
        
            
                
            
        

    

Blood Feud





A Vampire Yarn … With Spiders

By Cullen Bunn





 I’ve got a story to tell—a story about how me and a couple of poker buddies squared off against the very legions of Hell … and maybe even saved the world. Like all good yarns, this one has its share of action, adventure, mystery, and romance. As for how it ends, though, you’ll have to judge for yourself. Me, I’ve always been partial to happy endings—the singing cowboy riding off into the sunset—but I reckon that just ain’t the way of the world.
 This story’s got vampires, too, loads of them, but not in the beginning.
 It began, for us at least, with spiders.
 In the fall, the tarantulas run, thousands of them, crawling in massive armies through fields and across paved and dirt roads alike. You can’t hardly drive across town without caking your Goodyears in the slimy carcasses of tiny, eight-legged speed bumps. Town’s named for the spiders, and for the muddy creek rushing down from the hills.
 The tarantulas brought Sue Hatchell to Spider Creek.
 And Sue dragged me into this mess, although I reckon trouble would have found me soon enough even if she hadn’t interrupted my weekly poker game.
 * * *
 Not ten minutes before the screaming started, I was staring at four of a kind, all of them kings, and listening to my cousin Cecil babble about dead frogs.
 “I’ve seen some strange things in my time, but this takes the cake and the ice cream.” Cecil absently thumbed the worn edges of his playing cards. He removed two from the right side of his hand—he always shuffled his best cards to the left—and slid them face down across the table. I flicked two replacements in his direction, and he scooped them up. “I was hanging around on Main Street, right? This was yesterday. Bought myself a Co-Cola at the Tastee Freeze and took a load off down by the beauty parlor.”
 Loitering outside the Spider Creek Beauty Parlor and Nail Salon—sounded like Cecil’s style.
 “So, I’m minding my own business, sipping my pop,” Cecil said, “when I see old Roy Avrum strolling along the sidewalk. He’s wearing these mud-covered rubber boots and toting a frog gig in one hand and an old paint bucket in the other. The bucket’s slam full of big, fat bullfrogs, some of the biggest I’ve ever seen.”
 He cupped his hands and held them up to illustrate the size, the way a man does only when describing breasts or bullfrogs.

 I glanced at Jack and raised my eyebrows. He held up three fingers and I passed him his cards.

 “Anyway, I figured I’d invite Roy to play cards with us,” Cecil said, “and maybe he’d bring along some plump, juicy frog legs.”

 “Frog legs would taste good right about now,” Jack agreed. “A whole mess of ‘em, breaded and pan-fried.”

 My mouth watered. I grimaced at the bowl of stale pork rinds and cheese puffs on the table. “So where is he? He too good to play cards with us?”
 “I was getting to that part if ya’ll would quit interrupting,” Cecil said. “So, we’re standing there talking, and all of a sudden the bucket starts shaking and trembling, and the frogs start kicking and squirming and croaking. I swear, those frogs were deader than my Aunt Mami not a minute before. Saw them with my own eyes. But they woke up somehow and started floundering on top of one another and croaking like they were back in the mud. They knocked the bucket over, spilled out, and hopped down the sidewalk, heading torwards Black Rock Swamp, I figure. A couple of them had their guts near about ripped out, and they trailed behind them like wriggling earthworms.”
 “You’re making this up,” I said.

 “No, sir. I near about shit myself. Shook Roy up pretty bad, too. He looked like he was fixing to puke up his lunch.”

 “Ask me, I’d say you and Roy both had too much to drink.” I kicked back my own bottle of Cold Creek.

 “I hadn’t had a drop. Sadie Perkins saw it, too. She came stepping out of the beauty salon, all dressed up with her hair done up real high and pretty, and one of the frogs hopped right over her high heel shoes, leaving a trail of blood and guts over the patent leather. The roots of her perm damn near turned white. She swooned and almost fainted dead away, then started wailing on Roy with her purse, screaming about how he shouldn’t bring such filthy creatures among ‘civilized gentry.’” 
 Jack snorted. “I’m surprised Sadie even noticed the frogs, what with her nose turned up in the air the way it always is.”
 “Dead frogs.” I finished off my beer and set the bottle down. “Sounds like something outta one of those science fiction movies Jack likes so much.”
 I never considered myself the superstitious sort. I didn’t jump at shadows or search for the ends of rainbows. But you don’t grow up Spider Creek, Missouri, without realizing some folk tales sprang from the truth. Every old house is haunted in some way, either by lonely ghosts or lingering memories. There’s catfish in the deepest parts of the creek that’ll swallow a man whole. And witches living in the darkest hollows are known to hex crops and hobble cows when their burlap panties rode too high and tight. Folklore, maybe, but—
 “The Good Lord can be a mighty peculiar sonovabitch,” my granddaddy used to say.
 So I owed Cecil the benefit of the doubt.
 Just chaffed my ass to give it to him.
 “Been a lot of strange goings-on lately,” Cecil said. “Carol Grimes told me she saw four blue jays sitting on her fence Friday morning.”
 Old wives’ tales claimed you never saw a blue jay on Friday because that’s the day they flew to Hell to get their orders from the Devil.
 “Wonder what that means?” Cecil asked.
 “Means there won’t enough juicy gossip for Carol to stick her nose into,” I said, “so she pulled that nonsense out the back of her drawers.”
 “Damn.” Jack shuffled uncomfortably in his chair. He held his cards up before his face and squinted at them, as if they might tell him something different than they had the last few times he examined them. “Now I got a taste for frog legs.”
 “Are we gonna talk about food and ghost stories? Or are we gonna play cards?” Eyeing the pile of money on the table, I grew a bit anxious to finish the hand and collect my rewards. If my luck held, I’d be a Hell of a lot closer to getting my pickup out of the shop. I threw another five into the pot. “I’m gonna raise.” 
 Across from me, Jack—Big Jack, we called him—frowned and folded, slapping his cards face-down to the table.

 One down.

 Cecil fanned his cards out before him, his beady eyes ticking from one to the next as he decided whether to fold or see my bet.

 These boys were my best friends in all the world:

 Big Jack Sutherland could have easily gotten a job in Hollywood as a stunt double for one of those muscle-bound action movie stars. As a younger man, he considered a career in professional wrestling, and the NWA even offered him a contract. Would have been something to see Big Jack (I always imagined that would be his fighting name) locking horns with Ivan Koloff, the Iron Sheik, or Nature Boy Ric Flair. But in the end he turned down the offer and ripped up the contract. He said a career in professional athletics would keep him away from home too often. I figured the decision had more to do with a certain Miss Cordelia Miles … but I’ll tell you about her later.
 My cousin Cecil was as small and wiry as Jack was big. Never could understand how a boy who ate so much stayed so scrawny, especially considering he never worked an honest day in all his life, and near about broke out in hives at the thought of holding down steady employment. He got by doing occasional odd jobs around town and using his sly charm to wrangle free meals from the local ladies—usually the older, well-to-do, widowed ladies, mind you. When he wasn’t making time with the aforementioned women, he wiled away the hours watching television, drinking, and playing cards.
 Every Saturday night we got together at Cecil’s place over on Old Mill Road for a few hands of poker and a few bottles of Cold Creek beer. The cabin reeked of mildew and dust and old chewing tobacco, and the roof sagged and leaked like a sieve when it rained, but I wouldn’t have traded the place for any three of those fancy, noisy riverboat casinos like the ones in St. Louis.
 “Aw, Hell, R.F., why don’t we call this a practice hand?” Cecil’s whiskered face split open in a friendly grin.
 “We’ve been playing for more than two hours, Cecil, so I’d say it’s a little late for practice,” I said. “Shit or get off the pot. You don’t lay down some money or your cards … cousin or not, I’ll take you out in the yard and whoop you right in front of your dogs.”
 Jack laughed.
 Now, I’ve been known to be a terrible son-of-a-bitch from time to time, and I ain’t afraid to whoop an ass when its deserved. But I had no intention of hurting Cecil. He moaned and complained and piddled about every time we played cards. All part of his routine. I was used to his antics by now and was only funning with him.
 Tossing his money to the center of the table, Cecil said, “I’ll call,” shakily.

 Outside, the dogs started barking.

 A heartbeat later, someone banged on the front door. Hard. Sounded like it might come off its hinges.

 Startled, Cecil hopped to his feet, knocking his chair over with a clatter. I jumped, too, and bashed the underside of the card table with my knees. Jack looked hopefully towards the door. 
 “You think that might be Roy with some more of them frogs?” 
 Cecil’s a-frame sat just off a seldom-traveled dirt road meandering through hill, forest, and pasture country. Besides me and Jack, he didn’t get many visitors, especially not roundabout nightfall.
 “Help!” The scream—a woman’s scream—came from outside. “Is anyone in there? I need help out here!”

 Poker night pretty much went to shit from there.

 * * *

 “Guess we’ll call this hand, right?” Cecil asked.

 “Leave those cards and the money where they are,” I said, “and answer the door. Or haven’t you noticed there’s a woman screaming on your front porch?”
 The woman continued yelling and pounding at the door. “Can you hear me?” she cried. “ Is anyone home?”
 Cecil went to the door—with Jack and me half step behind—and threw it open.
 Cecil’s two mangy dogs stood at the foot of the porch steps, their red fur standing on end as they growled at the pretty young woman at the door. She leaned with one hand on the doorframe and the other on her hip. Her tan skin glistened under a light sheen of sweat, and her olive-colored tank top was soaked beneath her arms. She stepped back and wiped her palms nervously against her shorts. As she caught her breath, her ample chest heaved, just barely contained within the top. I found myself staring right into the sweaty cleavage peeking out from the dipping collar. I shook myself from my trance and hauled my eyes up to meet her own. Heat washed across my neck, ears, and cheeks. 
 Her name was Sue Hatchell, and she studied spiders.
 I recognized her, of course. In a town the size of Spider Creek, a young college girl from the city—especially one who came to study the local tarantula population—was the subject of quite a bit of discussion. From the moment she stepped off the Greyhound bus, the hens started clucking and the roosters, myself included, started strutting. 
 She had a head of fine, honey blonde hair (pulled back beneath a checkered red hippie bandana) and bright blue eyes, clear as a summer’s afternoon down by the river. She was broad-shouldered, maybe a little big-boned, and she probably wouldn’t ever grace the pages of a girlie magazine, but I liked her just fine, despite the fact that she had her nose pierced and sported tattoos of Oriental lettering on both her shoulder and ankle.
 I had seen her around, sure, walking along the road, following herds of tarantulas, all the while scribbling notes on a pad of paper or recording memos into a miniature tape recorder she carried in the back pocket of her khaki safari shorts. Once I saw her step right out in front of Buzz Harley’s beat-up pickup, stopping him cold so he wouldn’t run over a slow-moving colony of spiders trundling across the road. That mean old coot pitched a red-faced, screaming fit, threatening to roll right over Sue and calling her every name in the book and a few brand new ones to boot. Sue wouldn’t hear any of his ranting, though, and didn’t budge until the very last poky spider skittered into the weeds. Word around town was she came from up Springfield way to research the tarantula population as part of her college studies. A lot of ladies would be terrified to work so close to even one of those big, hairy spiders, let alone a good two- or three-hundred, some as large as a man’s fist. Spider Creek tarantulas were known for their ill tempers, and if one gets riled it can jump a good three feet and bite several times before satisfying its anger, but Sue would stand right out in the middle of them as they scrabbled around her sandaled feet. They seemed to have an understanding, her and the spiders. “We’ve all got places to be and jobs to do,” the tarantulas might have said.  “Don’t get in our way, and we won’t get in yours.” 

 Got to admire her spunk.

 I like to think that if Sue and I met under different circumstances—

 But there’s no reason to dwell on such things, is there?

 Especially not now.

 As my granddaddy always said, “if ifs and buts were candy and nuts, we’d all have a wonderful Christmas.”
 Cecil said nothing for several long seconds, staring at Sue’s bosom like a starving man drooling over twin cuts of prime rib on the grill.
 I pushed past and shrugged him back. “What’s wrong, miss?” 
 “There’s a man out here who needs help,” Sue said between gasps. She pointed down the road. “He’s hurt. Bad.”
 As she hurried down the steps, the dogs skedaddled out of her way, but threw a couple of quick barks in her direction to save face. She looked back, waiting for us to follow. 
 Quick as a whip, the three of us went after her.
 Cecil’s yard was a tangled, cluttered mess of old junkers, rusted swing sets, balding tires, and overgrown landscaping. The bulks of cars and trucks rose like craggy islands from a sea of weeds. (Cecil swore he didn’t know where some of the cars came from.) Sue cut across the yard, paying no mind to the scratching weeds, even though she wore sandals and no socks.
 The dogs woofed at us, whined a little, then followed.
 Along the root-knotted hills on either side of the pebbled and rain-washed road, spindly shadows spilled from overhanging trees. Thick patches of dried weeds crawled along the slopes, and when a breeze blew through, the weeds rasped as if whispering secrets. Katydids screeched from the brush, their last hurrah before vanishing in the cold months ahead.
 “He’s right over here,” Sue said.

 “Who is he?” I hustled to walk by her side. “Your boyfriend?”

 I winced, realizing how clumsy that must have sounded.

 “Don’t know him. He just stumbled out of the woods.”

 The road crested a hill, and Sue raced ahead of us.

 “You said he needs help,” Cecil called after her. “What’s wrong with him?”

 “I don’t know. He’s … messed up.”

 “What does that mean?” Cecil’s voice peaked in his excitement.

 “Messed up.” She didn’t glance back, but frustration edged Sue’s words. “Like he was attacked or something.”

 I looked at Cecil and Jack. Both of them stutter-stepped and paused—just for a second—while they considered what she had said.

Attacked?
 The dogs cocked their heads and sniffed at the air as if catching a whiff of something out of kilter. One of them whined. The other growled. Those two hounds were no count in most respects, and they were uglier and smellier than week-old lard buckets full of armpits, but they had good noses on them. They smelled trouble.
 On the other side of the hill, the road curved sharply, vanishing behind an outcropping of trees. Just before the bend, a figure lay in the middle of the track. Damp leaves trailed the man out of the surrounding brush and across the road to where he sprawled. Dark stains—mud and blood—covered his rumpled, tattered coveralls and threadbare T-shirt. He lay on his stomach, his arms stretched out in front of him. I saw no movement, and he might have been dead for all I knew.
 “He came out of nowhere.” Sue said. “Scared me half to death.”
 Sue and I hunkered down next to the man and gently rolled him onto his back.
 Blood, dark and dry, spread in flaking patches across his face and neck. His wide, wet eyes stared up at us, and he choked out a cry. He was alive after all. His legs kicked in the dirt as he tried to back away, but he collapsed again, blubbering and clawing at the earth with dirty fingernails. His eyelids fluttered and closed.
 “It’s all right,” Sue said in a soothing voice. “I found help, like I promised.”

 Cecil and Jack sidled up behind me. The dogs remained a few feet back, dashing back and forth and snarling.

 “Lord Almighty!” Cecil leaned over the injured man. “That’s Seth Stubbs.”

 I had hardly recognized him for all the dirt and gore, but looking more closely, I noticed the tell-tale pimples and pockmarked flesh of the Stubbs family. Folks in these parts always said the Stubbs could make a lot of money with their looks, but not for being pretty. Every last one of them was as pimpled as a freshly plucked chicken.
 “You know him?” Sue asked.

 I nodded. “He lives on the other side of Prescott Ridge. Quite a ways away from here.”

 Sue cleared her throat, and her brow furrowed. “Should we get him to a doctor or something?”

 Seth Stubbs.
 Remember when I said I wasn’t afraid to whoop an ass now and then? Well, Seth had been the proud owner of that ass on more than a couple of occasions. He wasn’t really a bad fella, I reckon, but he got a little mean when he’d been hitting the bottle at the Stag Tavern, and I’d put him in his place a time or two.
 But nothing I’d ever done compared to this.
 Deep scratches crisscrossed over his face and neck, a violent connect-the-dots with his zits. Looked like he had tried to fend off the attack, too, and his hands and forearms were cut badly. At his throat, the skin plowed up and hung in loose, jagged strips down to the collar of his shirt. .
 “Whatcha think happened to him?” Cecil asked. “Think a bobcat got ahold of him?”
 The way he was chewed up, it sure looked like a wild animal had made quite a bit of sport out of poor Seth. I touched him on the shoulder. “Seth, can you hear me, old son?”
 His eyes snapped open.

 Bloodshot. Wild.

 “D-don’t! Don’t you touch me!” He squirmed in the dirt. “Don’t!”

 “We’re not going to hurt you,” Sue said. Sitting back on her haunches, she held her open hands out to show she meant no harm. “We only want to help.”
 “Ain’t nobody can help me now!” Seth’s voice was high-pitched and filled with pain. He took quick, shallow breaths. “Ain’t nobody can help any of us!”
 “Who did this, Seth?” I asked.
 His eyes darted from me to Sue to the woods, as if he expected someone—or something—to come crashing out of the brush to snatch him up.
 “Is someone out there?” Sue asked.

 Seth swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing, and nodded.

 Sue and I both peered into the trees. Big Jack took a step towards the woods. Cecil took a step back.

 “Who’s out there?” Sue asked. I couldn’t tell if she was asking Seth or calling out to the unseen presence possibly lurking nearby.
 Tears seeped down Seth’s ruined face. “T-they killed them, every last one. Every one…” His eyes closed again. He skin was very pale.
 “Who’s out there?” Sue asked again, turning towards the injured man, sudden fear fueling her impatience.

 The dogs, either sensing the agitation of our little group or catching the scent of something in the woods, started barking.

 Seth didn’t open his eyes. His answer came as a whisper. 

 “It’s a feud,” he said. “A blood feud.”

 Sue shivered and wrapped her arms around her bare shoulders to stifle a sudden chill. I reckoned she knew more than her fair share of gruesome stories about backwoods lunatics—banjo-picking, inbred rednecks with unspeakable lusts and mean streaks a mile wide. For all she knew, some maniac watched us with lust-filled eyes from the trees even as we tended to Seth.
 “Let’s get him inside,” I said. “We’ll call the doctor from there.”
 Jack and I picked Seth up, throwing his arms over our shoulders and carried him down the road, his boots dragging behind us. He smelled of blood and and unwashed flesh and shit—more than likely his own.
 The dogs jumped and barked like they’d tree’d a possum as we hauled Seth’s limp body past them. They followed us all the way back to the cabin, and deep growls rose from their throats as they crossed between us and the door. When we tried to go around, they nipped at our feet.
 Seth moaned.
 Cecil yelled and stomped his feet. The mutts tucked tails between legs and slinked into hiding among the wilds of the weeds and abandoned junk.
 We got Seth inside, stretched him out on the couch, and covered him with a heavy quilt. Sue removed her bandana and used the cloth to wipe some of the blood away from his face. Exposed, the wounds looked even worse, ragged and inflamed.
 I sure didn’t want to meet the man or beast capable of doing such things to a living soul.

 But somehow I knew I would.

 Soon.

 * * *

 While the others looked after Seth, I grabbed the phone and called the sheriff. My fingers trembled just a little. I clenched the receiver tightly to steady myself.
 A blood feud.
 Big Jack looked at me from across the room. His thoughts ran the same course as mine. If a member of the Stubbs family mentioned a feud, it could mean only one thing.
 The Whatleys.

 The very thought of those strange old coots near about froze my blood. 

 On the other end of the crackling telephone line, Annie Tills, the dispatcher, answered.

 “Well, R. F. Coven!” Annie’s fingernails-on-the-chalkboard voice piped across the line. “Haven’t heard from you in quite a spell. What have you been keeping yourself busy with? You know, you never did make good on that promise to take me line dancing, and—”
 “Sorry about that, Annie, but I’m afraid this isn’t a social call.”
 “Oh.” I heard the hurt—about half of it for show—in her tone. “What can I do for you, then? You haven’t gotten into another scrape, have you?”
 “Reckon you best let me talk to the sheriff.”
 “It’s Saturday night, R.F.” I could hear her eyes rolling from across the phone line. “You know he ain’t around.”
 Shit. How could I have forgotten? Regular as clockwork, Sheriff Hargrove played bingo at the VFW in West Plains every Saturday night.
 Sue paced back and forth, stopping to peek out the window every now and again. Without her bandana, her blonde locks fell in her face, and she brushed them away from her eyes.
 A frustrated rumble danced in my throat.

 “Listen,” I told Annie, “I got a bit of a situation here. I’m over at Cecil’s place with Sue Hatchell—”

 “Who? Sue Hatchell? That weird city girl? What are you doing with her? And Cecil, too? R.F.—”

 “Get ahold of the sheriff and tell him something’s happened to Seth Stubbs.” I lowered my voice a hair. “Something bad, I think.”
 The hurt in Annie’s voice bristled into snootiness. “Like I said, the sheriff’s unavailable. He’s playing bingo.”
 “I don’t give a good God damn if he’s been especially appointed to pluck the hairs from the governor’s back. You get him back here. And while you’re at it, call Doc Bishop and send him to Cecil’s place.”
 “I’ll see what I can do,” she said curtly.
 I thanked her and assured her I’d make good on the offer to take her line dancing as soon as possible. I hated being two-faced, but the little white lie lightened her mood and would hopefully make sure she did what I asked.
 I put the phone back in the cradle, closed my eyes to clear my head.
 So much for the cavalry.
 Even if Annie got ahold of the sheriff, he’d likely be too loaded to be of any help. It was just getting to be sunset, but those Bingo games could get wild—and fast. Chances were the sheriff was already three sheets to the wind, and would wake up some time tomorrow morning with his patrol car parked in a ditch, his losing bingo cards spread over his potbelly like a sheet, little daubs of bingo marker ink covering his body like polka dots.
 “Sheriff on the way?” Cecil asked.

 “It’s Saturday,” I said. “Bingo.”

 My cousin’s shoulders slumped.

 Sue still hugged her arms as if fighting off the cold. She leaned against the wall and looked at me as if to ask “what now?”

 “He’ll get here quick as he can,” I said, knowing full well we wouldn’t see his sorry ass any time soon. “Sent for the doctor, too.”
 Sue relaxed a little, but shot a glance at Seth and then at the window.
 “What were you doing out here anyway?” I said in a clumsy attempt to make small talk. “If you don’t mind me asking.”
 “I’m working on a paper about the local tarantula population,” she said. “But I guess just about everyone has already figured that out, huh?”
 I smiled and nodded.
 “I’m heading back to Springfield in the next few days, so I was just trying to collect some final notes on a colony of spiders moving through here.”
 She kept looking towards the window. I doubt she even realized she was doing it. She couldn’t see much anyway, not with the curtains drawn.
 “This whole mess has got you spooked, huh?” I asked.
 “Guess so.” She looked at her trembling hands, squeezed them into tight fists. “The funny thing is, right before Seth came out of the trees, the spiders scattered and ran for cover. One minute they were moving slow and deliberately, the next they were running in all directions, like they sensed him and were afraid.”
 Like I said, it started with spiders.
 Sue went to the window and pulled the curtain aside for a better look. Dust motes swirled in the last rays of sunlight trickling through the glass.
 “Cecil,” I said, “Do me a favor and fetch a couple of flashlights, some guns, and ammunition.”

 Sue snapped her head in my direction, a question trembling on her lips.

 “Be quick about it,” I told Cecil.

 As my cousin rushed off towards the back of the house, Sue crossed the room and cornered me. 

 “Flashlights?” she asked. “You’re not seriously thinking of going out there, are you? Something in those woods almost killed a man.”
 “Reckon that’s why we’re taking the guns. If what Seth says is true, his whole family might be in danger, might be hurt, just like him, and there are children—lots of them.”
 I didn’t like the idea of hiking through the woods, either, what with the twilight deepening to full-on, blacker-than-snuff-spit night and somebody or something meaner than a copperhead in a frying pan waiting in the dark. There wasn’t much choice, though, unless I was willing to abandon the Stubbs family to the desires of whoever—or whatever—had gotten ahold of Seth. 
 I wasn’t. 

 Like I said, Seth wasn’t a saint, especially when he’d been walking on a slant, but what had happened to him was just wrong.

 Downright inhuman.

 “You’re going on foot?” Sue asked. 

 “Hell, not a one of Cecil’s old beaters has a working transmission, Jack doesn’t own a car, and my truck’s been in the garage for going on three weeks. A car wouldn’t do much good anyway. The road winds through miles of hills before ever coming close to the Stubbs place. We’ll get there a lot faster as the crow flies.”
 “Maybe we should try to get to town.”
 “We barely got Seth onto that couch,” I said. “I’d hate to lug him all the way into town. We’re liable to do more harm than good. You’re better off staying here and waiting on the doctor. We won’t be gone long. If all’s well, we’ll bring some of Seth’s folks back with us. Chances are Doc Bishop will be here and have everything under control by the time we get back.”
 Seth stirred on the couch fitfully. “Got to fight … fight…”

 “You don’t need to be fighting anyone,” I said.

 I wouldn’t understand until later what he meant.

 Carrying a couple of flashlights, a shotgun, a box of shells, and a wooden cigar box, Cecil shuffled into the room. The flashlights—bought on special at Radio Shack in West Plains—were heavy and grey, with red plastic bands encircling five-inch lenses. I flipped the switches on both a couple of times to test them out. One glowed brightly, but the other dimmed and brightened and dimmed once again to a fitful orange pall.
 “Batteries are going dead in this one,” I said, knowing full well my cousin didn’t have any extras lying around. “We’ll save it for emergencies.”
 A chill raced up my spine. I hoped we wouldn’t run afoul of anything even close to an emergency situation, but somehow I knew we would.
 Jack cracked the 12-guage open and loaded it, stuffing the remaining shells into his pockets.
 From the old cigar box I withdrew a 1934 Enfield .38 and a handful of bullets. The pistol had belonged to Cecil’s daddy, and to hear my own daddy tell it, had been involved in more than one sort of trouble during younger, rambunctious days. I flipped open the cylinder, loaded each chamber, and dropped the extra ammo into my shirt pocket.
 The reflection of the shells glimmered in Sue’s eyes.
 I nodded toward Seth. “Keep him warm if you can. If it looks like more trouble than we can handle, we’ll run on back as quick as we can. You’ll be all right here with Cecil.”
 She offered my cousin another of her forced smiles.
 “Do me a favor, will ya?” I pointed the shaft of the flashlight towards the card table. “Don’t let Cecil mess with those cards.”
 “I won’t.” She smiled—a real smile this time. “Be careful.”

 Jack opened the front door. “Looks like we’re the cavalry,” he said.

 I grinned. “Some things never change.”

 * * *
 This is Spider Creek:
 Only one major highway, slicing and winding through the long shadows of the Ozark foothills, passes anywhere close to town, and only a handful of paved roads branch off from the main stretch like tributaries, leading past the Tastee Freeze and Andy’s Bait & Tackle and the Outfitter Five-and-Dime before giving way to an overrun of dirt, milkweed, and wild onions. A “one horse town,” maybe, and that suits me just fine. Way back in high school, before I blew my knee out and my dreams of playing football for a big university dried up, I wanted to get away to some place bigger and better. In some ways, my bad knee might have been the best thing to ever happen to me. A big city would have chewed me up and spit me out like old chaw, and I needed time to realize just how good I had it in this sleepy little community. You can get one of the thickest cheeseburgers you’ve ever tasted, along with fried potatoes and onions, for less than four bucks at the Red Eye Diner. Neighbors—and we’re all neighbors—still have the common decency to wave when they pass you by, and most folks feel perfectly safe leaving doors unlocked and windows open at night. . Fishing’s good, and I’ve personally seen grizzled old fishermen pull fat, two-foot long catfish out of the river only to toss them back for “being too scrawny.” And on crystal clear evenings, dulcimer music echoes through the hills. No sir, I can’t imagine wanting to live anywhere else. May not be Heaven on Earth, but it’s about as close as you can get these days.
 Except, of course, for the vampires. 
 * * *
 Night gobbled up the last of the late afternoon sunlight.
 We followed Crooked Hollow (Crook’d Holler, as the old-timers called it) past Brussell Branch and the Old Mill, heading to the Stubbs farm to find God-knew-what. The hollow had once been a meandering cave system, but the roof collapsed hundreds of years ago, before the first settlers stumbled upon what would eventually become Spider Creek. The whole area was riddled with sinkholes and cave systems, but Crooked Hollow was a snaking canyon through the woods, crossed every now and again by a natural bridge—leftover portions of the cave ceiling. Come a storm, rainwater flushed through the Hollow like whitewater rapids, but on a dry night only a narrow band of water trickled along the path. The hollow was the quickest route to the Stubbs place. 
 Dark caves lined the rock walls here and there, and some descending for miles. 
 The moon was a great red eye staring down on us.
 A blood moon.
 More omens.
 Dead frogs jumping from a bucket. Blue jays on Friday. And now a plump, bright, full moon, glowing the pale red of homemade strawberry wine. Something bad was going to happen tonight, I realized. Something a helluva lot worse than the injuries inflicted upon Seth.
The Good Lord can be a mighty peculiar sonovabitch.
 My fingers flexed on the extinguished flashlight in my right hand. We didn’t need the light—not yet—but I would have preferred pitch blackness to the harsh glow of the moon. Tucked into my jeans waste band, the pistol rubbed against my thigh as I took a step. I was overly aware of the weight of the spare bullets in my pocket, the jangling sound of the casings clinking against one another. I hoped I wouldn’t need the weapon, but somehow knew I would.
A blood feud.
 The Stubbs and Whately families had been at each other’s throats for as long as anyone could remember, and they still hated each other—from Zebulon Whatley, the eldest of his clan, right down to the youngest of the Stubbs children. A Stubbs baby popped out of his mama hating the Whatleys, and the Whatleys taught their brood from a young age how to fling rocks with cruel accuracy if a Stubbs wandered too close to their property. No one remembered how the feud started, probably not even the two families involved. Some say many years back the heads of each household had been good friends. But an argument over land, money, women, or—as the more outlandish stories held—the secret of making gold, set them against each other. Every now and again a story made the rounds about a Stubbs who chased a Whately with a wood axe or a Whately who peppered a Stubbs’ backside with rock salt. 
 The stale aftertaste of Cold Creek beer lingered in my mouth.

 The Stubbs were a rowdy, troublemaking bunch, but the Whatelys—

 Folks in these parts spoke of the Whatelys in hushed whispers.

 “Them Whatelys,” my granddaddy told me once, “they got the witch’s touch, each and every one of them, and you don’t never want them to turn their wicked gaze towards you.”
 According to local legend, the Whateleys ran naked in the woods, beating out strange tunes on deerskin drums, making animal sacrifices beneath the Old Gallows Tree on Summit Ridge, and meeting with the devil himself on pitch black nights.
 But never on a Friday, I mused, the bluejay’s day in Hell.
 Eventually, when we had gone as far as the hollow would take us, we climbed the craggy hillside and continued through the woods along Prescott Ridge. Stepping back under the blanket of forest shadow, I felt relieved to be shielded from the harsh glow of the blood moon. The woods grew dark around us, as if a wash of runny black paint had spilled across the trees and stumps, the creek beds and jagged outcroppings of mountain rock. Some light trickled through the branches overhead, though, and we managed without the use of the flashlights for a while longer.
 Jack cradled his shotgun in his arms. He had tucked the flashlight into a denim loop in the leg of his coveralls. He clenched a cigarette in his teeth, and a flare of red illuminated his face like a devil’s mask. He offered me one of the smokes, stick thin in his thick fingers, the trademark silver band between the filter and tobacco. A Millennium Red. My brand. Only I didn’t smoke anymore. Cut back when Doc Bishop informed me I had the choice of either living to a ripe old age or choking on blood and lung tissue before I ever reached my golden years. The good doctor’s bedside manner was for shit, but he presented a mean argument.
 “You know I quit.”

 Still, Jack offered the cigarette. “You got to die of something.”

 Black as witch’s milk, the forest rose up around us.

 “Thanks for reminding me.” I plucked the cigarette from his hand and took a deep drag.

 Best damn smoke I’ve ever had.

 “You reckon this is gonna be bad?” I asked Jack.

 “A-yeah,” he responded matter-of-factly.

 I had known, even before asking, what his answer would be, but asked anyway just to make small talk and break the monotonous crunch-crunch-crunch of our footsteps through the leaves and twigs carpeting the hills.
 I hoped Sue would be all right. Again I found myself wishing we had met under better circumstances.
 “What’s on your mind?” Jack asked. “You thinking about that girl?”
 “Huh?” I laughed. “I reckon I got better things to worry about right now.” I tried to turn my thoughts away from the pretty young college girl waiting for our return.
 “I wonder if Cecil is putting the make on her,” Jack said through a mischievous grin, “don’t you?”
 Warmth flooded up my neck and the back of my ears. Jack may have just been funning with me, but his jibes struck a cord. Cecil fancied himself something of a playboy—a tobacco-chewing, unemployed, weasly Romeo—and he wouldn’t let an opportunity to charm Sue slip away. Sue, being a more sophisticated girl, wouldn’t hardly fall for Cecil’s pass, but it made my teeth hurt, thinking of him offering her a glass of home-brewed cherry mash, dimming the lights, and putting Don Williams on the record player.
 “You are one mean old bastard,” I said, but I couldn’t help but chuckle.
 Our laughter raced off into the darkness, a good sound, but a sad sound, too. Final.
 “How would you feel,” I asked, hoping to give Big Jack a taste of his own medicine, “if it was Cordelia waiting back there with Cecil?”
 Jack’s laughter ended abruptly, and his smile drooped to a frown. “That ain’t funny.”
 Miss Cordelia Miles. I could almost hear Jack’s heartbeat quicken at the mention of her name. The torch he carried for her had been burning for a long time, and while she let him take her out every now and again, she didn’t really love him and he would never win her favor. The prettiest girl in the county, she’d been crowned queen of the Founders’ Festival and classic car ralley five years running, and the thought of her long legs, full lips, and luxurious auburn hair sent fellas from sixty miles away into a fever. She had her pick of well-to-do men, and a guy like Jack, who scraped his coins together by hauling junk for the auction barn same as me, simply didn’t stand much of a chance. Still, Heaven help the man who hurt sweet Cordelia, because he’d have to go a few rounds with Big Jack, and nobody in their right mind and proper sobriety would want that.
 Standing over six feet tall and built like a brick wall with prize hams for fists, Jack could pound fence posts into hard-packed earth with one swing of a sledgehammer and lift tractors out of mud holes without breaking much of a sweat. I myself once saw him rip a St. Louis phone book in half just to show how easy it was, and I’ll never forget the night he whipped all three of the Dobson brothers, who had been drinking a little too much and running their mouths a little too loudly.
 I hadn’t seen anything, though, until we came across the bull.
* * *

 Here’s what happened with Big Jack and the bull:
 As we reached the hill overlooking the Stubbs farm, we noticed three things.
 First, the place was pitch dark. I turned the flashlight on and aimed the beam downhill, scanning across woodpiles and fence posts, clapboard shacks and crumbling barns. Just out of the beam’s reach, the dim shapes of other buildings loomed. No lights shone through windows. No sounds came from within.
 Second, an awful smell, like a meat freezer gone bad on a summer day, clung to the air. 
 Third, somewhere in the darkness, the Stubbs’ bull, Samson, bellowed like the devil himself was riding him bareback.
 I reckon every small town has a bull like Samson, a creature of such ferocity and meanness that it had become a legend—a monster who’d just as soon gouge and trample you as look at you. Foolhardy children dared each other to brave the pasture where Samson roamed. Men nodded solemnly and speculated in grim whispers about the day that bull might break out of captivity and wage war on every living soul for miles. 
 Maybe Samson had attacked Seth, I thought.

 Maybe he had broken out of his pin and slaughtered the Stubbs family in his boundless fury.

 Maybe he waited, there in the darkness, for Jack and me to approach.

 Loose dirt and pebbles skittered under our boots as we slid down the incline, making too much racket for my tastes. I felt as if we were approaching a graveyard haunted by an angry ghost, and I didn’t want the specter to hear us coming.
 I swung the light around. The beam played across dirt pathways, partially collapsed split post fences, and shoddy shed walls. I half expected for Samson to charge out of the darkness, snorting steam, blood in his eyes.
 Jack must have been thinking the same thing, because he grabbed up his own flashlight and pointed its guttering beam into the darkness.
 The bull bellowed.

 Not a cry of anger, but of pain and fear.

 “Over here!” Jack cried out.

 I hustled towards the beacon of his flashlight. I almost ran into the thin grey wire of the electric fence separating the farm from the pasture. The wire trembled and wavered as a great force tried to tear it down.
 Jack dropped his flashlight and shotgun at his feet. The feeble ray of light rocked back and forth before coming to a rest, spreading its glow over Jack.
 Before him stood Samson, roaring and kicking and shaking his great horned head. The bull had jumped the electric fence, but only made it half way. While his front hooves stamped at the ground and chopped up dirt and rocks alike on one side of the fence, his back legs were still planted on the other. The electric wire stretched beneath his hindquarters, buzzing right across his nut sack. Samson kicked and jumped, but every time his bulk descended, the sparking wire gave him a shock right to the nether regions.
 My own balls shriveled at the sight. 
 “We got to get him off of there,” Jack said. “He’s going to hurt himself if we don’t.”
 I put my own flashlight and firearm on the ground and looked for a length of loose board. Didn’t take long before I found a section of two-by-four left over from an unfinished shed. 
 “I can knock the fence loose,” I said, testing the water-swollen board. “But as soon as I do, Samson’s gonna come after us.”

 I couldn’t blame the bull for being angry, but I didn’t want him to vent his rage on the two of us.

 “When I say so—” Jack stepped towards the bull. “—do it.”

 I didn’t know what Big Jack planned, but I cocked the piece of wood back like a baseball bat.

 The wire sizzled and popped.

 Samson mooed.

 Jack reached out and wrapped a massive hand around the tip of each of the bull’s horns. The muscles in his forearms and neck popped as he started to push the bull back. Samson lowered his blocky head, and his front hooves dug into the ground. Despite the jolting fireworks crackling around his balls, the bull saw Jack’s actions as a test of strength, and he wasn’t backing down. Jack grimaced, holding the huge beast in place.
 “Now!” he cried.
 I brought the two-by-four down as hard as I could. The electric fence snapped with a metallic twang! and whipped past me, nearly slicing across my eye.
 Free now, Samson put all of his weight into the shoving contest with Jack. As mighty as he was, Jack was no match for the bull’s blistered-ball fury. He stumbled and fell, hands still locked like vices around Samson’s horns. The bull kept pushing. He pressed Jack down towards the earth, like he wanted to plant him in the ground. Jack held on, because if he didn’t Samson would surely trample him to death.
 Snot oozed out of Samson’s big, pulsing nostrils. Frothy spittle flew from his mouth.
 “Get him off me!” Jack yelled. “Hit this ungrateful bastard!”
 Drawing the two-by-four back once more, I took aim on the spot directly between Samson’s eyes. “If I hit him,” I said, “I’ll kill him.”
 “I don’t care!” All his compassion for the bull’s plight had been knocked from him as Samson bore him to the ground. “Do it!” 
 I hated to kill Samson, but—

 “Get him off!”

 I readied to swing.

 Just then, Jack let out a mighty yell, and he twisted the bull’s horns like a NASCAR driver steering around a sudden curve. Samson screwed his head around to fight against the motion, but Jack was just too strong. The bull flipped off of Jack and landed on its back with a shuddering thud, all four hooves sticking straight up in the air. I might have seen a look of astonishment in the bull’s eyes.
 Jack scrambled to his feet.
 I brandished the piece of wood, awaiting the attack.
 Samson bucked and rolled onto his hooves, but instead of attacking, the bull shot off in the other direction, running for dear life. Still kicking his back legs to warn us from following, Samson vanished into the night.
 “I never seen anybody flip a bull like that,” I said.

 “Well now you have,” Jack said, wiping sweat from his brow. He struggled to catch his breath. 

 “Well, you sure scared the hell out of him, manhandling him like that.”

 “He won’t scared of me.” Jack pulled a half crushed Millennium Red from his shirt pocket and lit up. “There’s something else here. Something that made him try to jump that fence in the first place.”
 First the tarantulas had fled from Seth’s approach, and now something had scared mighty Samson bad enough to risk his own dick jumping the electric fence.
 “I don’t feel good about this,” I said.

 Jack leaned down to pick up his gear. “Me neither.”

 We started in the direction of the Stubbs’ house, but stopped again.

 Something moved through the darkness.

 I pointed the flashlight towards the front porch. Several pale figures walked across the yard towards us.

 Children.

 The Stubbs children came out to greet us.

 * * *
 Each of them, from the smallest toddler to the gangliest, pimpled teenager, looked like living death—skin bloodless, eyes sunken and reflecting red like a wild animal’s in the crimson moonlight. Their tattered sleeping clothes were bloodied and dried gore flaked upon their faces and fingers, but no cuts or scrapes marred their flesh, at least not as I could see.
 Haints, my granddaddy would have called them. Ghosts or monsters or devils. Haints.
 Their glowing eyes moved from Jack to me and back again as they lurched towards us.
 “That’s just about far enough,” I said. The hair on my arms stood on end. My flesh crawled, recoiling from the presence of the children. I couldn’t bring myself to point a gun at a child, but my hand quivered upon the handle of the Enfield, and my unsteadiness set the flashlight to trembling. “We came to check on you. Make sure everyone was all right here.”
 Wasn’t that a damn fool thing to say? I knew by looking at them that they weren’t all right. They were dead. Some part of me knew it, but I had a devil of a time wrapping my mind around the concept.
 I quickly counted them. Nine children stood before us. I tired to remember how many children belonged to the Stubbs clan. Was this all of them? No telling. The Stubbs had been breeding in these hills for years, and it wasn’t such a far-fetched notion that a kid might grow to adulthood without ever coming into town. 
 They took another step. Another.

 A watery ball of ice grew in the pit of my stomach.

 “He said stay back,” Jack barked. He was still winded from his tussle with Samson, but he hefted his shotgun, took aim.

 One of the young’uns in the lead—a girl of maybe seven or eight—opened her mouth hungrily, revealing razor sharp fangs jutting this way and that from her gums. Her brothers and sisters and cousins did the same, eager to impress us by imitating her action. They reached out for us with clawed fingertips.
 I snapped the pistol up, thrust it in the direction of the kids.
 The children hissed like angry cats, their mouths overfull of fangs, their breath a graveyard stink.
 God help me, I didn’t want to shoot a child, but the things lumbering towards us were not children—not real children—but something else. 
 I fired.

 The bullet slammed into the little girl’s shoulder. She whirled around and crumpled to the dirt. She didn’t make a sound. I aimed the gun at the next target, a boy who was likely a couple of years younger. A curl of smoke drifted from the barrel.
 He kept coming.

 The little girl lifted herself off the ground, the bullet hole in her shoulder dribbling a thick milk-white fluid.

 I fired again, twice. 

 The first bullet punched through the little boy’s throat. His face wore an expression of sudden shock as he somersaulted backwards. The second shot struck the little girl again, this time in the stomach, and she doubled over and staggered, but didn’t fall, almost like she had grown accustomed to the feeling of being shot.
 The thunderous flare of Jack’s shotgun set the darkness alight. The blast tore through the group of children, knocking some from their feet but barely fazing others as the pellets sprinkled smoldering black holes in their bodies.
 The little boy clambered to his feet again. The remains of his throat dangled in sticky, meaty flaps down the front of his pajamas.
 I shot at him again, but he ducked to the side like he was dodging an annoying skeeter.
 And then they were on us.
 Jagged nails dug through my shirt at the small of my back as one of them grabbed me around the waist, as if playing a game of King of the Mountain. I brought the butt of the pistol down between his shoulder blades once, twice, three times with little to show for my efforts. I drove my knee into his gut, but he didn’t even flinch.
 Another child grabbed my arm and knocked the flashlight to the ground in a spinning arc of light.
 I cracked him across the forehead with the gun. He staggered and fell back, his forehead split open. A crooked gash, like a lightning bolt, ran from his hairline to the bridge of his nose. I saw the gleam of his skull beneath the broken skin, but no gush of red spurted down his features. Instead, something white and thick as biscuit gravy oozed down the valley between his eyes. Strings of clotting goo stretched across his lips. His teeth were like knives in a messy cutlery drawer.
 The boy with his arms around my waist dug his bare feet into the ground and pushed with all his might. He was stronger than I expected. Not as strong as Jack, but almost. Stronger than me for damn sure. Any minute now he’d drag me down.
 I pressed the gun to the back of his neck and squeezed the trigger. The shot near about deafened me. An explosion of snotty gunk spattered my shirt. Gun smoke filled my nostrils and burned my eyes. The boy flopped to the ground, kicking, flailing, screeching an ungodly sound. He clawed at his ruined neck. His head hung to the side, connected to the rest of his body by strips of shredded meat and gristle. A putrid vapor rose from the wound. It stank like rotten eggs.
 I drew my foot back and kicked him right beneath the chin. His head ripped away and sailed into the darkness. His body slumped to the ground, still except for the foul-smelling gas rising from the neck stump.
 “Jack,” I cried. “Get them in the head! Take their heads off!”
 Jack shrugged one of the leaping children away, kicked another as it charged for him, sending the little monster scuttling onto its rump in the dirt. He raised his shotgun and blasted away, taking the child’s head off in an explosion of skin and bone fragments. The body fell, steam oozing rising from the ruin of a face.
 A pair of children threw themselves at me, each of them grabbing one of my legs just below the knee. They pulled this way and that, tripping me, and I toppled backwards and slammed into the ground. I heard the metallic clatter of my spare bullets as they flew from my pocket and spun into the dirt. 
 Jack’s shotgun boomed. He cursed as he cracked open the weapon and hastily reloaded. He’d be out of ammo soon.
 The two children pinned me down.
 I fired the gun, destroying the head of one of the children. The body collapsed on top of me, spewing slimy puss and green vapor into my face. I almost puked up pork rinds and cheese puffs. The other child—the girl I had shot in the first place—was still on me. I pointed the gun at her and fired.
 Click!
 Out of ammo.
 I pulled the trigger again. The gun dry fired on empty chambers.
 The girl’s talons scraped my cheek as she pushed my head to the side, exposing my throat. I tasted dirt. I blindly struggled to shove her away, but she was far too strong. She leaned close. Her icy lips and sharp teeth brushed against my skin, but she pulled away before she took a mouthful of my flesh. She snapped her head up as an angry, train whistle sound resonated through the night.
 * * *
 A dark shape reared over us. I wondered if the shadow of Death had come for me. 
 With all my might, I pushed the little girl off of me and rolled—
 Just as a bull’s hooves drove fencepost-size holes in the ground—right where my head had been seconds earlier.
 Samson had returned, pissed-off and out for revenge.
 The girl hopped to her feet and spat at the bull, tried to ward him off with a swipe of her claws.
 Samson stood between me and my attacker. He stomped the earth and snorted, swung his horns from side to side in a challenge. The smell of burned hair and skin clung to the air around the behemoth and vied for dominance over the smells of spoiled meat and the green vapor. A blast of steam gushed from Samson’s wet, flaring nostrils.
 I pulled myself to my feet, saw Jack using his shotgun and flashlight as clubs against two small figures. I called out to Jack, but he didn’t answer. I didn’t want to take my eyes off Samson or the little girl for more than a second.
 The girl shrieked and lunged past Samson, trying to get at me.
 But she never made it.
 With a swipe of his engine-block head, Samson smashed into the little girl. A great, curling horn caught her across the midsection. Her body folded around it, then unfolded as she hurtled through the air and thudded to the ground. She scrambled to her feet and backed away, vanishing into the dark. 
 Samson whirled and turned his attention towards me.
 “Easy now, big fella,” I said, taking a step away. “I’m the one who helped you get free.”
 But in the bull’s eyes I might as well have set fire to his scrotum myself.
 He charged.
 I flung myself out of his way. Samson trampled the earth as he passed, then wheeled around for another stampede.
 I hauled ass. 
 Samson’s hot breath warmed my backside, urging me to run faster.
 Straight towards Jack.
 He still fought with two of the monsters. He punched one, staggering it, and when the little boy leaped at him again, Jack clotheslined him, damn near yanking his head off. He drove his knee into the other, raked his fingers across the boy’s eyes, like a professional wrestler in a no-holds-barred match. He didn’t see me. Didn’t see the bull.
 “Look out!” I cried.
 Samson rammed into the small of my back, and my feet left the ground. I crashed into a wooden fence, tearing it down and bruising my ribs. I couldn’t breathe, but I was lucky one of the bull’s horns didn’t stab into me.
 Stars danced in my eyes. I called out to Jack again, but my voice came in wheezing gasps. I tired to push myself to my hands and knees, but fell back to the dirt.
 Samson continued his charge towards Jack.
 The bull remembered his earlier humiliation and wanted to settle the score.
 Jack tussled with the two creatures, pushing them back in a desperate struggle to avoid their snapping teeth. He was slashed and bloodied in several places. He held a kicking, scratching, biting creature in each arm. If you didn’t know better you might think he was just playing around with them. Jack’s eyes grew round as saucers as Samson barreled towards him.
 Jack was finished for sure.
 But just as Samson blasted past, Jack dodged to the side, and now he moved less like a wrestler and more like a bullfighter, only instead of flapping a red sheet, he waved monstrous children. He hurled one of the boys at Samson, and the angry bull’s right horn pierced the child through the chest. The boy shrieked as the tip of the horn emerged from his torso in a gout of smelly green and white spray. He went limp, still dangling from Samson’s horn like a morbid decoration.
 As the bull spun, the dead boy’s slack arms and legs flailed. 
 Jack hurled the second boy at the animal’s head, impaling him on the bull’s left horn. The child twitched, grasping at the horn jutting from his heart, and sagged. He nearly matched the corpse of the first boy.
 Samson shook his head, trying to free himself of the two dead boys. The bodies bounced, legs and arms flopping, like dancing puppets. When the bodies didn’t come free, the bull only grew more angry. He stamped the earth, then lowered his head and charged Jack once more.
 This time, Jack stood his ground. As Samson drew close, Jack pulled back a mighty fist and punched the bull right between the eyes. I heard a thump and the crack of bone. I didn’t know if Jack’s hand or the bull’s skull—or both—had shattered.
 Samson backpedaled on the wobbly legs of a newborn calf, then fell over in a heap with the dead children still stuck to his horns.
 Just then, the little girl jumped out at me again.
 I snatched up one of the fallen fence posts and jammed the jagged end through her heart. She shrieked, spewing green smoke from the wound, and dropped like a sack of rotting onions.
 Jack’s hand was already swelling. I figured he’d busted it pretty badly when he knocked old Samson cold. Around us lay the still-twitching bodies of dead children and the unconscious bulk of the meanest bull in the county. 
 Jack bled from a half dozen angry looking wounds, same as me. His hand was red and swollen, and he held it close to his chest. But we didn’t insult each other by worrying over our injuries, at least not yet. There’d be time enough to bemoan our nicks and cuts and compare scars later.
 I scrounged up a couple of the bullets I dropped. I looked for more, but had no luck. I grabbed the flashlight, too. Jack’s flashlight was smashed to bits during his battle with the children. 
 “That,” I said, “was a hell of a thing.”
 Jack shrugged. “Same old, same old.”
 We started to laugh, but a sound form the house stopped us cold.
 An infant’s gurgling cry.
 “Oh, Jesus,” I muttered.
 Not a baby. Anything but a baby.
 Still favoring his swollen hand, Jack squatted and grabbed another jagged piece of broken fencepost from the ground. “Bring the light,” he said.
 The baby’s wail lured us into the house. The sound was so much worse than Samson’s furious cry, because my imagination ran wild at the notion of what we’d find when we reached the beckoning source.
 The house was a wreck. Windows smashed—from the outside coming in, I noticed. Drying blood pooling on the hardwood floor. Some of the puddles looked partially sopped up and smeared, and the tiny handprints in the gore told me the children had gone on hand and knee to lick at the blood.
 I loaded the last two bullets into the pistol. My fingers trembled, and I clenched my hand into a fist, my nails digging into my palm.
 The baby’s cry came from a dark room at the end of the hall. The walls were covered with crooked family portraits—pictures of pimpled, bearded, cross-eyed men and women, pictures of gnarled old-timers, pictures of mothers and fathers …
 Pictures of children.
 Big Jack stopped in the doorway to the infant’s room. I shone the light past him, toward’s a crib and the moving form within.
 The baby cried, a hungry sound.
 Jack stepped toward the crib, blocking my line of sight. Leaning over, he raised the fencepost and brought it down in a swift motion.
 The cry stopped.
 Jack stood quietly with his back to me for several minutes. 
 “Jack,” I said, breaking the silence. “Let’s go home.”
 * * *
 “You know what they were, don’t you?” Jack said as we staggered through the woods. 

 “Like hell I do.”

 “Draculas,” he said. “They were draculas.”

 “What—” I stopped myself. I knew what he meant. A couple of years back, Jack had taken Cordelia to the picture show in West Plains. The movie had been Dracula or Dracula’s Revenge or Son of Dracula or something like that. To hear Miss Cordelia tell it, it was one of the most horrible things she had ever witnessed, full of violence, sexual innuendo, and gore.
 “All that blood,” she had said. “It was awful. Ghastly.”

 But Jack loved it. Went to see it a couple more times and made special trips whenever a monster flick lit up the big screen.

 “God damned draculas,” Jack spat.

 Vampires. He meant vampires.

 Hell. Who was I to argue? 

 I nodded. All right. Vampires.

 “Here’s the bad news,” Jack said. “You become a dracula when you get bit by another dracula.”

 “I thought that was werewolves.”

 “Them too. It works near about the same way. Anyway, somehow, the Stubbs were attacked by a dracula, I reckon, and it just left those young’uns there to change.”
 “You didn’t get … bit did you?” I asked, hoping Jack was just reeling me in for another ribbing. 

 He sucked at his teeth and shook his head.

 “So what’s to worry about? They’re all dead now.”

 “Not all of them. Something turned them, wouldn’t you say? And that something may still be out here right now.”

 I was starting to like the vampire theory less and less.

 “And whatever it was,” Jack said, “it attacked Seth, too.”

 But that would mean—

 We picked up the pace.

 * * *

 Before we reached the Hollow, I realized we were being followed. Not just followed. Stalked. I heard the soft crackle of twigs under foot, a shuffling in the scrub. Someone kept pace with us. I spied movement beyond a line of nearby trees. Pale flesh. A glint of red.
 My muscles tensed. I crouched down behind a tangle of branches and dry leaves, turning the flashlight off. I hoped we hadn’t been spotted. I’m no coward, but I didn’t want to run into another of those… things anytime soon.
 A few hundred yards ahead, the forest floor would give way to the craggy slope of the Hollow. I was guessing the distance, but didn’t dare turn on the flashlight to get my bearings.
 Another dark shape loped through the brush. Between us and the Hollow. Coming closer.
 I pulled my gun and silently prayed my last two bullets struck true. The gun had been near about useless against the creatures at the Stubbs place, but it was something at least.
 Jack still carried the wooden stake—the weapon he had used to kill an infant.
 No.
 The Stubbs family was already dead by the time Jack and I arrived at the farm. We only laid them to rest. I sounded like a character from one of those Dracula movies Jack liked so much. But maybe that was easier—thinking of the children as something other than human.
 “You don’t suppose it’s another of those…” Draculas, I almost said. “…things, do you?”
 I heard the snapping again. Close. Too close. I flipped the flashlight’s switch and pointed it towards the pitch black swelling beyond the trees. Shadows fled from the chasing light.
 Three men stood in the thickets, two blocking our path and another behind us.
 They were naked, and their faces were whiskered and covered in pimples near about ready to burst. Their shriveled peckers bounced from side to side as they attacked. Their eyes glowed like a blood moon.
 They jumped at us.
 Jack raised his leg and planted his boot in the chest of one, and the vampire sprawled back and crashed into the other. They tumbled over. I pistol-whipped the third and elbowed him for good measure. He fell. By the time they scrambled to their feet, Jack and I were making tracks.
 We crashed through the woods. I heard the three vampires chasing after us, cackling like madmen. We headed away from the Hollow, the vampires herding us in another direction. I felt as if my chest might break open, and my heart might jump from my body, yell out, “every man for himself!” and dash off into the darkness. My bad knee ached, but I didn’t dare stop running.
 Somewhere up ahead, I heard babbling water. A stream. Or maybe that was just piss dribbling down my leg.
 We stumbled out of the treeline and splashed down into a shallow strip of creek run-off. Jack nearly fell over. I followed, and the icy water rushed into my boots and soaked my socks. The three vampires lurched out of the trees.
 And they stopped.

 “Why aren’t they coming after us?” I asked.

 Jack snapped his finger. “The water,” he said. “Dracula can’t cross running water.”

 The vampires growled deep in their throats. Their dark faces were lit by their red eyes.

 “Go on back where you came from!” Jack shouted. “Git!”

 His version of “Back, back, creature of the night!”
 As if heeding his command, the three lumbered into the woods again, casting hungry, defeated glances back at us, like we’d hurt their feelings.
 “What do you know?” Jack muttered.
 “Something tells me they’re looking for another way around,” I said. “Let’s not be here when they it.”
* * *
 First thing I noticed upon stepping into Cecil’s cabin was the soft hiss and pop of the record player. The needle had already reached the end of the last track, but I saw the sleeve of a Don Williams album beside the player.
 My blood boiled.
 Jack staggered in, exhausted, and near about collapsed into a chair in front of the poker table. He tossed the stake onto the table with a clatter, knocking a couple of cards to the floor.
 “Are you all right?” Sue met us at the door. “You look like hell. What happened?”
 “How’s Seth?” I ignored her questions. I still didn’t quite know how to explain what I’d seen, what had happened, not without sounding like I’d been sampling shine.
 “He’s Sleeping.”

 “No sign of the doctor, either,” Cecil said. “I thought he’d be here by now.”

 “Will somebody tell me what’s going on?” Sue snapped. “What did you find?”

 I pushed past her and strode across the room. I didn’t mean to ignore Sue, but my mind spun in a storm of confusion and anger and fear. Seth lay upon the couch, still as a coffin nail and covered in a patchwork quilt, his hands crossed over his stomach. 
 “He dead?” Jack called after me.

 “I can’t tell.”

 “We didn’t let him die if that’s what you’re wondering” Sue said, her feathers ruffled.

 “Seth, wake up.” I slapped him across the face. “Come on.” 

 “Hey!” Sue snapped. “What the hell are you doing?”

 “Careful.” Jack stepped up behind me. “He might be turned by now.”

 “Turned?” Sue asked. “What are you talking about? Turned into what?”

 “A dracula,” Jack answered.

 “A what?” Sue asked.

 Cecil laughed, but stifled his mirth when he realized Jack was deadly serious.

 I smacked Seth again, harder this time. “Wake up!” When he didn’t stir, I drew my hand back again, but Sue caught me by the wrist.
 “I’m not letting you beat him.”
 Just then, it hit me. When we brought Seth in, his face had been cut up. The cuts were gone now. The faint ghosts of scars remained.
 Seth opened his eyes.

 His eyes didn’t have any whites. They had turned blood red.

 I jumped back, pulling Sue with me. She squeaked in surprise.

 Cecil muttered, “What the hell?”

 “You boys back already?” Seth chuckled as he sat up. His voice was hoarse, like he hadn’t had a sip of water in days. His lips peeled away from jagged fangs in a cruel grin. “How’s the young’uns?”
 Like he somehow knew what we’d done.

 The zits on his forehead and cheeks split open, oozing tiny, slow-moving rivers of puss.

 Sue clutched at my arm, breathed, “Oh, God.”

 That tickled Seth, and he rocked back and forth on the couch, giggling. His red eyes bore right into mine. He clacked his razor-sharp teeth at me.
 Jack had just about had enough. He grabbed Seth’s shirt collar, yanking him to his feet.
 “Hand me that stake,” he said. “I’m gonna put it right through—”
 Seth grabbed Jack’s busted, swollen hand and squeezed. I heard the wet snapping of bone. Jack screamed and went to one knee like he was proposing marriage. Seth, looming over him now, twisted and squashed Jack’s hand, like he was trying to wring water from a cloth. Tears ran down Jack’s face.
 “Let him go!” Cecil pulled at Seth’s arm.
 Seth released Jack, and the big man crumpled, laying on his side and drawing his legs up to his chest, protecting his hand. Seth backhanded Cecil. My cousin flew across the room, knocking over the card table, crashing in a shower of cards and dollar bills.
 “I ain’t no wet-behind-ear, snot-nosed brat,” Seth yelled. “I’m stronger than they would be. Closer to the Master. Much stronger.”
 I didn’t know exactly what he was talking about, but I believed him.

 “Look, Seth,” I said. “We ain’t looking for trouble. Why don’t you just go on your way and leave us be?”

 “We can’t just let him go,” Jack rasped from the floor.

 “You don’t want trouble?” Seth flashed his fangs at me. “Is that what you told the children?”

 “They attacked us, Seth,” I said.

 “What are you talking about?” Sue asked me. “What children?”

 “Did they scream when you killed them? Did they cry for their mamas and daddies?” Seth shrugged. “Not that I care, of course. They were weak, not like me.”
 How could he know all that? It was like he had been riding on our shoulders the entire time.

 He stepped closer.

 “Stay where you are, dammit.”

 “No use fighting. I laid on the couch, fighting, for so long. The minutes seemed like years, you know that? And then I started to feel them…the children…screaming as you killed them. I still kept fighting, because I didn’t want to be like them, and what did all that fighting amount to? Nothing. It would have been so much easier to just give up the ghost. I feel so much better now.”
 He didn’t even sound like Seth anymore.

 He flexed his fingers. His talons clicked together.

 “And you know what?” he said. “I won’t end up like the children, because they’re dead, and me … I’m gonna live forever.”

 When he spoke again, his words were slurred, as if drool pooled in his mouth, even though he was bone dry. 

 “Who’s it gonna be first?”

 He looked at Sue hungrily, licked his dry lips with a fat gray tongue.

 “Naw, I’m gonna leave you for last. Best for last. Best for last.”

 He turned his gaze towards Cecil, who still lay under a covering of money and playing cards. “Hell, you ain’t never been worth a shit, you know that? The Master would probably whip the skin from my bones just for bringing a no account like you over.”
 Seth didn’t see Big Jack stand up behind him. 

 I did my best to distract the vampire. “The Master?” I asked. “Who’s that?”

 “I’m connected to him.” He swept his arms out, as if welcoming us. “We’ll all be connected to him.”

 Behind him, Jack was a tower of shadow. He inched forward, and as he passed the window, a beam of crimson moonlight swept across the mask of rage he wore for a face.
 “What happened to you, Seth?” I asked. “I mean, who did this?”
 Seth cocked his head. Either he didn’t know the answer exactly or he didn’t know why I would ask. His eyes snapped wide open as he realized I was stalling him. He whirled around.
 Jack wrapped the thick fingers of his hand—his good hand—around Seth’s throat. The vampire squeaked in surprise and wheezed, even though he surely didn’t need to breathe, as Jack crushed his windpipe. Seth clutched at Jack’s forearm, his curled claws burrowing into the big man’s flesh up to the first knuckle.
 Jack howled and flung Seth like a rag doll towards the window.
 The glass exploded as Seth sailed out of the house, crashing to the porch in a hail of glittering shards and tumbling down the steps.
 We rushed to the window. I grabbed one of the broken table legs and Jack’s stake from the floor. 
 Cecil’s dogs jumped to their feet, barking at the vampire. Seth brushed himself off with one hand and massaged his throat with the other. He seemed to float back onto the porch.
 “Get on out of here,” Cecil yelled.

 “You damn fools!” Seth spat. “Don’t you know what I was offering?”

 Seth climbed back up the steps and moved towards the window.

 I held up the two pieces of wood, placing one across the other in the shape of a cross. Seth howled, covered his red eyes, and jumped away. He scurried off the stoop like he had a bad case of the green apple splatters.
 “You had your chance, asshole!” Cecil let out a short whistle and yelled, “Sick him!”
 The dogs launched themselves at Seth, snarling and snapping at his pants leg. Vampire or no, Seth fled from the nipping fury of the hounds. He kicked and stomped, and the dogs almost tugged him to the ground amidst the rust buckets and thistles. Seth skidded to a stop at the edge of the yard, bathed in the reddish light of the moon, and kicked at the mutts. Heads lowered, teeth bared, they circled him.
 “I offered you eternal life!” Seth yelled.
 The vampire held his arms out and threw his head back. He produced a series of short squealing sounds.
 “Rhee! Rhee! Rhee!”
 “What’s he doing?” Cecil asked.
 Seth’s throat swelled like a bullfrog’s.
 “Rhee! Rhee!”
 Throat puffed up, then shriveled.
 “Rhee!”
 Puffed up again.

 “Call the dogs back,” I told Cecil.

 A shadow moved across the ground behind the vampire, flowed up to his feet, like a spreading oil slick.

 “What the hell is that?” I muttered.

 The dogs lunged at Seth again. 

 The crawling shadow took on weight and shape. The mass washed over the dogs, swarmed over their paws and legs, up to their bodies, and they yelped and howled in pain and fear.
 The shadow grew, swarmed past Seth and stretched towards the house. It flooded from the trees, out from under wrecked cars in a skittering wave.
 “You’ve got to be shitting me,” Jack said.
 Spiders.
 A massive, chittering carpet of tarantulas spread across the yard. They crawled and hopped up the porch steps, scurried over the warped boards.
 They clung to Seth’s body as he continued to cry out like a hog caller from Hell.

 “Get away from the window,” Sue cried.

 Cecil whistled for his dogs.

 The hounds darted back towards the house, still yowling and biting at their own bodies, only they weren’t so much dogs anymore as much as dog-shaped masses of spiders, and they collapsed before reaching the porch, the tarantulas scurrying off of the steaming mess of bloated, chewed meat.
 “We’ve got to get out of here,” I said. “Get to the back door.”
 Tarantulas leaped through the shattered window—first one, then another, then dozens at a time. They scrabbled over the sill and plopped to the floor. Dark, hairy shapes crawled up the glass on the outside of the good windows. They thumped against the front door again and again. It sounded like hail.
 I felt a searing sting at my calf. 
 Then another.
 Two or three spiders crawled up my pants leg. I slapped at the bulges beneath my clothes and felt their bodies mash against my skin.
 Sue cried out. A half dozen spiders crawled across her sandaled feet and up her bare legs, leaving a trail of blistering bites in their wake.
 Cecil started stomping. His boots rattled the loose floorboards. He looked like he was mashing grapes for wine or dancing a jig.
 I dropped the makeshift cross and grabbed a straw broom from the corner and started sweeping, clearing a path. The straws of the broom impaled several tarantulas. One scurried down the handle and bit my fingers. 
 Jack swatted at the spiders with the comforter that had covered Seth. With a flick of his wrist, the blanket snapped out like a patchwork bullwhip. Each heavy thud of the sheet left a mess of spiders upon the floor.
 Still more spiders invaded the house. They crawled through the window. They plopped down from the chimney, and I heard more of them scrabbling down the flue. I rushed to close the vent—crushing spiders with every step—and a half dozen leaped onto my arm, tearing at my with their tiny, stinging fangs.
 The dusty floorboards bounced and vibrated, and tiny, hairy legs scrabbled out from between the slats. They were under the house, trying to push their way in up under the floor.
 I’ve been a churchgoer all my life, but never thought of myself as religious. Still, I gasped a prayer as I swept sheets of tarantulas into crushed piles. I just hoped someone was listening. I looked across the room at the two pieces of the cross. Spiders swarmed all over them.
 Great, writhing patches of tarantulas came at us, all fangs and glittering eyes and twitching legs. Every time we killed one, a half dozen raced in to take their place.
 I could hardly imagine that many tarantulas in the entire county.
 Cecil got a hammer from a kitchen door and duck-walked across the floor, pounding tarantulas flat with machinegun quickness, leaving a ring of hairy legs around circular splotches of spider guts.
 The spiders piled around Sue, climbing her legs, getting in her hair, biting her face and arms. She cried out. Then she did something I never expected. 
 She started stomping.
 She swore a blue streak that would have put Buzz Harley to shame as she ground her sandals down on the spiders, mashing them flat.
 Cecil whacked spiders in rapid fire strokes. As he knealt down, his shirt tail pulled from his jeans, and the crack of his ass peeked out. A couple of spiders jumped for the opening, and he straightened—“Youch!—and swatted at his own backside.
 I was bitten in a dozen or more places. So was everyone else, though, some worse than me.
 As I stumbled across the room, I noticed Sue’s tape recorder lying upon the floor. Without thinking, I scooped it up. Not really sure why I bothered. A tarantula sunk its fangs into the back of my hand. With a flick of my wrist, the spider sailed across the room. I shoved the recorder in my pocket. 
 I stood in the middle of a biting, hissing, jumping storm of spiders—hundreds of them. One of them jumped at me and caught hold of my shirt collar. I felt its tiny legs at my throat. I slapped at it, but it crawled up my cheek and bit me beneath my eye.
 We swept and swatted and stomped the spiders till the floor was matted with a soggy carpet that sucked at our feet when we took a step. Welts covered our bodies, and I felt as blistered as a boy who spent too much time inner-tubing down the river on a hot and sunny day. A few stray tarantulas still crawled through the house, but it looked like we had beaten the fight out of them. 
 Still rubbing his backside with one hand and swinging the tarantula-caked hammer with the other, Cecil ran to the window and looked out. “I don’t see him!” he said. “I can’t see Seth!”
 Snarling, the vampire jumped into the window. 
 Seth crouched there for a second or two, perched like a bird of prey on the sill. He bared his fangs. He braced his arms on either side of the window, and his nails splintered the wood.
 Cecil backpedaled, swinging the hammer wildly. 
 Seth leaped at him.
 They fell in a tangle. The hammer clattered to the floor. Cecil beat at Seth as the vampire snapped at him. Tarantulas joined their master in the fight, crawling over Cecil and biting his ears, his nose, his hands. 
 Cecil reached for his weapon. His fingers crawled across the floor like one of the tarantulas. The spiders covered his hand in seconds. Cecil screamed, but he reached the hammer, and as he grabbed it, he squeezed spider guts out from between his fingers. He whipped the hammer against Seth’s head. The claw punched through his skull with a gout of green vapor. Seth jumped back, slamming against the wall with the hammer still jutting from his temple.
 “Got him,” Cecil cried.
 Seth punched him, right in the gut. 
 Cecil made a whooofing sound as the vampire’s claws punched into his stomach. Blood spattered to the floor. Seth smiled and turned to face us. His arm was still submerged in Cecil’s breadbasket, nearly to the elbow. Cecil’s legs kicked in jerking spasms. 
 Jack came up behind Seth and wrapped his big arm around the vampire’s neck in a choke-hold. Several tarantulas that had been nesting in Seth’s hair leaped out and bit Jack’s face, but the big man didn’t let up.
 Cecil slid off of the vampire’s arm and fell in a drizzle of blood. He dragged himself away from the monster as even more spiders attacked him. He didn’t seem to notice the bites.
 Jack wrestled with the vampire, nearly pulling him off his feet.

 “Somebody stake this bastard!” he cried.

 Seth bit Jack’s arm. Blood spurted up around his fangs as he tore through muscle. 

 I cracked Seth over the head with the broom handle. It snapped in two over the bloodsucker’s skull. His teeth pulled out of Jack’s arm, and the big man released Seth.
 As Seth pick himself up, I planted my boot on his chest and shoved him to the floor again. 

 “You can’t stop us!” he hissed through swollen, cracked lips.

 I shoved a broom handle through his heart.

 Seth writhed and grabbed at the shaft of wood and spat and cursed. His red eyes bulged, and he slammed his head against the floor again and again. A vented geyser of green vapor sprayed out from the flesh puckering around the broom stick. The point of the stake struck the floor beneath the vampire. Finally, Seth lay still.
 For a few seconds, I kept my foot upon his chest, holding Seth down in fear that he might rise again. The rush of my blood thundered in my head, and my pounding heart hammered against my chest. All other sensations were gone. I heard only my own blood flow, felt only my rapid heartbeat, and saw only Seth’s twisted face leering up at me.
 Jack grabbed my shoulder, shook me. “He ain’t getting back up,” he said.

 “You sure about that?”

 He shrugged, but I took my foot away from the corpse and stepped back.

 Every stick of furniture in the house was broken or overturned. Shattered glass and scraps of timber littered the room, along with the smashed remains of spiders on the floor, walls, and evening the ceiling.
 Jack was covered in sweat and mashed spiders. Blood soaked his sleeve, dribbled off his fingers, and puddled at his feet.
 Sue stood upon a wet mat of crushed tarantula carcasses. Her sandals were covered in squished spider innards. The mess pulled at her feet like quicksand as she stepped away.
 Somewhere in the house, Cecil moaned.
* * *
 Following a smeared trail of dark blood across the floor, we found Cecil in a back room. He had crawled into the room, and now leaned against the wall, gulping quick mouthfuls of air. He clutched bloody hands over the gaping gut wound. His shirt was stained a glistening red, and blood pooled beneath him.
 He wheezed out a laugh. “Reckon that wasn’t so smart. I’m not cut out for vampire fighting. Ought to have left it to you and Jack.”
 “You did just fine,” I said.

 He coughed and winced.

 Jack and Sue followed me into the room. A sad and angry grumble grew in Jack’s throat, while Sue stifled a gasp and sob. 

 A few straggler tarantulas crawled around Cecil. I pressed one beneath my boot heel and enjoyed the crunch. 

 “Just rest easy there.” I hunkered down next to my cousin, trying to keep a calming smile upon my face, trying not to look for too long at the yawning, bloody hole in his stomach. “You’re gonna be just fine.”
 He smiled, but it slipped away quickly.

 “He killed my dogs.”

 “We’ll get you some new dogs, all right?”

 “You don’t think I’ll come back, do you? I mean, not like Seth.”

 “What are you talking about? You ain’t gonna die. You’re too damn annoying to die.”

 “Ain’t worried about dying. I’m worried about coming back.”

 I glanced over my shoulder at Jack. He shook his head.

 “No.” I fought to keep my voice steady, but my eyes burned. “You won’t be coming back. You weren’t bit.”

 Cecil looked past me. “Jack—”

 “Don’t worry about me.” Big Jack’s voice hitched just a little. “I’ll be all right.”

 “You big dumb asshole, getting yourself nipped like that trying to help me.”
 “I’ll know better next time,” Jack said.
 Cecil’s eyelids fluttered. “I’m so tired.”
 “You just go ahead and sleep then,” I told him.
 He closed his eyes.
 I rested a hand on his shoulder. Sue wept behind me. The house creaked, settling.
 Cecil opened his eyes again.
 I half expected to see red orbs staring back at me, but his eyes were normal.
 “Did I win?” he asked.

 “Yes, sir. You got him.”

 “That’s not what I mean. The cards. I had a straight. Did I win?”

 “That’s right. You beat me. Won near about all my money.”

 Cecil smiled. “Liar.” His eyes slowly closed again. His final breaths came in rattling gasps. 

 “Ain’t gonna be no next time,” he muttered.

 And he was gone.

 Silence. No one dared speak. We all held our breath until we were sure he wasn’t coming back.

* * *
 “What do we do now?” Sue asked. 

 “We could just wait here until morning—until the sun comes up,” I suggested.

 “It’s several hours to daybreak. What happens if another of those creatures shows up?”

 None of us wanted to consider the possibilities. I couldn’t shake the memory of the tiny, hairy legs of the tarantulas on my skin.
 “I hate to piss on the parade,” Jack said, “but I don’t think I’ll make it until morning.”
 He rubbed his shoulder just above spot where Seth had chomped away a good part of flesh. 
 “I’ll stay with you as long as I can,” he said. “Sooner or later, though, I’ll have to take my leave of you. I’ve been bit. I’m gonna change. I’ll let you know before that happens, and I’ll finish myself off if I have to.”
 I tried the phone. Static caterwauled at me.

 “One thing for sure,” Sue said. “We can’t stay here. It isn’t safe. Maybe we’re no safer outside, but I’d rather risk it.”

 “The next closest phone would be at the Miles place,” Jack said. “We can call for help, maybe reach the state police.”

 I should have guessed he’d be eager to suggest the Miles place. That way, he’d be able to check on Cordelia. He was right about their phone being the closest, though, and they owned a working car.
 “That’s still quite a walk in the dark,” I said. “I’m not saying we can’t make it, but we’re all worn out and scared already, and I want everyone to know this might not be easy.”
 Sue nodded, and I knew Jack had already made up his lovesick mind.
 “All right, then.” I yanked my broomstick out of Seth’s corpse. The stake tugged Seth right along with it, then the body flopped back, the stake making a slurping sound as it pulled from the meat. “ For what it’s worth, we have a plan. Let’s get moving.”
 “What will we tell the state police anyway?” Sue asked.

 “Anything,” I answered, “as long as it gets them here.”

 We stepped out into the night again.

 Only this time, it was darker. Colder.

 * * *
 The dirt road stretched out before us, a stripe of pale stone and gravel cutting through the shadow. If I’d walked the trail once, I’d walked it a thousand times, but it seemed more unfamiliar. Trees I had seen since I was boy now looked strange, and each footstep felt uncertain, as if the whole world might give out and fall apart beneath my feet.
 Looking back, I could no longer see Cecil’s place. It was lost in the night. With every step, I felt as though I was leaving my life—the life I’d known for so long—behind, never to return. No more funning with my cousin. No more weekly poker games. No more Cold Creek beer. No more—
 “A car!” Sue gasped and dashed off.
 Sure enough, a 1972 Ford Galaxie wagon sat on the side of the dirt road. The extinguished globes of the headlights winked at us as we approached.
 “Shit,” Jack said. “That’s Doc Bishop’s car.”
 The outside of the car was beat up, the trunk, roof, and hood crumpled, the doors battered in. The windows were smashed, the glass broken in spider web designs. The inside looked as if someone had let a souped-up chainsaw loose upon the seats, the dash, the floorboards, and the driver. The seat cushions were slashed, the dash busted. Blood coated the windshield and soaked into the upholstery.
 “He must have encountered another of those creatures,” Sue said.

 Poor Doc Bishop.

 As we searched the car, a high-pitched cackling noise echoed through the darkness. Another eerie cry answered. Then another.

 “What’s that sound?” Sue asked. “It’s awful.”

 “Coyotes,” I said.

 The yipping of the coyotes erupted from the brush again, closer now, as the coyotes inspected our presence.

 “If those vampires can control spiders,” Sue asked, “what’s to stop them from sending coyotes after us?”

 “She’s right,” Jack said. “In the movies, Dracula controlled wolves. Hell, he could turn into one. Maybe those draculas turned into coyotes.”
 “I don’t reckon a vampire can control a coyote,” I said. “Way I see it, coyotes are about the oldest tricksters in the world. They may be animals, but they ain’t dumb, and they’re too crafty to let themselves be controlled by anyone.”
 My companions seemed satisfied by the answer, but from the shadows, the coyotes laughed at my reasoning.
 * * *
 In another ten minutes, we reached the home of Cordelia Miles and her parents, Arthur and Rebecca. Lights shone through the windows, but the car wasn’t in the gravel driveway. The familiar knot of ice in my gut told me we wouldn’t like what we found, but I mouthed a prayer as I trudged across the yard.
 Funny. I became more and more religious as the night wore on.
 Jack shuffled past me like one of his matinee monsters on a rampage, hunched over and covered in dried blood, grunting as he climbed the steps to the front porch, calling for anyone to answer him. He wrenched open the screen door, and it almost came loose from its hinges. The front door trembled as he pounded his meaty palm against it.
 “They’ve been here, too,” Sue said, too quiet for Jack to hear, but her words were like cannon fire in my head.

 Jack rushed through the door without a care as to what dangers awaited.

 Shit. What could I do but follow?

 In the front hall, I found the phone, the handset dangling from the stand to the floor. Grabbing the curling cord, I whipped the receiver up and put it to my ear. The line was dead.
 We found Arthur Miles in the living room. A pool of gore spread around the rocking chair where he sat. His eyes were half open, and he sort of smiled when he saw us. Most of his teeth had been broken, and bits of bone and grit clung to his bloody gums. His throat was a ruined mess.
 “I thought … at first … you were one of them come back to … finish me.”
 “Try to relax,” Sue said. She looked around the room for something to stop the bleeding. “Help me find some towels or something.”
 “Too late for that,” Mr. Miles said. “I’m a goner. Surprised I made it this long.”
 Jack stomped through the house, shouting for Cordelia. I wanted to call for her, too, but I knew it would do no good. Jack threw open every door, checked every possible hiding spot. Finding nothing, he returned and asked, “Where’s Cordelia?”
 “Gone. Her and her mother both They got away while I held those … monsters back.” Mr. Miles grabbed Sue’s arm. “I tried to stop them, but I couldn’t. It was the Whateleys.” 
 The Whateleys? 
 “I recognized their oldest boy. Only they were … changed. And . . . and I think I saw some of the Stubbs with them!”
 So that meant they’d been afflicted with the same ailments the Stubbs had suffered. And they had the Stubbs with them. The Stubbs and the Whatleys working together—maybe the world was coming to an end after all. 
 With a trembling hand, Mr. Miles pulled a wrinkled chewing tobacco pouch from his shirt. He took a dip and savored it. “Wife didn’t like me doing this … but no sense in worrying about it … now.” Tears welled in his eyes. Tobacco juice oozed from between his lips.
 Jack approached the dying man. “R.F., why don’t you take a load off your feet for a couple of minutes. If it’s all right, I want to talk to Mr. Miles a bit.” He squatted next to the chair and spoke to Mr. Miles in a whisper.
 I slouched down along the far wall. I just needed to rest. Five minutes. No more.

 “I’m sorry about your friend,” Sue said. She glanced over at Jack. “About your friends.” 

 “I am too.”

 She sat down next to me. Close. She smelled of fresh sweat.

 “And I’m sorry about the way I acted when you returned from the Stubbs place. It … it must have been awful, what you saw there … what you had to do. I just didn’t understand.”
 Words seemed to jump out of my mouth. I was so tired, I hardly thought about what I was saying. “I understand. I jumped to some conclusions, too. I saw that record and I wanted to snap Cecil in two.” Too late, I realized what I said. Suddenly wide awake, I looked up at Sue. 
 She tilted her head curiously. The corner of her mouth curled. “What do you mean?”

 “Oh, nothing,” I said, blushing. “Forget it.”

 “Oh, come on. After all we’ve been through tonight, you might as well tell me.”

 I sighed. “It’s just that Cecil always played Don Williams music when courting a lady.”

 “And that upset you?”

 “Yeah,” I said, “I guess it did.”

 She nodded and looked away. Rosy circles colored her cheeks.

 “Reckon it shouldn’t have bothered me none,” I said. “A girl like you wouldn’t consider going out with one of us country bumpkins anyway.”
 She drew her legs up and looked at me. “This is probably something we should talk about later. I think it’s just the wrong time to even think about such things, you know?”
 “You’re probably right,” I said.
 Wasn’t a “no” at least.
 “You planning on taking them back to that fancy college as part of your research?” I said, looking at the bottom of her sandals, where the crushed remains of several tarantulas still clung, despite the hike. “I doubt your fellow spider scientists will look kindly on such reckless tarantula stomping.”
 She smiled. “Screw you, okay?”
 “Promises, promises.”
 We left it at that, pulled our lazy asses up, and checked on Mr. Miles. Jack squeezed the old man’s hand, whispered something else, and stood up. Mr. Miles’ eyes were red and watery as he looked at us.
 “We’re going to try to get to town,” Sue told him. “Try to get some help.”

 For some reason, when she said that, it sounded like a bad joke.

 Mr. Miles hacked like he was coughing out a piece of gristle lodged in his windpipe.

 “Go get my guns. You’ll need them. They’re in the hall closet.” 

 In the hall closet, we found a couple of Winchester rifles, a Smith & Wesson hand cannon, and a 12-guage.

 “You fellas take my guns,” Mr. Miles said. “Just leave one here to—” He shot a glance at Jack. “—defend myself.”

 Something bumped and thundered above us. Footsteps. On the roof.

 “There’s one of them out there,” Jack said, looking up.

 Brandishing my pistol, I rushed out, just in time to see a figure leap from the roof of the house and into the trees. I heard the swooping and shuffling through brush as the figure ran off into the night.
 Jack and Sue joined me outside, watching the trees.
 Inside, a shot rang out. 
* * *
 When we reached town, we discovered a nightmare.
 If I’d heard the popping of machinegun fire and the rattling grind of tank treads, I wouldn’t have been surprised. Main Street looked like something straight out of newsroom footage of a third-world country invasion.
 Overturned cars. Broken storefront windows. Trash littering the street.
 Bodies.
 And there was the difference. On the news, the footage of war-torn cities showed strangers, but like I said, in Spider Creek we’re all neighbors, and each mauled body wore a familiar face.
 Nothing moved, except for fleeting banks of night fog.
 A ghost town.
 Usually, this time of early morning, the smell of cooking griddlecakes and sizzling bacon from the Redeye Diner wafted through the street. Instead, the stink of death loomed over the place like a big top tent of some madhouse circus.
 The street was littered with spider carcasses. The phone lines had fallen, heavy with spiders, and power lines sizzled and writhed across the street, sparkling like electric serpents. Blood smeared the pavement, glistening. More than a couple of badly-mauled bodies lay upon the street.
 At the intersection of Main Street and Lee, my heart sank. Lee Street ascended a hill beyond the Post Office and family store, directly into a residential area.
 The people of Spider Creek would have been asleep when the vampires attacked.
 The houses were dark and quiet. More than a couple of doors stood open, some ripped right off the hinges, even though I doubted they’d been locked in the first place.
 “If they were attacked by vampires, they’re going to come back as vampires themselves, right?”

 Jack said nothing, just stood there, chewing his lip.

 “Right?” Sue asked again.

 He snapped out of his daze and looked at her with watery eyes.

 “Jack,” she said, “are they going to come back, too?”

 He nodded. “I reckon they might.”

 The vampires were spreading like a disease. If we didn’t stop them somehow, who would? What stood between them and the entire world?
 “What do we need to do?” Sue asked.
 He didn’t need to answer. We all knew what need doing.
 We climbed the steps into each house, and in almost every house, we found a horror. By the time we finished, we were covered in blood as heavy as syrup, the salty taste on our lips.. Not a vampire or soon-to-be vampire remained.
 Except for Jack.
 “It’s so dark,” he said, looking at the crimson stains upon his hands. “Not like the movies.”
 The front of the Presbyterian church was defiled with splashes of blood, but the doors were intact, the stained glass window unbroken. The sign out front read Know God. Know Peace. I sure could use some peace of mind. I crossed the lawn, climbed the steps to the front doors, and put my ear against the wood.
 “They wouldn’t be able to go in there,” Jack said. “Holy ground.”

 But I heard sounds within. Voices. Crying. I pulled open the door—

 And stared down the cavernous barrel of a .45.

 “Don’t fucking move,” a high-pitched voice commanded.

 Behind the woman holding the gun, a child’s voice whispered in the dark. “Did you hear what she said? She said the F word.” 

 Living children.

 Holding my hands up, I tilted my head and looked around the barrel. “Evening, Annie. You want to get this gun out of my face?”

 “R.F.?” the frazzled police dispatcher said. “What are you doing here?”

 “Right now I’m wishing you’d put this gun away.”

 She reluctantly lowered the weapon. Without the threat of a bullet between the eyes taking all my attention, I saw several kids in the church, huddled together and scared, but alive. 
 Sue and Jack joined me inside, and we pulled up a pew and listened to Annie tell us of the last moments of Spider Creek.
 “They attacked not too long after you called,” Annie said. “Never saw anything like it. They were so fast, so vicious. I was able to get a few of the kids rounded up. One of them came up with the idea of hiding in the church. Said we were being attacked by vampires.”
 “Smart kid,” Jack said. “May have saved your ass.”

 “W-what’s happening?” Annie asked. She sagged against me. Her body trembled.

 A screeching cry echoed through the hills.

 “What the hell is that? It sounds like the noise Seth was making when he called the spiders… only worse.”

 Jack had broken out in a cold sweat. His flesh was pallid.

 “It’s him. The master. He’s calling us … all the others to him. To him, we’re nothing but lower creatures, like the spiders were to Seth.”
 “How do you know?”
 “Because I can feel him. He’s afraid. He’s afraid of us. He knows what we’ve done to the Stubbs children and to Seth. He’s connected to us. He’s never had anyone destroy one of his brood before. He’s powerful, but he’s not foolish. He’s scared of us.”
 “Jack,” I said, “are you saying he’s called all the vampires to one place?”

 He nodded.

 “And you know where?”

 “Yeah.” He licked his lips and swallowed. “He’s calling me, too.”

 “The sun will be up soon, and we’ll have daylight on our side,” I said. “If we stop them now, we’ll be able to get them all at one time. Where are they going?”
 “The Whatley place.”
 I turned to Sue. She must have known what I was about to ask, because she started shaking her head before I even got the words out.
 “No,” she said. “I’m staying with you.”

 “You can’t. I need you to find a way to West Plains to get help. There’s bound to be a car you can use around here somewhere.”

 “What about her?” she nodded to Annie.

 “The children need her here.”

 “Come with me then,” Sue said.

 I wanted to go with her more than anything, but I knew better.

 “If this thing keeps spreading, we’re looking at Hell on Earth. Jack and I are gonna try to put an end to it by killing the Master. You’ve got to get help, though, in case we don’t make it. Besides, there might be other survivors.”
 “So why not wait to kill this master vampire once we get help?”
 “Because we can’t even be sure the authority’s will believe you. Besides, we don’t have time to wait.”
 I knew a thing or two about vampires, too, although I never put much thought into it. Hell, you can’t hardly turn on the TV late at night without seeing a vampire movie. If Hollywood was right, we might be able to save Jack. If we could kill the master before Jack turned, maybe he wouldn’t turn at all.
 “And if the movies are wrong?”
 “Then at least I’ll be able to get a little payback for Cecil. We got these vampires scared. That means we can hurt them. We can kill them.”
 Suddenly, Sue grabbed hold of my shirt collar and pulled me to her, planting a kiss on me that damn near blew the boots off my feet. I ain’t ashamed to say I felt as warm and tingly as a school boy sneaking his first kiss beneath the bleachers, and when she pulled away, I just sort of stood there, still puckered up and stammering.
 “Make sure you come back alive,” she said.
* * *
 Hardly a word passed between Jack and me as we made our way through the hills, this time heading to the Whatley place to kill a master vampire.
 “If I turn,” Jack said, “you kill me.”

 “That ain’t gonna happen.”

 “If it does, though, you kill me. I’d sure as hell do the same to you.”

 “All right, but it ain’t happening, because we’re gonna kill the master.”

 An uncomfortable notion nagged at the back of my mind. “Those people back in town,” I said. “Maybe we didn’t do right by them.”

 “How do you figure?”

 “If we kill the Master, they wouldn’t turn, at least that’s what we’re hoping, but we drove stakes into every one we found. We—”

 “They were already dead. If we kill the Master—and that’s a pretty big if—all we’ve done is drive a few wooden posts into corpses. There’s no coming back from the dead, unless it’s as one of those things.”
 Jack shielded his eyes from the glare of the rising sun.

 “You all right?” I asked.

 “I think so. Just burns is all. We need to hurry.”

 I looked at him.

 He wiggled the fingers of his broken hand at me.

* * *
 A collection of sagging, rotting shacks, barns, and chicken coops made up the Whately farm. The chicken coop doors stood open, some hanging loose on the hinges, and tufts of feathers littered the rocky path. The feathers danced in a light breeze that carried the stink of chicken shit. Looked like a coyote had a heyday in the coop. A whole pack of coyotes. I spotted the ripped remains of chickens in the weeds. The carcasses looked like they might have been there for thirty years. They were withered. Dry. Drained of blood. The hogs, too, were withered husks, grey and brittle, eyes sunken, sprawled in the pig pen. Not a drop of blood pooled in the stinking mud and shit.
 The farm reeked of the all too familiar rotted meat stink, but there was another smell, too, something like sulphur, lingering in the air.
 Under the protection of the sunlight, we tromped through the grounds without fear of a vampire attack. We knew, though, as soon as we entered one of the shuttered houses, we’d be in danger, possibly from every vampire in the county, and there was no telling how many that might be.
 We rounded a corner and heard a furtive movement, a weak moaning.
 Curled up like a dying spider, an old man squatted next to a weed-choked woodpile. With his arms wrapped around his knees, he shivered, rocked back and forth slightly, and sobbed, his head hung low. He flinched, but did not look up, as we approached.
 “Who’s there?” he asked, his voice low as if he both wanted an answer and was afraid someone might hear. “Who’s there?”

 I recognized his grizzled, raspy voice. 

 Ezekiel Whately.

 “It’s R.F. Coven and Jack Sutherland, Mr. Whately,” I answered. 

 “What are you boys doing here?” he asked. His head quivered from side to side, but he did not look up. “You shouldn’t be here. Bad things are about.”
 “We know, sir.”

 “You seen them?” He moaned—a defeated sound.

 “Are you all right, Mr. Whately? Are you hurt?”

 I smelled the stink of burning coal and brimstone.

 Now I noticed dried blood upon his hands, tracing the outline of his wrinkled skin, staining his fingers brownish red.

 “Mr. Whately?”

 He raised his head.

 Where his eyes should have been, only gaping holes remained. Blackened tissue puffed along the interior of the sockets, and oozing blisters clustered upon the surrounding skin. Tears of dirt, blood, and puss snaked down Ezekiel’s cheeks.
 Someone had taken a hot poker to his eyes, I thought.

 “Who did this?” I asked.

 “He was so bright.” His voice hitched. “So terrible to look upon. But I couldn’t turn my eyes away.”

 His fingertips lightly touched the seared flesh, and he flinched and snapped his hand away. The corners of his mouth spasmed, but instead of sobbing again, he told us how his family sought to bring their long feud with the Stubbs to an end, and how they damned themselves in the process.
 “We shouldn’t have called up what could not be put down,” he said. “We conjured the devil. Called him up to help us end our feud once and for all.”
 I thought about the bluejays Cecil mentioned. If the devil had been called up in Spider Creek, they would have had no reason to make their Friday trip to Hell. Dead frogs coming back to life, the blood moon—all side effects of whatever witchcraft had been used to summon the devil.
 “We asked him to give us a weapon,” the old man said, “something we could use against them. He … he promised to give us a weapon. He gave us—”
 The Master, I thought.

 “A thing straight out of hell,” the old man whispered. “One of his brood crawled up from a festering hole in the ground.”

 A dracula.

 “What did you do?” Jack asked.

 “We should have known better, because his words were soaked in just enough honey to cover the taste of the poison. I never wanted them to take my own family, to make them like—”
 “You old bastard!” Jack reached down with both hands and hoisted Ezekiel off the ground like a rag doll. “You know what you’ve done? You know how many people died?”
 The old man trembled. He brought his gnarled hands to the ruins of his eyes.
 “The whole town!” Jack spat, shaking the wizened sorcerer. I heard the old man’s bones snapping with each shake. “All of them dead, because of you!”
 I grabbed Jack’s shoulder. “Let him go. He’s done for already. No use in killing him now.”
 Big Jack looked to be on the verge of tears, his eyes ringed with red as he stared into the eyeless face of the man who had called a vampire into our world. The large man’s hands flexed at the sorcerer’s scrawny neck, and if he wanted to, he could have ripped him in half. Instead, he dropped him into a squirming, sobbing pile in the dirt.
 I leaned next to him, and he coughed up a glob of blood and spit.

 “Ezekiel,” I said, “we come to kill that thing. Where is it?”

 His crooked finger wavered in the direction of a pair of bulkhead storm cellar doors.

 “That’s it then,” I told Jack. “That’s where we’ll find him.”

 “Time’s a wasting.”

 As we turned away, Ezekiel said, “It’ll take more to kill it than it does the others.” He collapsed into a wet hacking fit, then rasped, “Drive a stake through his heart, but you’ll have to take off his head, too.”
 He started coughing again, each whoop racking his spindly body more forcefully than even Jack’s manhandling. We walked towards the storm cellar and threw open the doors. A smell like roadkill rotting in the sun rose from below. Just then, I realized the old man had stopped coughing. I looked back, and saw him laying on his side, dead like the rest of his family, but staring after us with those hollow eyes.
 We set fire to each and every one of the houses. The desiccated wood went up like paper. Screams came from inside. When the barn went up, a pair of figures broke out, and as soon as the sunlight touched them, they exploded in a cloud of green smoke.
 Took less than a half hour, but we were covered in sweat, and Jack looked as pale as could be.

 “You all right?” I asked.

 “Don’t feel good, but I’ll be fine as soon as we finish this.”

 All that remained was the Master.

 Throwing open the storm cellar doors, we leaned down and peered into the shadows.

 “How do you reckon we’re gonna get him out of there?” Jack asked.

 “Think he’d come out if we asked nicely?”

 “Why don’t you stick your hand down there and wiggle your fingers?”

 “Not hardly.” I knew some old boys who fished for catfish by sticking their hands beneath rocks and using their fingers for bait. When a catfish nipped them, they grabbed a hold and yanked the fish out of the water. I thought they were about crazy as Hell for trying something like that with a fish, let alone a vampire. “Guess we’ll have to go down and get him.”
 “You go first,” Jack said.
 We descended into the cellar.
* * *
 The storm cellar was damp and dark. A single, catawampus wooden support beam kept the whole place from collapsing. Like stored food reserves, several people lay in the dirt—people I recognized, even—
 “Cordelia!” Jack cried.
 The pretty young woman and her mother lay in the dirt. They must not have made it out of town after all. Cordelia at least didn’t seem to be injured. Despite the surroundings, she appeared to be sleeping peacefully.
 “She looks all right,” I said. “Leave her be and lets find the Master.”

 Spiders by the hundreds crawled around the chamber. They scurried around our feet, but did not approach.

 “Why aren’t they attacking us?” I asked, but Jack didn’t say a word.

 The spindly, desiccated thing came into view. It nested in a tangle of roots along one of the dirt walls. His face was vaguely human, but sunken and twisted into something demonic. A couple of bodies, dry as termite-eaten wood, lay at his feet. 
 So this is the bastard who’s been causing all the trouble, I thought. Doesn’t look like much to me. 
 The master raised his head, bared his wickedly curved fangs, and hissed. In the darkness, his bulging eyes gleamed like miniature blood-colored moons. Flecks of rusty brown freckled his face, and a curdled beard of thick gore clung to his lower lip and chin, dribbling down to his breastbone and chest.
 My fingers tightened around the stake. My nails dug half-moon gashes in my palms.
 A fine rain of dust trickled from the ceiling and stirred in the air between me and the monster in a ghost-like veil.
 My muscles coiled like wire. Tension rushed up from my toes, through my legs, my stomach, and my arms. My jaw clenched so tight I thought my teeth might snap at the gumline.
 “Hold him down, Jack,” I said.
 Jack—
 A dry cackle from the master set the hairs at the nap of my neck on end. I was suddenly aware that Jack no longer stood by my side. Stepping back as my confidence drizzled away, I looked for my friend.
 I somehow knew where I’d find him.
 Big Jack—my best friend since childhood, the strongest and toughest man in the county, the man who had knocked Old Samson flat with a single punch—crouched over Coredelia’s unconscious form. He scooped her into his arms and held her close. His fingers flexed, kneading at her like the paws of kitten nursing at the teat.
 The slurping noises were the worst.
 Cordelia’s body sagged, her head lolling back to reveal the ragged wound at her throat, blood still pumping in slowing spurts. Jack’s baleful eyes met my own as he dropped his victim and rose to his full height. His head almost brushed the ceiling, and I reckoned he could have brought the whole place down around us if he set his mind to it.
 “Aw, shit.”
 Jack slammed into me with the full force of a runaway locomotive. My feet left the ground and the wind blasted out of my lungs in a grunt. My back smashed into the single support beam, and I heard either the wood or my spine give way with a splintering crack. I hit the ground with Jack pressing down on top of me.
 The large man let out a long, weary groan, and his muscles went slack. A rotten egg smell assaulted my senses. 
 When he charged, my friend impaled himself on the stake I had intented to drive into the heart of the master. The wooden point ruptured his heart, and Big Jack was no more.
 I like to think he threw himself on the stake on purpose.

 Pain overwhelmed me then, and I slipped into unconsciousness.

 * * *

 Sometime later, I awoke, thinking Big Jack could damnsure hit hard when he wanted to. A shame he passed on his wrestling career. I lay with my eyes closed, half dreaming of being in my bed, sleeping off a Cold Creek hangover and mentally counting my winnings from the poker game. In another hour or so, I’d drag my sorry butt out of bed and slog through the day. Maybe later I’d ask Sue to go out to a honky-tonk with me and light up the dance floor and—
 I remembered where exactly I was. My senses sharpened, focused on the smell of dirt and blood; the ache of my bruised ribs and back; and the angry pain at my throat.
 My throat.
 I almost brought my hand up to check the wound I knew must surely be there. I scrambled to my feet, trying to calculate how long I’d been out, looking around for any sign of the master.
 I felt his will pushing into my mind, digging in like a tick. For several horrifying seconds, I wanted what he wanted. My thoughts weren’t my own, and I longed for endless darkness, endless suffering, and endless rivers of blood.
 He was in my head!

 Hammering in my chest, my heart sounded like a tribal drum. My blood thundered like whitewater rapids.

 I was still alive. I was not a—

 A dracula.

 My eyes strayed to Jack’s body.

 I might have a chance, but only if I killed the master before I changed.

 I grinned, but it more likely looked like a snarl.

 I spotted the master, nesting again in the roots and runners and dirt of the cellar wall. His sunken eyes were closed. His arms were crossed over his chest, protecting his heart.
 Weak daylight still trickled in from the bulkhead doors. The ceiling seemed to sag and creak, and the rain of dust was steady. Pieces of the support beam lay scattered about the floor.
 I stepped over Big Jack’s body and grabbed a two-foot shard of the beam.

 I approached the master, and he did not stir.

 His thoughts invaded my mind.

 I raised the stake, and he did not stir.

 The psychic seed tick of his will suckled at the core of my being, and I fought with all my might to remain in control. I was not a vampire, not yet, and if I killed this bastard I could be myself again.
 I rammed the weapon into his chest, cutting through his crossed wrists, pinning them in place, into his heart, and out of his back and into the dirt wall behind him.
 He woke, screeching.
 He threw himself at me, but the stake held him in place. He kicked, and his arms trembled, but he could not free himself to scratch at me.
 I pulled out my pocket knife and flicked out the blade.
 Mental commands battered at my brain, but I blocked them out. I thought of the look on Cecil’s face as he died. I thought of Jack drinking the blood of the woman he loved. The master insinuated his will upon me, but all I felt was rage.
 Grabbing him by the hair, I pushed his head back against the wall.
 He screeched “Rhee! Rhee! Rhee!” but no one was left to listen, except me, and I honestly didn’t give a shit.
 Suddenly, a tarantula jumped onto my hand and sunk its hangs into the meat between my thumb and forefinger. Another jumped onto me. A third. Another landed on the back of my neck and scurried under my sweaty shirt collar. I ignored the pain from the bites.
 I stabbed the knife into the side of his neck and started to cut. The vampire thrashed his head left to right, his eyes filled with anger and terror, his teeth snapping fruitlessly as I sawed. My knuckles brushed against dead, flaking skin. The blade rasped against bone, and I leaned into the cut, tearing through his neck.
 He sensed his fate and stopped struggling. His face fell slack, and he said, “But you belong to me,” or some such shit.
 “Ifs and buts, asshole. Ifs and buts.”
 I ripped his head from his body. I felt his soul, like an ice-cold wind racing through the chambers of my heart, as his soul fell back to Hell. I touched Hell, I think, in that moment, and it was one of the most chilling things I have ever experienced, because I felt something greater, more terrible than even the Master, watching me. Instantly, the Master started turning to dust. His skin shriveled down to his bones, his bones deteriorating like termite-eaten wood. Green vapor billowed from the cancerous holes opening in his flesh.
 I watched, then drew in a deep breath, despite the rancid decay clinging to the air.

 Over.

 But I felt no different.

 I hung my head and laughed. Movies can’t be right about everything, I reckon.

 The spiders, free of his control, scurried away.

 The ceiling groaned. I looked up and saw the timber start to come apart, the stress of the missing support post finally too much for the sagging floor to bear.
 I didn’t even have time for an “oh, shit,” before the ceiling crashed down upon me like fifteen tons of pain.
 * * *
 So that’s my story, true as I know how to tell it.
 I feel right awful about what happened to Cecil and Jack. They deserved better. They were my best friends, and I’m proud to have been there with them when the fires of Hell roasted the backs of our necks. Of course, it goes without saying I’m glad Sue made it out alive. I only hope she’s able to go on with her life and achieve her dreams … if she can forget the nightmares she saw in Spider Creek.
 Ifs and buts, my friend, ifs and buts.
 As for me, my job wasn’t finished when the building collapsed in a flaming heap upon me and the Master. As the darkness and the dust and the smoke plumed around me and the ceiling crashed down in a wash of heat and pain, I thought for sure my life had come to its end. But even the crushing weight of the timber did not kill me. I awoke sometime later, waves of pain lapping at me as if I lay with my feet submerged in an ocean of agony. My legs and lower back were shattered and twisted, but I still drew breath, and my heart still beat.
 If I kept still, the pain wasn’t so bad.

 I lay there for what seemed like forever, waiting for death to finally take me. 

 I grew cold. My breathing grew short and quick. My heartbeat slowed.

 Thin beams of daylight pierced holes in the wreckage around me. The settling debris creaked. Dust motes swirled in the rays.

 I was not afraid.

 There in the dark, waiting, I touched my fingers to the wound at my throat. My blood was as thick and sticky as jam.

 I reckon I should have guessed what would become of me, having been bit by that thing, but surviving, just as poor Seth Stubbs had survived for a time, before the hunger for blood overcame him.
 My mouth was as dry as cotton.
 The movies were wrong. Killing the master vampire didn’t save those who had been … infected. Most of the day had slipped away. Nightfall was approaching again. And I was still alive, even though I was busted in a dozen places. 
 The cowboy has no happy song to sing as he rides into the sunset.
 The sunset.
 I nearly passed out from the pain as I crawled from the rubble, pulling myself towards the last rays of failing daylight filtering in from above. I tore my fingernails down to the quick. I dragged my crippled legs behind me, sacks of quivering muscle and crushed bone. Shivering from the strain, stinging sweat running into my eyes, I reached a small opening in the debris. Through the hole, I saw clear blue sky, marred by columns of smoke. I smelled smoke and blood …but, distantly, I smelled fresh air and pastures, too. I placed my trembling hand upon the mass of wood and stone and soot blocking my path. With a shove, I widened the opening so I might fit through.
 I pulled myself into the open and that’s when my strength or willpower finally gave out. I collapsed in the dirt with the stink of ash and smoke and blood filling my nostrils and warm, wet tears rolling down my cheeks.
 So, again, I wait.
 I haven’t changed yet, but it’s only a matter of time.
 I remembered Sue’s little tape recorder—the one I picked up off the floor during the tarantula attack—and pulled it out of my pocket. Since I don’t expect to be around for much longer, I reckon it can’t hurt to record this account of what happened, so maybe—just maybe—it won’t happen again.
 My legs are starting to knit themselves back together. I can even move them a little. It’s a strange feeling. Warm and cold at the same time. Painful and soothing. I figure in another hour I’ll be able to stand and walk away from here. But if I’m lucky I won’t make it that long.
 I don’t want to be no vampire.
 Listen real close. You hear them? Coyotes. Six or maybe more. Showed up just a few minutes ago, scrounging around for an early evening snack. They’re yipping and snarling nearby—and coming closer. They sound mighty hungry and there’s blood—my blood—in the air.
 Like I said in the beginning, you’ll have to judge the ending of my story for yourself. 
 I can hear the coyotes rustling in the trees.
 I’m going to turn the tape off now, because I don’t reckon anybody wants to hear what’s coming next.
 All I have to do is wait.
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