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CHAPTER ONE
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My wife, Nancy, took the saying “‘til death do us part” a little too seriously the day she became a vampire and fled from Madeline’s mansion. So, like any idiot husband, I chased after her. 

A crescent moon shone through a thin veil of clouds hovering over the Oklahoma plains. The Tulsa skyline rose over the horizon, looking like broken black teeth. I squeezed the steering wheel, my knuckles popping and turning white. Our house wasn’t in Tulsa proper but about twenty minutes north in one of the smaller satellite towns called Owasso. She’d gotten a head start in Italy, but for obvious reasons, she could only travel at night. I didn’t know if she’d be able to reach the house, pack her luggage, and disappear before I got there, but it was going to be close.

Katy sat in the passenger seat, her head leaning against the window. Her black hair spread over her forehead and cheeks like a sweaty veil. I couldn’t see her eyes, but she’d stopped snoring, so I assumed she was already awake. I thought about saying something but bit my lip. I wasn’t sure I wanted to talk to her yet. In less than half an hour, I’d either convince my wife to give our marriage another try, or Katy and I would find ourselves in yet another fight with a vampire, and this time, I wasn’t sure I could finish the job.

Katy and I had kept the trip from Italy to Oklahoma pleasant enough. It was easy considering we had a similar sense of dark humor—which allowed us to fill our time with wry jokes about death and marriage—but eventually, we’d need to discuss whether or not I could kill my wife. Since we were less than half an hour from my house, we couldn’t put it off any longer. I knew the right answer. I knew that killing Nancy if she decided to feed on others was what the mourning husband was supposed to do. I knew that I should tell Katy I was willing to sacrifice my wife for the good of humanity, but if I simply spoke the truth, we’d both know it was a lie. I had to be honest. I had to tell Katy I didn’t know what I was going to do, that making predictions before seeing her—before looking into the eyes of my greatest failure and deciding whether or not the woman I loved was a lost cause—would be pointless. I couldn’t say what I was going to do until I was there, and that simple fact put Katy in danger. This was one of the reasons I’d tried to sneak out of Madeline’s mansion without her. I’d wanted to face my wife alone—just in case I ended up as Nancy’s first victim—but Katy had read my mind and insisted on coming along. She’d bet on me, but if she was wrong, Nancy would be feeding on two victims instead of one.

Of course, intercepting Nancy while she was at home was the best-case scenario. If we missed her, I had no idea what to do next. Would she stay in the area and target the people closest to her, or would she head toward some random city? If she chose option B, I might not ever see her again.

I took an on-ramp leading to Highway 169. Katy finally straightened, giving me a bleary glance. She stuck her hand in her pocket and produced a wadded piece of paper. She unfolded the scrap and turned it toward me, revealing a phone number. My gut twisted with fear, and I grimaced. Katy raised her eyebrow, and I knew I was caught. 

“Why didn’t you call?” she asked. “She might’ve given you this number so someone could go to your house and catch Nancy before we got there.”

Katy was referring to the phone number Madeline had offered me right before leaving the mansion. Madeline was an Elder vampire, and she was also my former master. A week ago, I had been her Familiar, and a few weeks before that, I’d been convinced there was no way to escape her grasp. Then things had gotten out of her control. 

The Covenant had moved against my former master by sending three of its members to supposedly inquire about her feeding methods. Madeline, unlike most vampires, did not kill her victims; rather, she kept a . . . harem of Familiars who she’d feed on at her leisure. She ensnared her harem through a variety of tactics, mostly involving bribery and initiation. She would promise desperate individuals such as myself money—in my case, I’d been on the hook for my grandmother’s cancer treatments—and after we’d agreed to her bargain, she would eventually take us to her mansion, where we’d be exposed to a variety of hedonistic pleasures. If we partook of these pleasures, not only would she have something to hold over our heads, but she also believed that if we found a sexual partner—somebody Katy had once called a Night Wife—then we would be further bound to our master. To my credit, what little of it I actually have, I didn’t take her up on this offer, but my one good decision had only caused Madeline to ensnare Nancy instead. 

The Covenant had acted like it was thinking about adopting Madeline’s strategy, but this was a lie. Two of the three representatives from the Covenant attacked Madeline’s harem, then proceeded to go after one of the Familiar’s parents. They did all of this to try and scare the rest of us away from our master. I wasn’t sure why they wanted to go to war with Madeline. I didn’t know much about her, except that she was one of the oldest vampires in existence and, therefore, one of the most powerful. Perhaps this fact scared them, and they’d finally decided to destroy her, but Madeline—in an unexpected and, looking back on it, rather bold maneuver—taught some of her Familiars how to kill vampires. She even gave those Familiars what she called monk kits, which were a sort of toolbox a group of French monks had used to nearly rid Europe of vampires during the Great Vampire Controversy. Katy and I were two of those Familiars, and together with a few friends who were no longer with us, we killed two Covenant members named August and Malcolm. This thwarted the Covenant’s efforts, at least for the time being. 

However, by training Katy and me in the fine art of vampire slaying, she’d also given us a way to escape her grasp, not just through having the skills needed to overpower her, but also through the path she’d opened in our minds. She’d given us a way to take control of our lives, and after a final tragedy, the one that took my wife’s life, Madeline decided it was best to let me go. She could’ve killed me, and I’m still not sure why she didn’t, but rather than feeling her fangs for the final time, we met in her parlor and had an almost genial chat. She said she was sorry for getting Nancy killed and even confessed to loving me. I’m still not sure what to make of that, but before we parted ways, she said I’d grown past her and was now a hunter. Then she’d given me a phone number and told me to call it should I ever run into trouble. I had no intentions of doing such a thing and tossed the phone number in a garbage can as soon as Katy and I reached an airport. But unbeknownst to Madeline and me, Katy had been listening to the conversation, and that was probably how she’d known to dig that number out of the trash the second I tried to toss it.

Katy and I stared at one another for a time, long enough for me to remember I was still driving. Then I looked back at the road and said, “I don’t trust Madeline. I may have forgiven her—sort of—but that doesn’t mean I’m willing to take her advice.”

Katy pulled out her phone and pressed the screen. A few seconds later, she turned the screen toward me, revealing her bank account. There were a lot of zeros.

“She paid us,” Katy said. “More than before. It’s her way of apologizing. I think we can trust her to help find Nancy if nothing else.”

I gave my friend a tight grin. “Money’s a funny thing. It could be an apology, but it also could be a way to keep us attached to her. Say we find Nancy and convince her to stay with me. What do you think happens after that? I can’t speak for you, but I don’t plan on seeing Madeline again. Nancy and I will stay in our house and keep to ourselves. We’ll figure out a way to feed her that doesn’t involve killing someone and try to live normal lives.”

Katy frowned and tilted her head toward the Tulsa skyline, which was now much smaller and to my left. “You really think you can find enough deer out there?”

I gulped as I stared at the skyline. “I don’t have that part figured out yet, but there must be something, a farm maybe.”

“I hate to say it, but just because we aren’t Familiars anymore doesn’t mean Madeline isn’t going to remain a part of our lives. I think you’ll have to talk to her about finding ways to feed Nancy, and don’t forget, a good chunk of her Familiars are from the Midwest. She’ll visit you.”

“Try to get us back,” I mumbled.

“Possibly.” She turned and stared at the back seat. “And what about all that stuff she gave you? The monk kits, the chainmail, the gloves. Does she expect us to find Nancy in a Renaissance fair? I’m still amazed you got that metal through customs.”

“I think she paid the guards,” I said, continuing to stare at the city. A horn blared, and I turned the wheel, barely dodging a back bumper. I hardly noticed. My mind was still trying to find a way to feed Nancy without Madeline’s help, but just to keep the conversation going, I added, “She called me a hunter.” 

“I heard,” Katy said softly. “Do you know what it means?”

“No.” Her question heated my blood enough to pull me from my stupor. “And I don’t want to know!” I said, louder than I meant to. I looked over at Katy, who was staring at me with wide eyes, and her expression, while sympathetic, also looked concerned. Her shoulders had lifted a little, and I realized that she’d winced when I shouted. That hurt somewhere deep. Katy was my friend, and she was by no means timid. If I’d startled her, then I needed to get myself under control. I took a breath and said, “Sorry.”

“Should be,” Katy muttered. 

She gave me a thin smile, and I smiled as well, giving her a small nod of thanks. Then I said, “What I mean is that it doesn’t matter. If I can pull this off, I’m done.”

“Unless someone comes after you,” Katy pointed out.

“What makes you think that’ll happen?”

Katy shrugged. “Malcolm was an Elder. And he was a member of the Covenant. There could be consequences for killing him.”

“Madeline told us to. They should take it up with her.”

“They won’t. She’s too powerful.”

I sighed. “Are you telling me we’re stuck in this world?”

“Like I said. Once you’re in, you’re in.”

I shook my head. “I can’t accept that, Katy. We’ll move, make it impossible for them to find us.”

There was a long silence, and I could feel Katy preparing herself to ask the question I’d been dreading. I kept my eyes glued to the road and let it happen. “Madeline said you were a hunter. What if you have to hunt her, Gerome?” 

“Can I kill her if she’s gone bad?” 

“Yeah.”

I was silent for a moment, then I looked at Katy and said, “I don’t know.”

Katy smiled and nodded. “I thought you’d say that. That puts me in a bad spot, doesn’t it?”

“It’s why I didn’t want you to come,” I said, looking back at the road.

“I know. But you’re repeating history.”

My head snapped back toward her. “What?” I asked, thinking I knew what she meant. If she was implying what I thought, then we really might fight. Bringing up my grandmother was below the belt.

Katy saw the look on my face and lifted her chin. “It’s my hide. I have the right to say it.”

I glowered at her. “You can stay in the car.”

“And let you kill yourself?”

“Maybe.”

Katy shook her head, and her smile infuriated me. “That’s awful selfish of you, Gerome. You’d get to die while I’d have to look at myself in the mirror.”

That defeated me. My shoulders sagged, and I felt the air rushing out of my lungs like I was a deflating balloon. “I’m sorry.” The words nearly caught in my throat as I turned back to the road. “I wish I could give you a better answer. But I won’t know until I’m there.”

“You’re looking for a trace of hope.” 

I nodded. “And there’s a good chance I’ll see it, even if it isn’t there. I don’t trust my own mind, Katy. But at the same time, I can’t give this judgment to somebody else. It’s my job. I have to make the call, and if I’m wrong, I have to die because I’ve got to pay for my mistake. But it kills me to think you’ll pay too.”

“Gerome, I promise you this. Whatever you’ve done, I’ve done worse. Have you ever defended a murderer knowing he was guilty but not caring because you were just doing your job?” I looked at her, and her face was stone. “Trust me. My death would be nothing to cry about. We’re in the same boat.”

“That’s not true,” I whispered.

Katy sighed and shook her head again. “Well, it might not matter. Perhaps we can survive the night, and if we do, perhaps we really can be hunters, whatever they are.”

I shrugged, switching lanes. We were getting close to the exit. “Well, you heard Madeline’s words the same as I did, and if that stuff in the back seat is any hint, then I’d say ‘hunters’ is short for ‘monster hunters.’”

Katy grinned. “Well, that doesn’t sound so bad. I kinda liked the whole vampire hunting thing.”

“You liked it?”

“I liked being alive. When I was defending scumbags and visiting Madeline for extra cash, I wasn’t. Then we stopped Amy and Chad from killing that girl, and even with as horrible as that was, the end result was better than if we’d done nothing. We did something good, so maybe we can do more good, and maybe the possibility of making the world a marginally better place gives us both a reason to live.”

I nodded but didn’t say anything. A few minutes later, I took the off-ramp leading to 76th Street. We drove past a string of restaurants and a hotel in Owasso proper, then entered a residential area where various subdivisions lined the left- and right-hand sides of the road like little towns unto themselves. Owasso was one of those suburbs with money, a lot of money. Had Madeline not been supplementing my income, there would’ve been no way for me to make the mortgage on our home. Originally, my grandmother and I had lived close to downtown, so we wouldn’t have to drive too far for her cancer treatments. But after she’d died, I’d wanted to escape all the daily reminders, so I’d decided to relocate to Nancy’s hometown. With my master’s money, I made a down payment on a large home inside one of Owasso’s many subdivisions, and not long after that, Nancy and I were married.

Now that I thought about it, I was glad I’d decided to move closer to Nancy rather than choosing some cheaper place to live because her entire family was in Owasso. The temptation for her to see her folks one last time after returning to the house would be pretty high even if she didn’t try to feed on them, so if we missed her, there was still a chance we could catch her while she was making her final visits. I just hoped we could find Nancy before she got too hungry. A large part of me was convinced she wouldn’t attack her family, but there was just no way to know. 

We passed a couple more subdivisions, then I saw my neighborhood on the left. I turned and began moving down the street at a crawl. I scanned the houses to the right until I found my address written on the mailbox, then I pulled into the drive and shut off the car.

I drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. My sigh only quivered a little. “Okay. I’m not grabbing anything from the kits. If Nancy sees us armed, she might think we’re there for a fight, so I’m just going inside and acting as if everything is . . . normal.”

“I’ll grab a crucifix and stick it in the back of my pants,” Katy said. “Just in case.”

I grunted and got out of the car. Katy got out as well. She opened the trunk, pulled one of the crucifixes from the kits, tucked it through her belt, and untucked her dress shirt. It was one of those fancy blouses that went with her expensive lawyer suits, and the tail barely covered the waist of her pants, leaving the bottom portion of the cross clearly seen below her belt. She tried tugging on the shirt to hide the cross further, but it did no good. She looked up at me and shrugged. I sighed again, and together, we marched toward the house. 

When we reached the bottom step, I stared up at the oversized front porch with its white columns, thick wooden door, and old-time porch swing that had no place being there. I had been living beyond my means in more ways than one. I didn’t deserve a nice house like this. I hadn’t earned it. In a way, I supposed I hadn’t really earned my marriage either. I was never fully honest with my wife when we were dating. She’d never heard of Madeline until the vampire entered our home. I’d tried to justify my actions by telling myself that I really did believe Madeline was gone for good when Nancy and I met. But it had been wishful thinking, and I knew it back then. Madeline had only been gone a month when Nancy and I went on our first date. I hadn’t really believed she’d left. I’d just wanted her gone. Five months later, I was standing over my grandmother’s grave, thinking the vampire had killed her. I wasn’t sure if it was Madeline’s way of getting even with me for dating another woman, or if it was because my grandmother had gotten a little too close to figuring out who Madeline really was. She’d asked some dangerous questions, and when my grandmother finally passed away, her death had been sudden. In fact, I’d thought she was getting better. That might’ve been more wishful thinking on my part, but either way, I found myself standing over her grave, convinced she was going to rise again, and I was going to feed myself to her because her death was my fault. Then Madeline showed up and told me she’d had nothing to do with Grandma’s passing. It had been the cancer after all. To this day, I’m still not sure I believe her, but Grandma never rose, so I have no proof Madeline did anything. 

And even after that, I didn’t tell Nancy about the vampire. After Madeline took me to her mansion and introduced me to her pleasures of the flesh, I still didn’t tell Nancy a thing. If only I’d tried. Nancy may have thought I was crazy. She may have ended our engagement, and I never would’ve had the chance to call her my wife, but she’d still be alive. She wouldn’t be undead. And I wouldn’t be putting yet another person I cared about in danger. But I knew Katy well enough to understand that I couldn’t talk her out of entering this house with me. When she’d said I was repeating history, what she’d meant was I planned to sacrifice myself to my wife the same way I’d tried to sacrifice myself to my grandmother, and she was right. Katy wouldn’t let me do that, and I knew I was wrong to want it, but it was my life, and this whole thing was my fault! If I wanted to kill myself and make the world a little less of a stupid place, that was my business. And if I turned, well, it’s not like killing yourself as a vampire is hard. All it takes is wanting to see the sun again. But for better or worse, Katy was my friend, and she’d decided it was her duty to protect me from myself. We’d live or die together. I was ashamed of the fact, but I didn’t know what to do about it. It wasn’t like I could yell at Katy and tell her to leave. She’d just dig in her heels or knock me out cold and chain me to a wall somewhere until I came to my senses. Katy was going to help me whether I liked it or not. 

I looked over my shoulder and saw Katy a few steps behind me. She gave me a tired smile, and I returned her smile with a faint grin of my own, but then I glanced to my left and noticed that there was no second car in the driveway. There was only our rental. I should’ve picked up on that right away, but I wasn’t sure the observation mattered. Nancy might’ve parked a few blocks down to avoid being seen. I turned my head and tried to think of what I was going to say to her if she was inside. Even if my wife didn’t attack us, she could always vanish into the night if the conversation grew too heated. How was I supposed to persuade my wife to stick around when she already didn’t want to talk to me? Before I could answer this question, I realized I was standing in front of the door. 

“Okay,” I whispered to myself. “One problem at a time. First, let’s see if she’s here.” 

I grabbed the doorknob, opened the door, and stepped inside. The house was empty. 

My first thought was to run upstairs and check the master bedroom. I’d made it halfway up the steps when Katy called my name. I hurried back down and entered the kitchen. Katy was standing over the table, and when I stopped to ask her what was wrong, she handed me a note. I stared at the sheet of paper for a second, confused. Then I began reading.


Hello, Gerome. 

I am an associate of Madeline. She gave you my number, but shortly after you left, she suspected you might not call me since the two of you parted on unamiable terms. She’s told me your situation and asked me to retrieve your wife because it was unlikely that you’d beat her to your home. If you are reading this, I have done so.

You will find your wife on a ranch in Philipsburg, Montana. The address is written down on a separate sheet of paper I have provided, but before you run to the nearest airport, I should like to take a moment to tell you about this “ranch.” 

In my line of work, I have a regular number of agents who fall prey to the creatures of the night. Some of those creatures are vampires. If my agents are not wholly destroyed and thus allowed to turn, when they are found, they’re taken to this ranch and rehabilitated, which is to say they are taught to subsist on animal blood, and once they’ve gained adequate control over their hunger, they resume their work under the guidance of the Order. Madeline has requested that I take Nancy to this ranch, so she can be taught such control. I’ve spoken to the rancher, Samuel Jones, and he has agreed to Madeline’s request, although he is—at present—not fully aware of the details.

I assume that upon reading this you will rush to Montana to be reunited with your wife. Know that you are expected and will be treated well. I’ll leave it to you and Sam to discuss the exact plan regarding Nancy’s future. 

There is a strong possibility that you shall arrive before Nancy, since I presume you’ll be flying to Billings, whereas I shall travel by car and will be staying in various hotels, so your wife is not caught in the sunlight. If you arrive before us, do not worry. Nancy and I should be there shortly. Until that time, I am respectfully yours. 

John Pinkerton



I folded the letter and stuck it in my pocket. Katy held up a second sheet of paper. “The address.”

I glowered at this second note and shook my head. “She called him anyway.”

“She wants to help.”

“Or she wants to keep us under her thumb.” I snorted and shook my head again. “It’s probably both. That’s how she thinks. Never do anything with one outcome in mind.”

Katy nodded. “So, we’re going to Montana?”

“Looks like it,” I said. “How did this Pinkerton convince Nancy to go with him?”

“I was wondering the same thing,” Katy said. “Judging by his letter, he seems . . . stiff.”

“I was going to say British.”

“Do you think he took her by force?” Katy asked.

“Hard to say, but maybe not. Nancy doesn’t have a plan. She has one of two choices: either target her friends and family until she can find another way to eat, or she could go to a city and feed on homeless people.” I paused. “It’s possible she’d want to try the animal blood on her own, but if this Pinkerton guy says he can help her learn control, she might consider that a safer option.”

“Maybe. But no matter what, I guess our path is the same.”

“Yeah,” I muttered. 

Some random guy was going to drag my wife halfway across the country to a . . . rehab center for vampires. Perhaps I should’ve considered this turn of events good news. But I didn’t. It seemed like an opportunity for Madeline to sink her fangs into Nancy, Katy, and me all over again. But there may have been even more to this situation than that. I couldn’t believe that Madeline had called this Pinkerton guy simply out of the goodness of her dead heart. Something Madeline had said during our last conversation sprang to mind: “Imagine a toddler who could kill her parents.” I shuddered and shook my head. Nancy wasn’t some overpowered newborn; she was my wife. My former master’s true intentions didn’t change what needed to be done. Katy and I would have to go to Montana, and we’d discover the real situation as we went along. 

I started back toward the stairs. “I’ll grab some suitcases. I think we can get the monk kits and Ka-Bars through the airport provided they’re in our luggage, but we’ll leave the rest of Madeline’s stuff here. I don’t know how to use any of it, and getting all that metal through security is going to be a headache.”

“I’ll check and see if Tulsa has a flight to Billings,” I heard Katy yell as I ran up the steps.

I went to my bedroom and opened the closet, then grabbed two suitcases. I threw one suitcase on the bed and set the other by the door, saving it for Katy. I began removing shirts and pants from hangers, throwing them into the suitcase in a disheveled pile. Some people say there’s an art to packing. I never learned it. The best I could do was hope the toothpaste or cologne hadn’t exploded onto my pants when I reached the hotel.

Once the suitcase was half full, I stopped and stood in the middle of the room. I took out the note from my pocket, then turned on the light and studied the letter. The writing was a kind of calligraphy entirely too elaborate for something handwritten. It must’ve taken John Pinkerton half an hour to get all the swirls and loops uniform. Who was this guy?

I’d spent several years with Madeline, and during that time, I’d learned a lot about vampires, their powers, their weaknesses, how their age didn’t always match their intelligence, but I’d never heard much about the other supernatural forces that roamed the earth. If I were to believe this man’s note, there was a private agency devoted to fighting the creatures of the night, and this agency was so well established that it had places where people who were turned by vampires could “rehabilitate.”

I thought walking away from the House of Madeline would mean going back to a normal life, but I had the sinking feeling that I was about to step into a new and terrible world.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO
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We landed in Billings the following evening. From there, it was a four-and-a-half-hour drive to Philipsburg. I let Katy handle the logistics. I’m not a very patient person, and if I’d tried to book everything online, I would’ve chucked the phone across the room after five minutes. 

As we drove, Katy studied our destination’s population, economy, basically all the details I would’ve considered irrelevant. Turned out, Philipsburg was a strange place. It had a population of just over 800 people; however, considerable money was keeping the town alive. There were a couple restaurants, some shops, and a state park with a ghost town in it. One might think it was the park generating the revenue, but given how difficult it was to reach the ghost town, which was near the top of a mountain, this didn’t seem likely. There was also an airfield, and neither Katy nor I could guess what it was used for. 

Katy mentioned that there was a lumber company nearby and suggested it might account for some of the money being brought into the area. My gut told me that the town was receiving money from outside sources. I suspected that Pinkerton and his agency were paying certain high-ranking locals to stay quiet when odd things happened, and those officials, rather than pocketing the cash, were using the revenue to prop up the place.

When we finally reached Philipsburg, it was the dead of night. It took us a few seconds to locate the town, then we noticed rows of houses and various buildings lining a steep slope on our left-hand side. 

We’d come in from the north. It would’ve been faster to approach from the south because the ranch was on the southern end of town, but Katy had insisted on seeing Philipsburg before meeting this Samuel Jones. I suspected Katy’s desire was motivated by her time as Madeline’s Familiar.

Katy had been working for Madeline for several years when I entered the scene. Before the night Katy and I met, I didn’t know there were other Familiars. Madeline had never mentioned them. I think she wanted my grandmother to pass before she fully introduced me to her world. However, I’d met Nancy shortly before Grandma died, so when Madeline took me to her mansion and showed me her “party,” I’d left because I’d wanted to remain faithful to my would-be wife. Madeline had tried to mitigate the situation by saying I could “have both,” and she further emphasized her point by giving me Katy’s phone number, knowing that since I’d discovered that there were other Familiars in the world, sooner or later, I’d want to talk to one of them, and Madeline made certain that the Familiar I talked to was a woman. The implication was that Katy could be my “Night Wife.” 

And Madeline had been very careful in her selection. During our return to Oklahoma, Katy had explained that she and Madeline were very close in their own way. Katy was regarded as one of her more loyal Familiars, so if Madeline could join me with Katy, that would enable my former master to keep a closer eye on me. Apparently, I was considered a loose cannon even before Malcolm and Alyssa attacked the Familiars.

However, Katy’s involvement in Madeline’s world had produced a degree of paranoia. Charles’ attack had been the most successful attempt on Madeline’s mansion so far, and even Malcolm and Alyssa’s assault was unprecedented. But there’d still been “incidents.” I knew at least one other Familiar had been killed during Katy’s time with Madeline, and although Katy had never told me the full story, she’d insisted that Madeline’s world was very dangerous multiple times, which implied that my friend had seen more than she’d told me so far. Katy had been exposed to a world where she was constantly outclassed, so she’d decided the best way to stay alive was to be more informed than her potential predators. This desire to study the town and see it for herself was her way of trying to gain as much information as possible. I doubted the information would do us much good, but I saw no reason to argue with her.

We drove past the town and began scanning the fields to our right, looking for the ranch. We passed the airport. Then a few minutes later, the phone told us to turn, and we followed a gravel driveway for a couple hundred yards until we saw a giant log cabin with green shingles. A red barn stood beside it, and a white picket fence separated the yard from the enormous fields of tall grass. The fields seemed to stretch for miles. On the southern horizon were mountains. Their snow-covered peaks glistened in the starlight.

A porch, its awning held up by cedar columns, wrapped around the house, and as I put the car in park, a man opened the front screen door and turned on a light. Katy and I got out of the car. We grabbed our suitcases and started toward the man. By the time I reached the bottom step, I could see him clearly.

Samuel Jones was a short elderly gentleman with the thickest handlebar mustache I’d ever seen. He looked like he belonged in a photograph from the 1800s. What remained of the hair on his head, which was a little thin but by no means balding, was bright white; however, his mustache had a hint of yellow at the bottom and tips, implying Samuel was a smoker. He wore overalls with a red plaid shirt underneath and cowboy boots that gave him a couple inches of extra height that he desperately needed.

He stared down at us, and I couldn’t help but note a hint of disapproval behind his bushy eyebrows. His gray eyes landed on me. “Woman trouble, boy?”

I blinked, noting his distinct and out-of-place Southern accent, and said, “I—I guess you could say that.”

The old man grunted and tilted his head toward a rocking chair behind his shoulder. “Well, let’s sit and talk about it.”

He pointed to an outdoor couch with another rocking chair beside it. An end table was sandwiched between the furniture with an ashtray centered on its glass surface. Katy sat on the rocking chair while I sat on the couch, and we watched the old man sit on the other rocking chair, which was on the opposite side of the porch door. He pulled a large cigar from his pocket, bit the tip off, and spat it out. I did my best to not grimace as he tried to get the dried leaves off his tongue by licking his lips several times and hocking a couple loogies. Next, he produced a lighter from the pocket on his chest and lit the cigar. He puffed until smoke swirled around him, then he looked at us through the cloud, and said, “Go on.”

“Uh, I’m not sure where to begin,” I said. “How much did this Pinkerton guy tell you?”

“Not much, but I had a room.”

“Don’t you want to know our names?” Katy asked.

The old man smiled. “Of course. I assume you know mine.”

“We do,” I said. “I’m Gerome.” I pointed at thumb at Katy. “This is Katy.”

Samuel nodded. “It’s nice to meet you. Now, tell me about your wife, Gerome.”

I did as he said, omitting nothing. It was already evident that the man thought little of me. Whatever Pinkerton had told him during their conversation must’ve given Samuel an unfavorable impression of my character, so I thought I couldn’t do too much damage by just spilling the beans. I told him about my deal with Madeline. I told him how I’d gone and visited Katy just as I was about to break things off with the vampire and how Nancy had realized I was lying about where I was going. Then I explained how Madeline had entered the situation and, over time, convinced Nancy to join her Familiars, then I ended the tale by describing how Charles had killed Nancy, how Katy and I had killed him, and how once Nancy turned, she’d taken off.

When I was finished, Sam rocked in his chair, nodding. Then he leaned forward and said, “You forgot an important detail.”

I blinked. “Not on purpose.”

“I believe it,” Sam said. “Pinkerton told me this part, and it’s more important than you realize. That Elder let Nancy feed on her. Your wife’s first meal was the blood of possibly the most powerful vampire on earth. It’s close between her and Marcus Archedes, someone you probably haven’t met yet, but I’m sure you will.” Sam paused and looked at me and Katy. “I’m in a difficult spot because I’m unfamiliar with how much you two know about vampires. I’d rather not waste time by rehashing things you’ve already learned.”

“I know some but not much,” I said.

“I know more than Gerome,” Katy said, “but not much more. Perhaps it’s best if you tell us only what you think is relevant, and if we’re familiar with what you’re talking about, we’ll let you know.”

Samuel nodded. “Okay. We’ll try that then. Did you know that when a vampire feeds on one of its own, it absorbs a large portion of the fallen creature’s power?”

“Yes,” Katy said. “Vampires who feed on their own kind are called cannibals. There’s a stigma to the practice, but that doesn’t keep some vampires from doing it. Madeline has mentioned Marcus Archedes to me before. He works for the Order. He mostly feeds on animal blood, but when he confronts an Elder, he’ll slay that vampire and drink as much of its blood as he can before the body begins its rapid decomposition. Madeline says he's done this so much that he could challenge her, even though he’s only a fraction of her age.”

Samuel smiled. “Glad to know I’m not starting from zero. The same rule applies to Nancy, so put two and two together.”

My eyes widened. “Are you saying Nancy’s as strong as Madeline?”

Samuel shook his head. “No, but still plenty strong, stronger than 90 percent of the vampires in existence.” He grunted. “I’ll try to keep this simple. There are basically eleven main stages to vampiric strength with countless substages in between. You also have to remember that there are other species of vampire with differing stages of power, and if you have a hybrid, a vampire who’s been bred from two different species, that can further alter the development. 

“Thankfully, we know the stages of development for the strain of vampirism that infects your wife. Madeline is a Vorvolakos, that is ancient Greek for vampire, but not only for vampire. The word is also associated with phrases such as the most powerful and the most cunning, implying that the term Vorvolakos not only describes a vampire but the most ancient and malevolent of the creatures. Basically, Madeline’s version of vampirism is the first or, possibly, the second form of the curse. Her species is among the supernatural creatures who impersonated gods to the ancient pagans. 

“One of the historical realities often ignored is the localized nature of the pagan religions. Governments later adopted these pagan religions and created pantheons to incorporate all the local deities, so they could better assimilate the various cultures they conquered. But before those governments arose, something had to prompt these different tribes to accept certain traditions, and those traditions were often violent. The reason for this should be obvious.”

“The monsters impersonating gods needed blood,” Katy said.

Samuel nodded. “Since Madeline’s version of vampirism is one of the earliest, there has been a great deal written about it over the years, so we’ve been able to create the most accurate and comprehensive description of how the transformation works when it comes to her species. It happens in stages. The first two stages only apply if the creature has been raised by incantation. In stage one, some individual or group—usually it’s a cult—will summon one of their leaders back as a vampire. That figurehead will return as a shadow demon, often identified by red eyes, and begin its metamorphosis by feeding on anybody who leaves a spiritual opening in their threshold. Over time, they gain enough strength to reanimate a body, either theirs or another corpse prepared for them. That leads to stage two. Once they have their own body, they must continue to feed until the body is fully recovered from whatever decomposition may have occurred during their time as a spirit. Once they’ve restored their physical form, the vampire enters stage three, which is where the recently deceased— such as Nancy—enter the ranking. This stage includes the standard advanced speed and strength. Stage four incorporates shapeshifting, although at this point, they can only turn into vampire bats, wolves, or any creature in nature with a dark connotation. Stage five adds telepathic abilities, and from there, we see gradual upgrades in speed, strength, and the various shiftings the vampire can perform, such as mist or human-bat hybrids. Once a vampire reaches stage eight, they can start to alter the weather. At stage nine, they can alter the elements themselves. 

“Marcus and Madeline are at stage nine. Stage ten involves manipulating the weather to the extent of creating cloud cover so the vampire can move during the day. Stage eleven involves the manipulation of light itself. It’s said that if a vampire reaches the eleventh stage, they are allowed to perform one miracle and are given the chance to die, but I’ve only read rumors regarding the last stage; no one living, to my knowledge, has seen such a being.”

“So, which stage is Nancy at?” I asked.

“Eight, I think,” Samuel said. “Possibly seven. It’s hard to say. To be honest, Gerome, I don’t know of another instance where an Elder has personally fed a newborn. We’re walking in uncharted territory. The point I’m trying to make is that a great deal of work is required to safely transition from one stage to the next. Your wife has just skipped hundreds of years’ worth of experience. She is extremely powerful but also unstable. That makes her dangerous. I was being coy when I said I had a room. The truth is Pinkerton told me enough. I knew somebody had to take her in. If she isn’t handled with the greatest of care, many people will die.”

My stomach twisted in knots. I tried to gulp, but my mouth had run out of spit, and I wound up clearing my throat instead. Had Madeline known what she was doing when she’d fed herself to my wife? Did the vampire have some sort of ulterior motive? What if her one good deed wasn’t an act of charity at all?

“Why would Madeline feed her if she knew Nancy would become so powerful?” Katy asked.

Samuel smiled and said, “That woman is vile, but this time, I don’t think she thought about it.”

“Why do you say that?” I asked.

“Because I don’t care what grand scheme she has cooking in her head—another powerful vampire doesn’t serve her purposes. Vampire politics isn’t so different from mankind’s squabbling. When Marcus tried to convince her to work for the Order, she met him halfway, and in so doing, she became a mitigating force in the supernatural community. The Orthodox Order doesn’t go after vampires who gather Familiars because that might enrage Madeline, and they’re not sure Marcus could take her. The Covenant doesn’t try to kill humans en masse because, if Madeline noticed such actions affecting anyone in her circles, she’d wipe them out. She keeps the opposing forces from going too far. It’s worked out in a way. She’s kept a tenuous peace, relatively speaking, and has been more than willing to take advantage of her position over the years. Another vampire rivaling her in power could undermine her position if news of Nancy’s existence spreads.”

“Are you saying Madeline is one of the good guys?” I asked, sounding incredulous, even to myself.

Samuel smiled. “I’d say Madeline is evil, but she’s had good men working on her, and she’s coming around. At the same time, she’s also a mitigating force preventing good men from turning evil. When it comes to institutions, the question of whether they are good or bad gets tricky. They only know their purpose. The same Order who has defended humanity against all kinds of supernatural threats is not that dissimilar from the men who burned innocent women as witches. Granted, there were witches who deserved to be burned, but once they were eradicated, the institution couldn’t stand the thought of no longer existing, so it kept burning witches, even when there were no witches to be burned.”

“I guess,” I muttered, although what he was saying made absolutely no sense to me. 

Katy, however, was much more astute. “So, the worst thing that could happen to the Order is victory?”

Samuel raised an eyebrow. “Very good,” he said. The old man chomped on his cigar for a minute before continuing. “In order for the institution to not go too far, good men must know when its task is complete, and I’m not sure such men exist among the Order’s leadership. As for the Covenant, they are almost entirely evil, not all of them, but close enough for government work.”

“So, you’ve sided with the lessor of two evils,” I said.

“I’ve sided with the institution that has the most good men,” Samuel said. “I won’t get to side with the angels until my roll is called up yonder.”

“So, what does all this mean for me and Nancy?” I asked.

Samuel narrowed his eyes. “To answer that, let me ask a question. What is the situation between you and Katy?”

I blinked. “What do you mean?”

“Now you’re being coy,” Samuel said with a grin. “I may be old, but I know one reason a woman might choose to run off is infidelity. Vampirism doesn’t change that.”

“Hold on,” Katy said. “Gerome and I aren’t a thing. We’ve killed vampires together, but it just sort of worked out that way.”

Samuel eyed Katy, chewing his cigar. Finally, he shook his head, “I can’t say I believe you. You two look a little too comfortable together, but calling you liars won’t accomplish anything, so I’ll only say this. When it comes to people’s behavior, vampirism only amplifies what’s already there. If Nancy comes up here and sees the two of you waiting for her, do you think that’ll make her transition easier or harder?”

I understood what the old man was saying, and I had to admit it made sense, but something inside me caught fire. It was the way he was staring at Katy. Without outright saying it, he was calling her a homewrecker. I stood. “Listen. Katy saved my life. She’s put her career on hold to help fix my problems, and you’re insulting her. We don’t need a sermon. We need help, but if your idea of help is accusing the only friend I have, then we can find another way to save my wife. You’ll probably make Nancy kill someone just by planting ideas in her head.”

Samuel grinned. “Struck a nerve, did I?”

“He’s defending his friend,” Katy said, firmly. She looked at me. “You’ve saved my life too.”

I nodded at her and looked back at the old man. “Should we go?”

“You’d die, and you know it,” Samuel said, still grinning.

“No. We won’t,” I shot back. “Look. I didn’t ask for your help. I didn’t call this Pinkerton guy. Madeline did. I had my own plans for helping Nancy, and we’ll face each problem as it comes. We don’t need you.”

“Boy,” Samuel snapped. “What do you think this is? Your wife just died and returned from the grave. You and your ‘friend’ were Familiars, and since you were Madeline’s slaves, I’m assuming you’ve seen men and women turn. If you have, then you know the hunger can’t be compared with something like a craving or an addiction. It’s a demon, a living thing that talks in her head and causes her pain. Vampires aren’t some demographic, another race dwelling on the earth. They are a perversion of the resurrection body, one of the strongest and wickedest incantations ever performed. They are the pinnacle of blasphemy. Their very existence is a sin. When Nancy and you made a pact with that foul creature, you signed a contract to give a certain kind of demon free room and board. It may not be like other demons in the sense that it’s an independent being, but it is a malevolent force with a will. All night and day, it whispers in your wife’s mind, telling her to murder the ones she loves so she can end the constant angst twisting her guts. It disguises itself as her own voice, making her believe she’s eager to kill. Sure, any man has the ability to fight such voices, as constant as they may be, but a living being only has so much tolerance. Even if she takes to the animal blood, she’ll still have to fight that voice until her roll is called. My wife and I can teach her to dull the pain, but only she can still the voice, and how is she supposed to do that if she has to worry about her husband’s fidelity?”

“I’ve already proven my fidelity,” I muttered.

“No. You’ve proven a refusal to let her go,” Samuel said. “That’s not the same thing. But let’s say you and this young lady are telling the truth. Let’s say you two haven’t slept together.”

“We haven’t,” I spat.

“Will it matter to her?” Samuel asked.

I paused, my mouth hanging open mid-word, remembering that one of the first things Nancy and I had talked about after she’d finished feeding on Madeline was why I hadn’t allowed her to feed on Katy when my friend offered to take my place. 

Looking back on it, that interaction had been telling. She had first asked, in her own way, whether or not I was having an affair with Katy. I had told her I wasn’t, and I’d thought she’d accepted that, but then Nancy had said whether I’d had sex with Katy or not, I’d grown apart from her, maybe beyond her. I’d changed, and now, even though she wanted me, she couldn’t have me. 

At first, I’d considered most of what my wife was saying nonsense. To me, Katy had summarized the problem right after Nancy left. She’d said that Nancy was embarrassed because everyone and the dog had told her not to become Madeline’s Familiar, but she’d done it anyway, and her own stubbornness had gotten her killed. But now, I wondered if there was more to it. Maybe Nancy wasn’t filling my head full of nonsense until something like a pretense could be constructed from her ramblings. Maybe she was trying to articulate something she sensed but didn’t understand. Or perhaps she didn’t believe me when I denied having an affair but didn’t want to call me a liar. However, one thing she had called me was a hunter, a term she shouldn’t have known. That meant Madeline had given her the word at some point, and the only reason she would’ve used the term was to explain what Katy and I were doing in town. We were “hunting” Amy and Chad. 

My head began to hurt, but I pressed on, trying to understand what my gut was telling me. As I thought, I realized that even if sex had played a part in Nancy’s departure, the real issue was what Katy represented. She was the personification of a new life I’d built without Nancy. 

My eyes widened as I got a glimpse into my wife’s perspective. Sex had never been the issue. When Madeline returned from a six-month absence, I’d still kept the vampire and, more to the point, a large portion of my life a secret from my wife. Then, when my wife had figured it out and interjected herself into my secret world, I’d built a new life altogether. In a way, I had run away from her while she was chasing me.

The reality of the situation was much different, of course. Amy and Chad were going to bring the entire town down on Madeline’s head by going on a feeding frenzy. It was Amy’s way of getting back at her for not helping them. Madeline had stayed at my house so she could seduce my wife instead of helping us kill Malcolm. Had she been there, Amy and Chad might’ve survived the fight. Tormenting the town until the people stormed Madeline’s mansion was going to be Amy’s vengeance. Amy had never said as much, but that was obviously her plan, and Chad was going to follow her no matter what. Katy and I felt that stopping them was the one good thing we could do to counter the destructive momentum gathering around us.

I wasn’t trying to build a world without Nancy, but I understood why she might see it that way.

“The wheels are turning,” the old man said, his grin reappearing.

“You have no clue what’s going on,” I said.

“I’ll admit, I don’t know all the details, but I’ll tell you this. Your wife can’t fight that nagging voice and deal with distractions.” The old man pointed to Katy. “She’s a distraction. She needs to leave, and if you don’t like it, then you can both go. The woman will have to devote all her attention to fighting that hunger. Given her potential power, there’s too much at stake to risk her coping with an unfaithful spouse.”

“Go to hell!” I spat.

“Gerome,” Katy said, softly. 

I looked at her and saw tears welling up in her eyes. That did not improve my humor. My cheeks felt like they were going to burn off. I glared at the old man, my hands clenched into fists. 

“Please, sit down,” she said. 

I turned back to her. “He’s wrong. Katy, you’ve done too much for me. I can’t let this creep—”

“He doesn’t know everything,” Katy said. “But you’re about to make a fool of yourself. Please, sit down. Let me handle it.”

I closed my eyes and let out a long sigh. Then I sat down, and Katy looked at Samuel. “I’ve never thought of myself as the other woman, but to be honest, I wouldn’t much care if I was. I don’t share Gerome’s opinions about monogamy. But I respect him, and my goal is to help him. If that means leaving, I’ll leave. If that means staying, I’ll stay. And it’ll be up to me to decide which is best. I won’t know that until I see Nancy for myself. It might be best for Nancy if I left, but, sir, she isn’t my main concern. In fact, I don’t care for Nancy. I care about Gerome. I’ll do what’s best for him.”

“Do you care about the countless people who could die if you only think about one man?” Samuel asked.

“You’re not sure that’s going to happen. Nancy may want to speak to me personally, and for all you know, that’ll calm her fears more than anything else,” Katy said. “We’re not prophets, and I can only deal with the choices in front of me.” She met the old man’s eyes. “He’s my choice, Samuel.”

The old man stared at Katy for a moment, then he said. “Call me Sam.” He nodded as if reaching some conclusion. “We have rooms for both of you. Nancy should be here in a couple days. That’ll give me time to show you around the farm, give you an idea what she’s in for.” He stood.

I blinked. “Wait? That’s it?”

Sam smiled at me. “Unless you want to fight some more. I don’t mind.”

I glowered at him. “I guess not.”

“Then I’ll show you your rooms.”  

Sam led us into the house. The whole place was made of cedar and reeked of varnish. Everything had a smooth glossy surface, from the walls and floors to the table and cabinets. Even the kitchen bar looked like it came from the trunk of a twisted tree. An elderly woman hovered over a variety of cast iron pots, steam rising around her. Cedar columns lined the center of the house, separating the kitchen from the living room, and on the far wall was a wooden stairway with a handrail. 

We followed the old farmer up the stairs, and he took us to our respective bedrooms, which were also covered in cedar. Even the bedposts were just cedar logs nailed together and lathered in a clear varnish accentuating the wood’s grain. Sam showed Katy her room first, then he opened the door opposite hers. I stepped inside my temporary residence, and Sam closed the door behind me without a word. I sat my suitcase down by the door. 

I took the bedroom in with a grimace, then noticed a window that had a nice view of the distant mountains. I sat down on the side of the bed closest to the window and stared at those peaks, frowning. Things were not going as I’d imagined, not that I’d had any particular expectations to begin with. I just wasn’t expecting to be met with so much hostility. Still frowning, I stood and approached the window, and as I rested my hands on the windowsill, I noticed the red barn. Lights shone inside, and I could see shadows moving within the building.

I narrowed my eyes as one of the barn doors facing the house opened and eight figures stepped out one by one. They crossed the field and entered the yard. I watched them walk down the lawn until they disappeared, then I heard the downstairs door open and close, and voices began chattering in the kitchen.

The eight figures must’ve been the “agents” Sam was “rehabilitating.” They were vampires. What were they doing in the kitchen? What had the old woman been preparing for them? I turned and looked back at the bed, a wry grin growing on my face. There’d be no sleep for me until the sun rose. 

The door to my room opened. I almost yelped but bit my lip instead. Katy was standing in the doorway. She gave me a small smile and asked, “You okay?”

At first, I thought she was talking about the vampires downstairs but then remembered that she hadn’t seen the figures leaving the barn. She was talking about our conversation with Sam. “Uh, yeah. I’m fine. Sorry about before.”

“Don’t be,” Katy said, smiling. “You were defending my honor. It was sweet in a chauvinistic sort of way.”

I sighed. “I don’t know if we can stay here, me, you, or Nancy. If he’s going to act like that, things could go wrong in a hurry.”

“He didn’t handle it the right way, but he does have a point.” 

“What do you mean?”

“Nancy might need time to deal with the hunger before she can deal with her marital problems. Maybe it would be a good idea to let her handle things one at a time.”

“Maybe,” I muttered. “I don’t know.”

“Well, we’ll have a few days to figure it out. Hopefully, by the time Nancy arrives, you and I will know what to do.”

“Hopefully.”

Katy nodded, then she took a breath. “Nancy might insist that I go and you stay. I’m not sure. I honestly don’t think she’s all that worried about us, but I could be wrong. If I am, I want you to know that I’m okay with leaving. I’m sure I can make it back to Des Moines without Madeline kidnapping me.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about. If you leave, it implies we were . . . involved.”

Katy blinked. “I thought it would prove the opposite.”

I shook my head. “I know my wife. And I have a good suspicion about our host. Any concession will be seen as a confession. We’re not going along to get along. We’re admitting our guilt. And that could make my world very difficult.”

“You think Nancy might use it as ammo if things get too hard?”

I nodded. “Like you said, she’s built herself a story. If she sees how we are together, and more to the point, if she sees me spending more time with her than you, well, that won’t mesh with her narrative, will it?”

Katy thought for a moment. “We prove our innocence with action.”

“I don’t think anything can prove our innocence. But if you’re gone, it’ll be too easy to turn you into a boogeyman. And the fact that you left will only prove their point.”

Katy snorted and shook her head. “Puts us in a tough spot, doesn’t it?”

“I don’t see us staying here. Nancy might have some of Madeline’s power, but in my mind, the further we get from Madeline’s world, the safer she and everyone else will be.” I motioned to the room. “This is still Madeline’s world.”

Katy thought about that for a minute, then said, “You might be right, but we should still try to make it work. Sam may be a grouch, but I think he knows what he’s doing.”

I shrugged. “We’ll try. I mean, we came all this way. But if he tells me I have to milk cows or something, I’m out.” 

Katy smiled and shook her head. “Get some sleep, Gerome. Good night.”

I smiled back at her. “Good night.”

Katy closed the door, and I sat back on the bed, but as I’d predicted, I didn’t actually fall asleep until the sun came up.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The following evening, Katy and I sat at the cedar kitchen table while Wanda, Sam’s wife, cooked bacon and eggs. Eating breakfast at eight in the evening felt wrong to me, but I said nothing. I didn’t want to begin a conversation at all, and even Katy was giving the old woman a pensive stare as she worked, which was unlike my friend, who was normally a social butterfly. Wanda’s demeanor seemed pleasant enough. She was the type who liked to hum while she cooked, which makes anyone seem pleasant, but after the awkward and irritating conversation with the old rancher, I didn’t think either one of us was too eager to open up to the old man’s wife until we had a better idea about her attitude toward us. Thankfully, Sam was working outside, so he wasn’t there to sour the conversation if his wife chose to speak. 
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