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Chapter 1

	 

	 

	The little white car repeatedly jerked with stops and starts into the parking lot of Forge’s Gas and Auto Repair. Its wiper blades frantically flicked the rain away from the windshield. When the automobile came to its final resting place, Murray Lee slowly moved the gearshift into Park then turned off the engine. The Toyota Tercel didn’t immediately stop, though. Instead, it sputtered a couple of times before loudly backfiring.

	When the car eventually fell silent, the wiper blades stopped mid-stroke as if thankful they no longer had to fight a losing battle against a torrential downpour. Water cascaded down the cracked windshield. Untold thousands of droplets slammed onto the roof, creating a metallic symphony inside the car. The sun hid behind charcoal-colored clouds, and soon night would cover this part of the world.

	Exhausted, Murray leaned forward to rest his head against the tilted steering wheel. The car’s horn beeped a wimpy alert. The noise surprised him and caused him to bolt upright before wearily flopping backward into his seat. He looked toward the repair shop.

	From inside, a bearded man in a stocking cap sipped from a large coffee mug and watched him with intense curiosity. Neither man made a move toward the other, as the rain provided a convenient excuse for the delay of immediate action.

	A heavy pour had fallen in this part of the Pacific Northwest for more than two days now. The forecast predicted the hard rain was likely to continue for a few days longer before it turned into little more than a drizzle.

	Across the street was the Golden Circle Grocer. On the side of the building, underneath a canopy, was a hand-painted mural that read Welcome to Belfry.

	Before exiting the car, Murray put on a green John Deere baseball cap and flipped up the collar of his lightweight nylon jacket. Earlier in the day, he’d purchased both garments at a rural gas station. He popped open his door, which squeaked loudly, and he slipped into the pouring shower. He hunched his shoulders for additional protection from the rain while he hurried to the nearby structure.

	Murray leaped over a large puddle on his way to the building. When he stepped inside, he was greeted not only with a pleasant bing-bong sound that announced his arrival but a warm blast of air.

	The man with the salt and pepper beard sat on a stool behind the counter. He wore faded overalls and a red, long-sleeved T-shirt. From underneath a brown beanie, wavy gray hair fell to his shoulders. He removed an unlit match from the corner of his mouth. “Wet enough for you?”

	It most assuredly was wet enough for Murray. It was also cold enough, windy enough, stressful enough, and late enough. However, he didn’t feel like commenting on any of these, so he only frowned in response. 

	The clerk stuck the match back into his mouth, slid off his stool, and moved to the counter. He placed both hands into his pockets and was about to ask another question when he seemed to notice how big Murray was. The clerk was almost a head shorter than him. “Jeepers, you’re a big fella.”

	The clerk’s eyes took him in then. Murray knew the man was checking out the tightly rolled brim of his baseball hat, his nylon jacket, and finally, the inky ball of fire tattooed on his right hand.

	“I take it you’re not here for the festival.”

	“My car,” Murray said, thumbing toward the lot. “It’s—”

	A three-legged pit bull hopped from around the corner of the counter. It was missing the front left leg. The dog’s mouth hung open in either a toothy smile or a silent warning—Murray couldn’t determine which.

	“He won’t hurt you none,” the clerk said. “That’s Wrecker.”

	At the sound of its name, the dog wagged its nubby tail. When Murray reached down to pet the animal, Wrecker pushed its head into his hand.

	“He’s a good judge of character. If he likes you, then I’ll do the same.” The clerk stuck out his hand. “Waylon Forge.”

	“Murray Lee.” He shook the man’s dirty, calloused hand. “You own the place?”

	Waylon smiled. “That I do.”

	On a shelf behind the counter sat an old police scanner that squawked to life. “Hey, Chief?”

	“Yeah, Colton? Gimme some good news.”

	Both Waylon and Murray turned their attention to the dusty black box.

	“The State says the bridge is gonna be out for at least forty-eight hours, maybe seventy-two, unless there’s a bigger break in the weather.”

	The radio screeched before the chief responded. “What part of good news did you not understand?”

	Waylon smirked. “The local cops are decent fellas if a bit jittery. Know what I mean?”

	“Jittery, how?”

	“They tend to get into a man’s business when they get nervous.”

	“They get into yours?” Murray asked.

	The shop owner shook his head. “I got nothing for them to be nervous over.”

	“Hey, Chief, there’s also a bunch of bikers lined up on the mainland.”

	Even though an unknown distance separated them, Waylon and the chief simultaneously asked the same one-word question. “Bikers?”

	“You know,” Colton replied. “Some kind of motorcycle gang.”

	“In this rain?” the chief asked. “What are those idiots thinking?”

	“Whatever they’re doing, they don’t look none too happy.”

	“What do you think they want?” the chief asked.

	“To cross the bridge,” Waylon muttered. “Think, Chief.”

	Murray lifted a curious eyebrow, and the shop owner shrugged.

	“There ain’t much to do around here ’cept talk back to the radio.”

	The scanner squawked again. “I guess they wanna cross the bridge,” Colton said, “but that isn’t going to happen. At least, not today.”

	“Keep an eye on them. See what they do.”

	Murray bent to scratch Wrecker behind the ear, and Waylon leaned over the counter to watch their interaction.

	“You musta made it over ’fore the old bridge washed out,” Waylon said.

	“Barely,” Murray muttered as he straightened. “That cop blocked it off just after I made the island. Then the water came over the top, making it impassable for anyone else.”

	“Uh-huh.” Waylon gnawed on the match for a moment before saying, “Was a mistake coming onto the island.”

	“How’s that?”

	“We only got two bridges.” The shop owner pulled the match from his mouth and pointed to the opposite end of town. “The new one’s been under construction since spring. Shoulda been done by now, but it ain’t and won’t be for another month or so. So, with the old bridge washed out, we’re all gonna be stuck on the island until the rain settles down and the water drops low enough for it to open again.”

	“Has it happened before?”

	“The old bridge washing out? Usually about this time, but ain’t nobody been worried about it this year since we all thought the other woulda been finished by now. So much for municipal efficiencies.”

	“There’s no other way on or off?”

	Waylon shrugged. “By boat, I guess, but you’d hafta leave your car. We ain’t got no ferry.”

	Murray looked toward the parking lot.

	“And probably not smart to go by water until the rain stops. Water’s got to be choppy as all get out. The Columbia can be an unforgiving lady. She’ll just as soon sink you as let you pass over.”

	Murray muttered, “Figures.”

	“So, what’s the deal with your ride?”

	He turned back to the shop owner. “She started doing the herky-jerk before I crossed the bridge. Didn’t think I was going to make it across.”

	Waylon stuck the match back in his mouth. “What do you guess it is?”

	“Oxygen sensor, maybe. Could be a fuel pump.”

	“You want I should take a look at it?”

	Murray raised his eyebrows. “This is a repair shop, right?”

	The shop owner’s gaze floated toward a clock on the wall. It was almost five. “I’ll check her out first thing in the morning.”

	“Any chance you’ll stay late?”

	“Nope. Gotta get home to the wife. They’re voting on Dancing with the Stars tonight.”

	Murray stared at Waylon.

	“Son, eyeballing me ain’t gonna get me to stay. Besides, if I did get your car running, all you can do is drive around in a circle. You ain’t getting off the island with the bridges bein’ the way they are.”

	“Sounds like I don’t have much choice in this matter.” Murray tossed his car keys on the counter.

	Waylon grabbed a clipboard and stuck a piece of paper under the clapper. “What’s the license plate number of your car?”

	“I don’t know.”

	The shop owner looked outside. “It’s raining too much for either of us to worry about it now. I’ll get it later. Don’t you worry none. Just sign here, and I’ll get started on it in the morning.”

	Murray grabbed the pen but hesitated to sign.

	“What’s wrong?” Waylon asked with a playful snicker. “Forget your name?”

	“Almost,” Murray muttered. He then scrawled his signature across the bottom of the paper.

	“Colton,” the scanner crackled again.

	“Yeah, Chief?”

	“Get out to Abner Dewey’s place,” the chief ordered.

	“I thought you wanted me to keep an eye on—”

	“Now, Colton. This is serious. Someone bit Abner, then robbed the man.”

	Waylon clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth but didn’t comment. Instead, he took the pen from Murray and continued to fill out his form.

	“Did he say someone bit a man?” Murray asked.

	“Yup,” Waylon said. “It’s festival time, so all sorts of crazy things are likely to happen.”

	“What festival?”

	Waylon looked up from the paperwork. “Haven’t you heard of Belfry Island before?”

	“No.”

	The shop owner tapped the pen against his chin. “Some years back, they made a few vampire movies here. All the girls, ’specially the teenaged ones, went crazy for ’em. Some of the boys, too. Now, every year them loonies come back to celebrate.”

	“What movies?”

	“What’s wrong with you, boy? Have you been living under a rock or something? They were only the biggest thing ever. Even I know about them and I ain’t seen the darn things. You musta heard of Evenfall.”

	Murray shook his head. “I’ve been a little busy.”

	“That movie and its sequels made like a bajillion dollars. They were all the rage for some time.”

	A police car raced by the auto repair shop with its lights and sirens activated. Both men watched it pass.

	Waylon removed the match from his mouth and licked his lips. “The fans of those movies come ’round every year. Occasionally, one of them does something foolish like trying to bite someone. Gotta be what happened out there at Abner Dewey’s place.”

	“Weird.”

	“What can you do? People are strange.”

	“So, I’m stuck here for the night?” Murray said.

	Waylon nodded. “At least. I don’t keep a lot of parts on inventory. I may have to send over to the mainland if we need something and with the bridge being out...”

	“I’m stuck,” Murray dejectedly muttered.

	“From the looks of it.”

	“Where do you recommend I stay?”

	Waylon inhaled as he thought. “Normally, I’d say the Belfry Boarding House ’cause it’s cute as a bug, but it’s probably all booked up.”

	“The festival?”

	“We only have a couple hotels on the island. A few folks will rent their houses out during this week. I can’t wrap my head around that idea. Some of our visitors will stay on the mainland over in Astoria. That’s where they made The Goonies back in the eighties. Ever see that one?”

	Murray shook his head.

	“Don’t dig the movies, huh? Too bad. I liked it when I was a kid. Probably watched it half a dozen times on VHS. ‘Hey, you guys!’” Waylon watched Murray for a reaction. When there wasn’t one, he shrugged. “That was a line from one of the characters, but you wouldn’t know about it, so I don’t know why I just did that. Guess it’s still one of my favorites. Astoria doesn’t have a festival like we do, which is too bad because Goonies was a way better movie than any of the ones made here.”

	“I thought you said you didn’t see the vampire flicks.”

	Waylon chuckled and looked slightly embarrassed. “Quit paying so much attention to what I say. You’re making me nervous. Anyway, maybe someone didn’t make it across the bridge, and you can get their room.”

	The shop owner stepped away from the counter, picked up a grease-covered phone, and punched several buttons. Waylon sipped from a large coffee mug while he waited for his call to be answered.

	When it was, he had a quick conversation that Murray mostly ignored. Instead, he petted Wrecker, who seemed to be quite accustomed to spending time with visitors to the repair shop.

	Waylon hung up the phone and grunted in satisfaction. “Like I figured. Someone didn’t make it over, so they got a room available at the boarding house. They’re holding it for you.”

	When the shop owner returned to the counter, he reached under it and pulled out a compact yellow umbrella. “I’ll loan this to you until your car’s done. You’re gonna need it. We don’t get much sunshine in this part of the world. This time of year, our skies are like standing under a weak shower head.”

	Murray reluctantly grabbed the umbrella and nodded his thanks. “Which way is the hotel?”

	Waylon pointed up the street. “Head that way until you get downtown. You can’t miss it.”

	After petting Wrecker a final time, Murray stepped to the door. “I’ll come by tomorrow morning and check on the progress.”

	“Unless the vampires get you first,” Waylon chuckled.

	Murray’s brow furrowed. “What?”

	“I’m kidding. They’re mostly harmless.”

	 


Chapter 2 

	 

	 

	He didn’t notice them at first because they looked almost normal. After a while, though, he saw them everywhere.

	The first couple were at the edge of downtown. Two fashionably dressed men huddled together under an umbrella. They wore expensive-looking suits, and their short dark hair appeared recently cut.

	The rain continued to fall, and puddles along the curbs reflected neon signs and streetlamps.

	As Murray approached the two men, they affected an air of casual disdain. When he was near, they froze as if statues and only their eyes followed him. Glitter covered the left sides of their faces.

	After he passed them, they snickered and talked in hushed tones. For a moment, he worried they were laughing at the umbrella he held. It was the first time he’d used one—let alone a yellow one—and he felt oddly foolish for doing so. 

	That feeling quickly faded, however, as Murray noticed more smartly dressed men and women standing under their own umbrellas. Most stood still with the slouched posture and tilted heads of the previous men. Others walked in slow, elongated strides with exaggerated hip thrusts and dipping shoulders.

	Murray stopped in front of a bookstore—The Thirst of the Mind. He continued to watch these people, especially those who moved languidly. It was as if they were bit actors in a movie montage. The effect on Murray was disconcerting, especially with how tired he felt.

	Without looking, he pushed open the front door of the bookstore and backed in. He closed his umbrella and shook off the water. When he turned, he bumped headfirst into the glittering face of a young man with leering red eyes.

	The fact the man was made of cardboard quickly lessened his shock, but Murray was surprised, nonetheless. Unfortunately, the life-sized cutout swayed slowly to the side and eventually fell to the floor between two tables of books.

	“Edmund!” a female voice cried.

	A mid-sixties woman hurried from around the sales counter and rushed toward the fallen cardboard portrait. When she rescued the downed cutout, she glared up at Murray. “How dare you!”

	“It was an accident.”

	“This is Edmund!” She cradled the cardboard man’s head in her hands.

	“I didn’t see him.”

	“How could you not?” she asked as she stroked Edmund’s flat features. “He’s so beautiful.”

	She righted the life-sized poster and dusted him off. Her fingers danced along its edges as she examined Edmund for any dings or folds. His hair was in a permanent muss, and his suit was perfectly tailored, just like the men and women he’d passed outside. The glitter on the left side of his cardboard face shone brightly under the store’s lights.

	When the woman was satisfied with Edmund’s safety, she faced Murray. Her concern now diminished; she flashed the smile of a professional bookstore owner. “I’m sorry for my outburst.”

	“Don’t worry about it.”

	“It’s my year to host Edmund,” she proudly said.

	“You’re taking care of a cutout?”

	The woman’s face pinched. “It’s an honor to host the leader of Clan MacCrain.”

	“Clan MacCrain?”

	Her lips pursed as her eyes ran his length. After assessing Murray, she said, “You are obviously not here for the festival.”

	“No, I’m—”

	A brown cat wandered out then to investigate the commotion. It hesitated for the briefest moment, then continued toward Murray, where it rubbed itself against his leg.

	The woman’s face relaxed. “Rohan seems to like you.”

	Murray knelt to pet the cat.

	“Cats are a good judge of character.”

	“Waylon Forge said the same thing about his dog.”

	The woman clucked her tongue. “Dogs are stinky saliva factories. Cats are stately.” Her eyes narrowed when she asked, “Are you a dog person?”

	He shrugged. “I have a cat.”

	That seemed to satisfy her as her smile returned. She offered her hand. “I’m Shirley,” she said. “Shirley Herrick.”

	He stood, took her hand, and said, “Murray Lee.”

	“Nice to meet you, Mr. Lee.”

	“You, too.” Murray bent to pet the cat once more. “And you as well... Morbius.”

	“Excuse me?” Shirley said.

	Murray looked up. “It’s my name for the cat. Morbius is a comic book vampire. I used to read it as a kid. Since it’s a vampire festival, I figured I’d name the cat after—”

	Shirley’s face purpled. “First of all, this is not a vampire festival. It’s an Evenfall festival. We do not recognize other vampires.”

	Murray opened his mouth to interrupt, but Shirley pointed at him in an accusatory manner.

	“Second,” she continued, “his name is Rohan. I don’t know where you get off renaming my cat. That is by far the rudest thing I’ve ever had a customer do.”

	As he stood, Murray said, “I apologize.” 

	“You should. It’s disrespectful. Unbelievably so.”

	“It’s a custom where I come from.”

	“To rename a cat?” Shirley glanced around as if she’d just heard the most awful thing imaginable. “Where in the world would anyone think renaming a cat is a good idea?”

	“Pleasant Valley,” he said.

	“It doesn’t sound pleasant.”

	“It’s in Maine.”

	Shirley’s lip quivered. “As I said, it sounds like a place for all cat lovers to avoid.”

	He hadn’t meant to annoy the woman, so he returned the conversation to the cat’s proper name. “So, Rohan, is it?”

	Her face immediately brightened. “It means keeper of the wolves.”

	“Wolves?”

	Shirley nodded knowingly, then lifted her hand to the side of her mouth as if she were sharing a secret. “Werewolves. They’re everywhere. Rohan keeps them at bay.”

	“Your cat keeps werewolves at bay?”

	She waved at him and tittered. “Not my cat, silly. Rohan MacCrain. From the movies.”

	“Edmund and Rohan?”

	“Of course,” she said, looking at him like he was some kind of alien. “Surely, you remember their names from the films?”

	He shook his head.

	“Read the books, then?”

	“No. I just heard about them when I arrived here.”

	“Have you been on the moon or something? They’re only the greatest things ever.”

	“And the movies were made in Belfry?”

	“That’s right. They filmed them before I moved here. I would have loved to have been part of that—to see the magic happen. Although, maybe it wouldn’t be as exciting now if I got to see them made.”

	“Like working at a sausage factory.”

	“Exactly,” Shirley said and pointed at him, but this time her finger was full of playfulness, not accusation. “Exactly!” she repeated.

	“You moved here because of the movies?”

	“Oh my, yes. Most of us did.”

	“Most of you?”

	“We call ourselves The Evenfallers. I’d say half the town’s population moved here because we saw the beauty the movies revealed.”

	“About vampires and werewolves?”

	“Oh,” she snickered, “we don’t really care about the werewolves. The ones who do tend to live in campers.”

	“They camp?”

	“No, silly. They live in RVs and trailers. You know the types—weirdos with dogs. There’s usually a lot of them cramped into small spaces.” She made a face. “Ugh. Dog people.”

	Murray politely smiled.

	“Aside from the werewolves,” Shirley said as she stole a glance at the cardboard Edmund, “the movies were just lovely. Even better than the books, if I’m honest. And I promise you, if you haven’t seen them yet, your life will forever change. If you don’t believe in true love before seeing them, you definitely will after.”

	Murray believed in love, although it was a rather new belief for him.

	Shirley stole another glance at Edmund.

	“What’s with the glitter?” Murray asked. “I saw people wearing it outside.”

	Her eyes widened with excitement. “A vampire’s skin shimmers when they walk in the sunlight.”

	“What?” Murray shook his head. “Vampires can’t go in the sun.”

	Shirley rolled her eyes. “That’s a silly, old vampire myth.”

	“No, it’s not. That’s vampire one-oh-one. Sunlight kills vampires.”

	The bookseller smirked. “You’re wrong. Vampires can so go into the sun. There’s hardly anything that can hurt them.” Her eyes shimmered, and she was almost breathless in the manner some religious zealots speak. 

	Murray stared at her.

	“They’re God’s perfect creatures,” Shirley said, and she repeatedly nodded her head.

	“They’re the undead.”

	Her head stopped bobbing, and she set her jaw. “They’ve been given the gift of immortality. They’re not the undead,” she said with a sneer.

	“They eat humans.”

	With a waggle of her finger, Shirley said, “Not this clan.” She reminded him of a scolding teacher. “The MacCrains are vegetarians.”

	“Vegetarian vampires?”

	She closed her eyes and nodded her head once in a definitive manner. “They eat animals. Not humans.”

	“That’s not a vegetarian. That’s still eating meat.”

	Her eyes popped open. “They control their thirst by eating animals.”

	“But it’s not vegetarian,” Murray said.

	Shirley flexed her jaw a couple of times before saying, “You don’t know what you’re talking about. The MacCrains love us.”

	“They love... us?”

	Shirley threw her hands in the air. “You don’t understand anything. I don’t know why I’m trying to explain this to you. You need to see the movies. They’ll make you a believer.”

	Outside, a police car drove by with its lights blinking and its sirens blaring. When it passed, Murray turned back to Shirley, who now watched him with curiosity. Her hands were on her hips, and she leaned forward in a slightly challenging way.

	“Is there something I can help you find, or did you just come in here to argue about the movies?”

	He had entered the store mostly out of curiosity. Recently, he ran his own bookstore. But since he was here, he might as well take advantage of the opportunity. “How about a Travis McGee novel? The Deep Blue Good-by. John D. MacDonald wrote it.”

	Her face flattened.

	“You haven’t heard it of it?”

	“Of course, I’ve heard of it.” Her tone had turned frosty.

	“Then what’s the problem?”

	“Mysteries.” She almost spat out the word.

	“What’s wrong with them? Don’t you carry those kinds of books?”

	“Sure,” she said. “I carry them. I’ve got to carry that kind of stuff for the normals. I wish our economy were different, but it is what it is.” She turned and wandered deeper into the bookstore. “I think I’ve got a couple of his,” she grumbled.

	On the bottom shelf of the furthest wall were several John D. MacDonald novels. She bent over and slid out a paperback. “Here you go.”

	As she handed the book to him, he noticed a small tattoo on the inside of her wrist. Perhaps it was a hieroglyphic or text in another language, but she moved so quickly he couldn’t make it out.

	He turned his attention to the paperback novel. It was an old, dog-eared copy of MacDonald’s first McGee novel. He had recently started reading another copy of the book. Unfortunately, he never got to finish it. He wanted to know how the story ended so he could talk about it with a particular reader he had met back east.

	“I’ve got the second one in the series,” Shirley said, “in case you want that, too.”

	Murray gently waved the paperback. “This will do for now.”

	As they walked back toward the counter, Shirley asked, “If you’re not into the movies, what brought you onto the island?”

	“Wrong turn,” Murray said.

	“That’s unfortunate, especially with both bridges being out.”

	“I’ve been told.”

	“You’ll probably be stuck here for a couple of days.” The thought caused Shirley’s face to brighten again. “You’ll be able to join our festival and find out why so many of us love the story. On Saturday, we have a movie marathon at the theater where we show all three movies back-to-back. We also have celebrity signings, tours, a bonfire—”

	“A bonfire?”

	“Oh, yes. We reenact the big bonfire scene from the second movie. It’s quite lovely and something to see. That’s tomorrow night. You should come.”

	“I’ll think about it.” He held up The Deep Blue Good-by. “I need to pay for this.”

	Shirley stepped behind the counter and announced the price. Murray pulled a couple of bills from his pocket and handed them to her.

	As she began the transaction, the front door opened, and a uniformed police officer stepped in.

	Shirley saw him and said, “Evening, Colton.”

	“Hey, Shirley.” The officer eyed Murray as he said, “Someone bit Abner Dewey out on his farm.”

	She stopped working the register and said, “Someone bit him? Is he okay?”

	“The medics are with him now. Whoever did it pinched him pretty good. Even made him bleed.”

	Shirley glanced at Murray, then went back to the officer.

	“We’re pretty sure they wore fake teeth,” Colton said. “The plastic kind.” He shook his head. “Same kind most of our visitors wear this week.”

	“You’re not suggesting it’s an Evenfall fan, are you?” Shirley asked.

	“You think a local would do that to Abner?” the officer asked.

	The bookseller’s eyes briefly lowered. “I guess not, but I hate to think that a fan of the movies—”

	“It
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