, but now I stood in the dining room. The diner was empty and the couple was gone. Their table lay on its side, and the table next to it as well. Chairs were strewn about the room, some upright and some on their sides. Silverware littered the floor.

Stacie stood in front of me, and I saw her body jerk. She turned to me, and her eyes slowly came into focus. “Sam?”

I looked down at my empty hand. The wooden club was nowhere to be seen. “What happened?”

She choked out a sob. “I don’t know. Something’s not right.”

I knew what she meant. Something felt wrong, an impending sense of doom, and my insides were twisted in knots. Then I noticed the stain on the white linoleum. “What’s that?”

Stacie stepped closer. “I don’t ... it looks like ash.” She dropped to her knee and touched it with her finger, then pulled back, grabbing a cloth from her apron and rubbing furiously at her finger. “It’s greasy. Something was burned there.”

I bent over and sniffed. There was a smell akin to burning meat, but under that, something else. A long time ago, the freezer had gone out during a hot July day, and my father had asked me to empty it. A piece of steak had fallen under the freezer and rolled to the back, then thawed over the afternoon. By the next day, the smell was unbelievable. The heat from the condenser had caused the meat to spoil at an accelerated rate. It was beyond rancid.

The stain on the floor smelled just like that spoiled piece of meat.

“Sam?”

Stacie’s voice was tinged with panic. She pointed to the clock. “It’s one forty-two,” she said. “That can’t be. I just looked at the clock a minute ago. It was one twenty. It can’t be one forty-two. There’s a twenty-two-minute difference.”

“Maybe you got it wrong? It was probably one forty.” Even as I said it, I knew that wasn’t right.

She glared at me. “I’m telling you, it was one twenty. You always do this. You dismiss what I say. It was one twenty,” she said stubbornly, lower lip quivering.

“I’m not dismissing you.” I tried to put my arms around her, and she drew back, almost stepping in another pile of ash.

She turned her blue eyes to me as the panic gave way to fear. “What the hell is going on?”

I grabbed the table and pulled it upright, then picked up a pair of chairs and rearranged them. Stacie never cursed, not even when Lilly wasn’t around. I knew she was upset, but it didn’t seem she wanted me to be near her. “Let’s just clean it up.”

I picked the silverware from the floor and headed to the kitchen, dumping the forks, knives, and spoons in the sink, and filled a five-gallon bucket with soap and water. When I returned, she was kneeling on the floor, dabbing at the ash. I handed her the bucket and a fresh set of towels and joined her scrubbing the linoleum until it finally came clean.

As clean as it was before, at least.

I rearranged the diner, putting all the chairs and tables back in position. Stacie had emptied the bucket and refilled it. “I think we got it all,” I said.

She knelt and scrubbed.

“Stacie. It’s clean.”

She scrubbed harder, then threw the towel against the floor with a wet thwack. She turned to me, her eyes fierce. “It was one twenty.”

* * *
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The school day was almost over when Stacie left to pick up Lilly. The diner was back to normal. I still didn’t know what had happened, but my anxiety was finally lessening.

Lilly burst through the door, ahead of her mom, and rushed to greet me, her Dora the Explorer backpack bouncing wildly. “Daddy, Daddy, guess what I learned about today?”

I grabbed her and swung her up in a bear hug. “What’s that?”

She leaned in and whispered. “I learned about a pre’tor.”

I laughed. “I think you mean predator.”

“That’s what I said. Pre’tor.” She pursed her lips, frowning. “Sometimes you don’t listen.”

Stacie entered behind her, glancing at the spot on the floor where the ash had been. She inspected the diner, looking for something out of place, then turned and offered a faint smile. “Honey, Daddy only hears what he wants to. You should know that by now.”

I set Lilly gently down on the floor. “Don’t listen to Mommy. She’s grumpy today. Go sit in the corner and do your homework.”

Lilly nodded solemnly, then skipped to the corner. She pulled papers from her backpack and started on her homework. I leaned in to Stacie. “Give it a rest, will you?”

Stacie pursed her lips, then turned away. “Let’s just get through the evening.”

I nodded and started the evening prep. The afternoon passed quickly. Before long, the diner was busy with old friends, a high school boy and girl on their first date, and a young couple who had just moved to Arcanum.

The diner emptied after the evening rush. Stacie gathered Lilly’s things and prepared to go. Lilly rushed to me, and I gave her another big hug. “Okay, baby, Mommy’s taking you to gymnastics. I’ll see you soon.”

Lilly smiled. “See you later, alligator.”

I hugged her and took a deep breath, the scent of her hair still strong from her strawberry shampoo the night before. It erased the last of my unease. “After ’while, crocodile.”

Stacie took off her apron and folded it carefully, took Lilly’s hand, and asked, “How soon can you close?”

“An hour and a half.”

“That long?”

“I have to clean the grill and run the dishwasher. Besides, you won’t be back from gymnastics until then.” I leaned in and gave her a quick kiss. “Everything is fine,” I whispered. “Stop worrying.”

She started to speak, then bit her lower lip. Lilly waved at me as they left, and I waved back, then flipped the sign in the front window to CLOSED.

* * *
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The streets of Arcanum were deserted as I headed north to our house on the edge of town. Streetlamps cast muted pools of light, the car passing slowly from gloomy oasis to oasis. It wasn’t the first time that I’d noticed the town, the aged and washed-out houses, the lack of traffic. Arcanum was barely hanging on. Most of the younger kids moved to Cincinnati, Cleveland, and Dayton for jobs. Only those without skills or a college education stayed in Arcanum.

I had only moved back because my father had left me the house and diner. But, as I passed house after house with peeling paint, the streets still cracked and potholed from the previous winter, I knew the town was getting worse.

Stacie was right. The town was dying. The diner would never be as successful as it had been in the eighties and nineties. If the house and diner weren’t already paid for, we would be virtually bankrupt.

I pulled my Nissan into the white rock driveway next to the house behind Stacie’s old Taurus parked in the garage with the garage door still up. The streetlight in front buzzed, and it cast shadows between the house and the garage all the way through the back lawn to the red wooden shed at the back of the property.

Usually the light from the kitchen and living room spilled from the side windows, but it was black as night inside. The stillness was unsettling. The lots on the north end of the town, past the school, were large, and my neighbors’ houses were at least two hundred feet away in each direction, with a row of mature trees in between.

The September sky was inky black, and the moon hadn’t yet risen. The heat had tapered off to something more bearable, but I didn’t hear the window air conditioner struggling to keep the house cool.

There was something else as well. It took me a moment to realize that the cicadas in the trees were silent. Unusual, since they had been chittering away for the past week.

I entered the house through the front door and flipped the switch on the wall. The overhead light blazed on, and I saw a long dark streak across the living room floor that stretched into the kitchen.

A dark and foul smell hit me and I stared at the dark streak, wondering what it could be. “Stacie? Lilly?” I stepped forward until my foot almost touched it.

With a growing sense of dread, I realized what it was.

Blood.

I want to say that I did something heroic, that I reacted as a man would, with strength and courage.

That would be a lie.

My tongue was thick inside my mouth, and my heart hammered in my chest. Something terrible had happened. I had no idea what to do. My hands were cold as ice, and my legs trembled as I approached the kitchen. There was a high-pitched keening and I knew it was Lilly.

Someone was sitting at our kitchen table, and I searched frantically for the kitchen light, shouting, “What’s going on?”

The light blazed on and I saw a young man with unkempt dark hair sitting at my kitchen table. His face was smeared with blood, and it caked the goatee on his chin. He stared at my daughter, who sat on the table in front of him. Neither turned to look at me.

Stacie lay facedown on the floor in the trail of blood. Her flowery yellow sundress was coated with it, the yellow fabric horrible shades of orange.

She was so very still.

There was a man’s voice behind me. “Silas? You want I should hold him?”

I whirled and a grinning fat man towered over me. He, too, had blood smearing his face. His tongue darted snakelike across his lips.

“No, Jimmie,” the man at the table said. I nearly wet my pants at the sound of his voice. “Sam is going to sit right down at this table, aren’t you, Sam? No fussing, now.”

I turned back to the man at my table, his eyes like black pools, and there was a tugging sensation like I could fall into them.

In that instant, I wanted to.

I lurched forward, and he glanced away, the hint of a smile on his face. The man behind me placed his hand on my shoulder. I tried to twist away, but the hand was like a steel clamp, squeezing so hard it felt like the bones might break.

The fat man used his grip to guide me across the kitchen and into the chair across the table from the young man, Silas. The door to the back porch opened, and an older woman stepped in. The bottom of the screen door banged against Stacie’s head.

Stacie didn’t move.

The woman glanced down, then back to me. “This him?”

Silas nodded. “Go back outside. Help Cassandra.”

The woman nodded, glanced back down at Stacie, then sniffed the air like a dog. She shook her head, her short platinum-blond hair barely moving, then stared at me with a mixture of anticipation and something else.

Silas turned back to me. “Forgive Pearl, she’s hungry.” He took Lilly’s hands and held them in his. “Lilly was keeping me company until you arrived. Isn’t that right, Lilly?”

Lilly nodded.

I reached for her and felt a stinging slap on my hands. I turned to see Jimmie, grinning, his hand held high.

“Now, Jimmie, there’s no need for that. Sam, I have some questions for you. Sam!”

I turned back, hoping to wake from a bad dream, but the young man just watched me with his black eyes.

“I don’t understand what’s going on,” I said. “What did you do to my wife?”

Silas’s eyes flicked toward Stacie. “I was hungry. Jimmie, too.” He turned back to me. “You want to know who we are and why we’re here. But, first a question for you. Are you Samuel Fisher?”

“Y-Yes.”

“Good. This is very important. Your father’s name was Mark Fisher, and your mother was Karen Weaver?”

This isn’t real. It can’t be.

The man snapped his fingers. “Answer the question.”

“Yes.”

“That’s very good. I’m Silas. And you’ve met Jimmie and Pearl. Cassandra is outside, guarding the house. There, now we’ve been formally introduced. I have just a few more questions if you don’t mind. What did you do to Bill and Esmeralda?”

“Who?”

“Bill and Esmeralda. They paid you a visit this afternoon. What did you do to them?”

I had no idea what he was talking about. “I don’t know any Bill or Esmeralda. Please, I need to help my wife. She’s bleeding.”

Silas laughed, high and unpleasant. “Oh, she is bleeding. Give the man a cigar, Jimmie. He’s either a liar...” Silas cocked his head. “Sam, I’m going to kill you. Know that right now. I’m going to kill you, and you can’t stop me, but whether I kill this little girl of yours? That’s the question, isn’t it? Do you believe I will kill you?” He reached across the table and put his hand around my throat, and I felt the same iron grip I had felt from his man, Jimmie.

“I believe you,” I gasped.

Silas laughed again. He released me, and I sank into the chair.

This was crazy. My wife was dying, or maybe already dead, and there were maniacs threatening to kill me and possibly Lilly. None of it made sense. “Just tell me what you want. Do you want money? You can have everything. I’ll give you everything. The cars? Take them. Just take them and go.”

“I don’t want your things,” Silas said patiently. “I want to know what you did to Bill and Esmeralda. Did you stake them? Did he teach you?” He cocked his head again, a peculiar look on his face.

I recognized that look. It was fear.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “I don’t know who you’re talking about. Who is he?”

There was a rough voice behind me, filled with anger and disgust. “I’m he.”

* * *
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A man stood in the doorway to the living room, his face wrinkled and weathered like old shoe leather, his long gray hair pulled into a ponytail. I couldn’t begin to guess his age but got the impression it was closer to eighty than sixty.

But that wasn’t the first thing I noticed. The first thing I noticed was the black leather patch over his right eye. The second was the brown leather duster. The third was the shotgun in his hands. He watched us with a face as hard as granite. “Hello, Silas.”

I turned back to Silas and Jimmie.

They stood as still as statues. Silas frowned. “Hello, Jack. I take it you’re responsible for Bill and Esmeralda?”

The old man glared at him. “You best be leaving, boy.”

Jimmie shifted slightly.

“Don’t, Munzinger,” Jack growled. “You move again, even an inch, and your insides are gonna be your outsides.”

“Now, Jack,” Silas said coolly, “if you kill Jimmie, I’ll be forced to kill this little girl and dear old Sam. Do you really want to risk them?”

The old man snorted. “Trying to distract me? Waiting for Pearl or Cassandra? They’re not coming. They’re bound.”

None of their words made sense. “I don’t know what’s going on,” I said, “but leave me and my family out of it. I need to get my wife to a hospital.” I reached for Lilly, and Silas raised an eyebrow, which was all it took to make my momentary courage fade.

The old man looked at me with his tired eye. “I don’t think your wife is going to make it,” Jack said softly. “I’m sorry about that. I truly am.”

“Are we going to sit here all night?” Jimmie interrupted. “He’s just an old man.”

Silas shrugged. “You ready to die, Jimmie? Don’t underestimate him. He’s a survivor. Isn’t that right, Jack?”

There was a long silence, and then Jack spoke. “What are you playing at, Silas? How do you think you’re getting out of here?”

“You can’t take us both, Jack,” Silas said. “Not even on your best day.”

“Don’t count on that. Munzinger is soft. He won’t put up much of a fight. As for you? You’d be surprised.”

Silas licked his lips, and a ghost of a smile appeared on his face. “Well, well, well. Isn’t that an interesting turn of events? Oh, how the mighty have fallen. How does it feel, Jack? Tell me. I’m fascinated.”

Jack’s eye narrowed. “Take Munzinger and leave. You’re done here.”

Silas laughed again, and it didn’t sound remotely human. “I’m going to have to say no to that. Tell you what, I’ll make you a straight-up deal. You can have the boy or the girl. Your choice.”

“Last chance,” Jack said quietly. “It’s just you and Munzinger. There’s no way you both leave here.”

“That might have been true, if Cassandra and Pearl were truly bound.” The door behind him opened, and Pearl entered with another woman, a brunette in her early thirties. They both glanced down at Stacie, then back at Jack.

I turned and saw a big rawboned man with cowboy boots and a shiny belt buckle standing behind Jack. “You haven’t met Ben, have you?” Silas asked. “I found Ben just a few months ago. He was more than happy for the gift.”

Jack cocked his head and said, “I’m sorry about this, Sam.”

The words barely registered before Jack moved.

Saying “moved” doesn’t do the word justice. He was a blur, bringing the butt of the shotgun up and into Ben’s nose. There was a sickening crunch, and I used that moment to turn back to Lilly, reaching for her. My hands were on her shoulders when Silas grabbed her and yanked her away. A shotgun roared behind me and then Silas shoved the table toward me, hitting my sternum like a sledgehammer. I went backward so hard my chair shattered and I slammed against the floor, sliding through the trail of Stacie’s blood.

The shotgun roared again and again. I turned and saw the man, Ben, on the floor, gasping in pain, blood oozing from a smoking wound to his chest. Jimmie grabbed the barrel of Jack’s shotgun and Jack swung it around to Jimmie’s chest and pulled the trigger. A cloud of blood sprayed from Jimmie’s back, coating me, and Jimmie sank to his knees. The two women, Cassandra and Pearl, jumped forward, over my kitchen table.

Nobody can move like that!

They brought Jack to the ground, clubbing him in the head, but he got one foot under Pearl and kicked. She went flying into the air, blasting through the ceiling and up into Lilly’s bedroom on the second floor.

My heart skipped a beat.

Nobody is that strong!

Impossibly, Jimmie was struggling to his feet. I grabbed the remains of the wooden chair and prepared to swing it at his head when I heard Silas laugh. I turned and he held Lilly in his arms, her face slack, her eyes empty, and Silas opened his mouth wide. There was a second set of teeth inside, long and pointed, and I screamed as he bit down on Lilly’s neck.

Her eyes widened. “Daddy,” she managed, and then her eyes rolled up and her head pitched forward.

Silas turned, Lilly firmly in his grasp, and fled through the kitchen’s back door into the night.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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I struggled to stand as my feet slipped on the blood-soaked floor. Hands grabbed my arm, and I turned as Jimmie came at me with the same second set of teeth. I tried to pull away, but he held me tight, then lunged for my neck.

I don’t remember plunging the remains of the wooden chair toward his chest, but I felt the splintered edge crunch as it rammed into his breastbone. There was an electric surge through my arms and the remains of the old oak chair slid straight through, like soft butter, and out his back.

Jimmie’s eyes widened, and he gurgled, arms flailing, and heat rose from his body like a blast furnace. I fell back as he burst into flames, the fire erupting from under his skin, burning white-hot as his body consumed itself.

In seconds, his body and clothes were reduced to a grease-stained ash heap on the floor, a sickening smell filling the room, mixing with the smell of gunpowder and death.

I felt a ripping, and, for the briefest of moments, a cloud of wispy gray smoke rose from the ash and slammed into me. I’d once touched a live wire replacing a wall outlet. This sensation was a thousand times more intense, and it didn’t stop. I convulsed, my head whipping back, pounding against the refrigerator.

In the background, a man’s voice, Jack’s voice, roared in pain. I turned to see the brunette, Cassandra, clawing at Jack’s stomach, her fingernails curved and thick like an animal’s claws.

Jack’s face contorted in rage. With blinding speed, he grabbed the woman by the head and took her to the floor, slamming her so hard I felt the vibration through my body. He stood and threw her across the room, where she struck the wall, the drywall shattering around her as the wall bowed outward.

She rebounded, but Jack pulled a foot-long wooden stake from his duster and rushed forward. He caught her in the chest, and she howled, and then she burst into flames, shaking violently and scrabbling for the front door.

She didn’t make it. Within two steps she dropped to the floor, her body disappearing in a blinding flash of light, and then she, too, was reduced to a stinking pile of ash.

Jack turned to the man on the floor. He dropped to one knee and impaled Ben with the stake, and I felt the impact as the stake sank completely through Ben’s body and into the wood floor below. The body burst into flames, like the others, but burned more slowly, his cowboy boots kicking uselessly. He turned to me, and I watched in horror as his eyeballs melted like wax inside his skull. He thrashed as he burned, making horrible squelching noises, but the fire kept burning and in seconds he was no longer a man but another pile of ash.

There was a crash of glass from the second floor and, in a blur, Jack pulled a massive revolver from under his duster and aimed it at the stairs in the corner.

A siren wailed in the distance.

Someone must have called the police.

Jack cocked his head, then put the revolver away. I tried to speak, but my mouth wasn’t working. He strode across the room, through the ash and blood, and looked down at me, an unreadable mix of emotions on his face. “We have to leave.”

I tried to speak again, but my body shook and my teeth chattered, even though I wasn’t cold. “Can’t. Stacie needs help.”

He leaned over and grabbed my hand, squeezing tight. “Your wife is gone,” he said gently.

“Stacie—”

“We have to go. When the police get here, they’ll find her dead and covered in blood.”

“But—”

“They’re coming. When they see this, who do you think they’ll blame?”

My father had gone to school with the town police officer, Elbert Morrison. “I’ll tell them what happened.”

Jack grunted. “You’ll tell them what? You were attacked by vampires?”

“Vampires? There’s no such thing.” I glanced at the piles of ash on the floor behind Jack.

It couldn’t be.

“Son, we’re going.” He picked me up like a sack of groceries and threw me over his shoulder.

“Lilly—”

“She’s gone, too. You have to come with me. Once the cops have you, you’re dead. Silas will find a way. I know it’s crazy, and I know this pushes the limits of what you believe, but if you want to live—if you want to save your daughter—you must come with me.” He stopped to pick up his shotgun, then we were outside.

I tried to speak, to beg him to turn around, to plead for help. I needed to save my wife.

She couldn’t be dead.

But a part of me knew Jack was right. Stacie was dead. There had been too much blood.

I had seen things that had burned to ash, things that had killed my wife and left her dead on the floor. Something else had happened, too, when I had killed Jimmie.

Jack took me outside, threw me in the back of his pickup truck, shut the topper door, and started the engine. He roared out of town, and I slid from side to side in the back of his truck as he turned, my head slamming into the hard steel sidewalls, and then I fell asleep to the steady hum of the tires on pavement.

God help me, but I fell asleep.

* * *
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The engine stopped and the truck shook as the door slammed close. I opened my eyes and stared at the underside of a truck topper, light gently streaming through the darkened windows, the smell of gas and oil thick in the back of the truck.

Memories flashed through my mind, my wife’s dead body on
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