
        
            
                
            
        

    OceanofPDF.com


[image: ]

OceanofPDF.com


Hey you.

Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah.

Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 1

Adrenaline hadn’t stopped pumping through my veins since I’d brought down the big thug, asshole vamp, Thaddeus, a few hours ago. The vamp leader who’d trapped a whole human town like cattle for him to feed off was finally dead thanks to me, and I’d managed to get a few hours of sleep.

Not that I needed much rest after becoming a vamp myself, but unlike Thaddeus, I hadn’t lost my fucking mind after turning into a bloodsucker.

I was pretty confident that people’s true colors were shown after they turned, if my girls and I were anything to go by.

Each one of my deadly beauties had remained a good person, and they were loyal to me even after they willingly turned themselves into vamps. They’d each taken the AIDs vaccine that’d been the start of the whole vampocalypse, and now they were able to fight alongside me with their newfound super strength.

We were back in the center of the little town of Red House after everyone had gotten some sleep, and our new human allies guzzled coffee as the sun peeked out over the glorious horizon.

I’d been a city boy my whole life, but there was something rejuvenating about waking up out in the sticks of West Virginia, even if the hills were probably crawling with feral vamps.

My gorgeous girlfriend Natalie was cleaning our guns and reloading magazines with the grizzled older men of the town, and I grinned as the brunette beauty held her own with the guys.

She’d been my rock since all of this started back in New York City, and I was so lucky to have a woman who was such a badass with her firearms. I was also lucky she was so open-minded about our relationship, and we’d welcomed six other women into our hearts and beds.

Catherine was showing off her newest pink Ruger 10/22 rifle, and she winked at me when she caught me looking. The auburn-haired beauty strutted around on her long legs and distracted every blue-blooded male in the joint.

She laughed with Erika, Natalie’s previous roommate. The dark-haired girl could be shy, but she was fucking badass. Her aptitude for technology had saved our asses several times, and her makeshift Wi-Fi satellite was one of the reasons we’d found the town of Red House.

“Hey!” Neko called. “Humans, come fuel yourselves!”

I turned to see the Japanese beauty coming out of the church with a plate of bacon and toast. The pink-haired woman was petite but lethal, and I grinned as I remembered how hot she’d looked using her judo skills on the vamp army. Her best friend, Brianna, strode beside her and looked like a damn swimsuit model, and the blonde threw me a dazzling smile as she passed out food to the locals.

“We’re going to need breakfast soon, too,” Lily said as she appeared at my side.

The Hispanic woman pushed her dark curls back from her gorgeous face, and I planted a kiss on her olive cheek.

“Damn right,” I chuckled. “That’s why we need our friends to fuel themselves first. I can’t have anyone fainting after we drink from them.”

Catherine strode over and flicked her long hair back over her shoulder.

“Ugh,” she said. “I’m getting totally thirsty. Everyone’s arteries are basically screaming at me right now.”

“Let’s give them a moment to eat,” I said. “Then we can line up the troops for our own breakfast.”

“I never thought I’d not crave coffee,” Lily said. “I always needed a double shot to face the day.”

“Huh,” Catherine said as she nudged her. “Maybe that’s why your blood is like super caffeine.”

The rest of my girls started to gather in with us as the people of Red House ate breakfast and chatted about the bloodbath the night before. They’d made quick work of disposing of the vamp bodies and restoring the town to its former glory.

A bunch of the older and less mobile people had been hidden during the fight, but they’d played their part by tidying up the chaos left behind. Body parts had been removed from the street along with plenty of broken glass and discarded weapons.

“I woke up fucking ravenous,” Valerie said as she licked bacon grease from her fingers.

“So did I,” Catherine said with a smirk. “I’m ready to jump you right now to taste that delicious blood of yours.”

Val blushed under her freckles as she finished her breakfast. She was the only one of my women who was still a human, but I had a feeling the beautiful vet might want to join us pretty soon. The dark-blonde beauty had only known us for a short time, but things moved fast in the vampocalypse.

“Sam,” James said. “What’s the next move?”

Catherine’s Uncle James walked over on his crutches but didn’t wince as he moved his injured leg. The middle-aged guy was tough as nails and born to be a hunter out in the wild. He’d become devoted to me ever since he drank my blood, just like the rest of the town had. We were pretty sure anyone who drank my blood became devoted to me, so long as they’d been on my side before.

“We’re going to save Thaddeus’ prisoners,” I said. “I don’t know how many of them he’ll have left alive, but there’s got to be some left standing.”

“He might have fully drained a bunch of them,” Natalie said. “To fuel up before he attacked.”

I remembered how fucking lethal the vamp leader had been and nodded.

“He definitely drank a fuck-ton of blood to get that powerful,” I said. “But we need to go and rescue everyone who’s left. Neko, Catherine, Lily, you’re coming with me. We’ll also take a few of our human friends on the rescue mission.”

“What about the rest of us?” Natalie asked.

She looked up at me with her dazzlingly blue eyes, and I melted inside as I kissed her head.

“I want you to stay here in case of another attack,” I said. “We’ve got no idea if there’s more of these fuckers lurking and waiting, so I’m not leaving the town unguarded.”

“I’ll make sure we keep a lookout,” Natalie said with a proud smile.

“I know you will,” I said. “Val and Bree, I want you guys to see how our wounded are doing, make sure nobody’s walking around too proud to admit they got hurt in the fight.”

“You can count on us,” Brianna said, and she looped her arm through Val’s.

“Erika,” I said. “I need a resource update. Can you check around town and see what the ammo and grenade situation is after the fight?”

The dark-haired beauty nodded eagerly as more townspeople started to drift in our direction. I knew they now looked at me as their leader, and I damn sure wasn’t going to let them down. Red House needed my help, and so did the people of the next town over.

“Good morning!” I called out as a crowd formed around me. “I want to thank you again for how awesome you all were last night, but the work isn’t finished yet.”

“Just tell us what you need,” Celia said.

The older woman was as tough as she was motherly, and I grinned at the determination on her round face.

“I’m taking some of you to help rescue the prisoners from Black Betsy,” I said. “I want several cars in operation to bring back people as quickly as we can. Gary, Ross, Jerry, Celia, and Mary Bess are up. Get some cars and trucks ready for our mission, and let the guys down the hill know to be ready to move the barricades.”

My selected rescuers grinned and nodded before they strode off to prepare.

“James,” I said as I turned to Catherine’s uncle. “You help Natalie ensure the perimeter is still well protected. We’re not letting our guard down just because we won a fight. There’s still a world of feral vamps out there, along with the organized ones.”

“You got it, Sam,” James said. “Ain’t nobody getting past us.”

“Then there’s just one thing left,” I said. “We’ve got to drink before we leave.”

The crowd bustled into action to line up and provide my women and me with a fresh supply of blood.

It hadn’t been too long since our last feed, but my whole body craved the sweet taste of my new lifesource. James was the first to step toward me and roll up his sleeve to present his forearm. My heightened senses could hear the beat of his heart, and the pulse of his arteries called out to me.

I gripped his arm as I sank my sharp canine teeth into the skin just hard enough to break through and provide me with the rush I needed.

Sweet warmth coursed through my body as I gently drank his blood. A glorious burn like whiskey poured down my throat and spread over me as my energy was replenished. Then I drew back from James’ arm and licked over the wound to heal it, and white scars grew over the entry points.

The older man bowed before he moved aside to let the next person in line hurry over, and a middle-aged woman eagerly held out her pale arm.

I drank again as my girls beside me did the same. Each person had a slightly different taste and provided a new rush of energy. We’d found that some people’s blood gave us unique abilities, but everyone was able to provide us with what we needed to feel hugely fucking powerful.

Once we’d had our fill and sealed up everyone’s bite marks, it was time to ride out.

“Sam,” Lily said. “Maybe you should drink from me, too. We’re going to need our eyesight to be as good as possible for this.”

“Suuure,” Catherine said with a scoff. “Like that’s the only reason you’re offering.”

“I mean it!” Lily grinned. “It’s just an added bonus that it feels fucking orgasmic every time Sam feeds from us.”

“She’s right,” I said. “Everyone going on the mission should drink from Lily. We’re going to need to be able to spot any leftover vamps from Thaddeus’ gang.”

The Hispanic beauty smiled as she held out her arm, and I raised it to my mouth. I pierced through her olive-toned skin and groaned as the taste of coffee flowed down my throat.

It only took a second for my eyesight to become so insane that I could see the individual fibers on Lily’s tank top. Heat coursed through me as she groaned softly, and the gentle roll of her hips gave away how much the act turned her on.

Lily sighed as I softly drew back and let Neko step in next. It drove me fucking wild to watch my girls drink from each other, and I had to look away to stop myself from dragging them all into the nearest building and fucking their brains out.

Once Catherine had drunk, she made a show of softly licking Lily’s arm, even though it would heal by itself.

“You’re so tasty,” the auburn-haired beauty purred. “Remind me to lick you in other places later while Sam watches.”

“I’m holding you to that,” I said with a groan. “Okay, let’s get this show on the road.”

“Literally,” Catherine giggled. “Let’s go rescue some humans!”

The people of Red House had moved with the speed of trained soldiers, even though only some of them were. Natalie immediately started giving strict instructions to her chosen lookouts as James grunted his approval, and Bree hurried off with Val to check on the injured. Erika strode off to do her stock count, and I hurried over to the assembled vehicles that faced down the hillside.

The townsfolk had readied their cars, and Mary Bess waved from her truck as a cigarette dangled from her mouth.

“How many of those do you think she’s got left?” Neko asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “But she’s going to be pissed when she runs out.”

Gary, Jerry, and Ross had readied the cars for us, and they waited out on the road for their instructions. Celia climbed into her old, beaten pick-up truck, and the engine didn’t sound too healthy as it sputtered to life.

“We’ll alternate between vamp and human on the road,” I said to the men. “To make sure you guys are kept as safe as possible. I’ll lead.”

The men nodded and climbed into their cars as my women got into their assigned vehicles. I made my way to one of the old cars at the front and glanced back at Red House before I climbed into the driver’s seat. James’ jeep was still being fixed up by the local mechanic after it had gone for a tumble during the recent storm. Pride swelled in my chest as I watched everyone go about their duties, and I hoped there were still people left alive in Thaddeus’ prison.

The old car purred to life, and I started to lead the way down away from the town. The barricades were quickly moved to allow us to pass as we headed down the hillside toward the next town. The rolling countryside was stunning, and I could almost forget for a moment that the world had fucking ended with how peaceful it looked.

But the enhanced vision I had reminded me of just how different the world was now, and how much I loved being a vamp.

I led the way down Route 62 and through the tiny, abandoned town of Hometown until we neared Black Betsy. My slugger, shotgun, and pistol were all loaded and ready to go if we needed them, and I expected to encounter a few vamps who’d been left behind to guard the prisoners.

We slowed down as we neared the town, and my insane eyesight didn’t pick up on any hint of movement. Black Betsy looked abandoned, with no sign of vamps moving around the streets or buildings.

We had to be close enough for any injured people to be able to reach our cars, but there was a chance they might slaughter the remaining people out of spite if they knew we were coming. I decided to park up a few streets from the school, and the others followed my lead.

Then I slung my rifle over my shoulder, made sure the Glock 45 was secured at my belt, and grabbed my Louisville Slugger as I climbed out of the jeep. The others had brought a similar mix of firearms, hammers, and axes.

“Mary Bess is staying put,” Lily said. “She grunted something about being a driver, not a damn soldier. Then she lit a smoke and rolled her window up.”

“Sounds about right,” I snorted. “No problem. As long as she helps drive, we’ve got the rest covered.”

We waited for a moment to sniff the air before I gestured for us to start walking to the school.

“What do you think?” Catherine asked quietly. “Do you think the vamps are all dead?”

“I doubt it,” I replied. “I’m predicting Thaddeus left a handful of them to guard his precious blood supply, since he was betting on returning to them.”

“That didn’t work out well for him,” Neko said with a grin.

“Nobody’s guarding the school doors,” Lily said. “That’s weird.”

“That makes me think there aren’t many of the fuckers left,” I said. “If they only have a handful of them still standing, they’re probably inside.”

“They must be freaking out by now,” Catherine said. “Surely they’ve figured out we killed off their precious leader?”

“That could mean they’re trying to get as powerful as possible,” Lily said. “Let’s hope there’s still people left inside.”

“What’s our move?” Gary asked as he gripped his rifle.

“We stay quiet,” I said. “I’m up front with Lily. Catherine and Neko will stay at the back, so we’ve got vamps all around our humans. We go in, we kill any vamps we come across, and we get the humans back to Red House.”

My people nodded and quickly arranged themselves into their ranks, and I started to lead the way to the school. The front of the building was abandoned, and all the windows were boarded up. We quietly raced to the back and found it was just as deserted, and a feeling of dread crept into my stomach.

Thaddeus had been a piece of shit, but he’d been smart enough to organize his people. Surely there would still be vamps left behind to guard his so-called cattle. Even thinking of the way he described human beings made my skin crawl, and I vowed to kill every last one of his bloodsuckers left inside that building.

Lily gently tried the handle of the school, and I raised an eyebrow when it opened without protest.

She slowly pushed the door open, and I held my bat ready to strike down any waiting vamps. But the door slowly swung open to reveal nothing but a dark corridor with blood stains smeared over the linoleum floor.

My eyes instantly adjusted to the darkness as I stepped inside and sniffed the air. The unmistakable scent of human blood hung in the corridor, and the distant thud of heartbeats was enough to tell me there were a bunch of humans still alive somewhere.

Our human friends halted at the door and slowly stepped inside. There were still a few cracks of light between the broken boards at the windows, but it would take a moment for their eyes to adjust to the change in light.

“Stay right behind us,” I said quietly. “I can hear heartbeats, but there’s no way they’d still be here if the vamps were all gone.”

“Unless they’re all too weak,” Lily whispered as she threw me a worried glance.

“One step at a time,” I said firmly. “Let’s keep going and save who we can.”

I was silent as I led the way down the hall, and my vamp eyesight picked up every dust particle that drifted through the air. The corridor was lined with crayon drawings that had been splattered with blood, and a broken mop lay next to a knocked-over bucket. It was weird to see the little details of what the world had been before the vamps took over.

Footsteps carried down the hall in the distance, and I threw a hand out to stop Lily. It sounded like two vamps were on the move, but there was no urgency in their speed.

“Guns as a last resort,” I breathed over my shoulder. “We don’t want to alert anyone that we’re here.”

My team nodded and secured rifles over their shoulders as they gripped their axes, knives, and hammers.

I slung my own rifle over my shoulder as I glanced at the freshly wound barbed wire around my trusty bat. Taking the fuckers down with bullets usually only slowed them down before we could smash their brains out, unless we managed to get a clean headshot. Guns would alert other vamps that we were here, and I wasn’t taking any chances with our rescue mission.

“They’ll be here soon,” a male voice said in a gleeful tone. “They must be loading all the bodies up!”

“I hope so,” a lower voice growled. “Thaddeus said he wouldn’t be later than morning to bring them all back.”

Holy shit. The assholes really thought their leader was still on his way. It made sense in a way. He’d seemed fucking unstoppable. But they didn’t know who they’d messed with, and Red Sam would beat any enemy he came across.

The footsteps grew louder, and I could easily pick up that they were coming from the left hallway. I halted at the corner and signaled for everyone to get up against the wall. It wouldn’t be long until the vamps picked up on the scent of our human fighters, but I was ready for them.

“We’ll have so many blood bags,” the first guy said, and I could hear the drool fall from his lips.

“Hey,” the other guy grunted. “Smell that? I think some of the Red House cattle must have escaped and fled here.”

They both chuckled as their footsteps sped up, and I held my bat up and bent my knees to prepare for my strike.

The two assholes rounded the corner at the same time to reveal one squat and muscular, and the other lanky and bald. Both of them had the energy of vamps who’d fed recently, and they immediately snarled and tried to back up. But I had fury and a town’s worth of blood pumping through my veins, and I swung my slugger as I leaped at the shorter one.

My body shuddered from the impact as I slammed the bat into his face, and the strength of my hit shattered the front of his skull. Blood and bone splattered my face as one of his eyeballs popped, and several teeth went flying.

Lily jumped at the second fucker with a feral snarl, and her axe flew straight to his head. The blade slammed into the side of his skull enough to carve his cheek open like a Jack-o’-Lantern. Muscle and flesh sliced off like deli meat, but it wasn’t enough to kill him. The vamp spluttered in pain as he dove forward, but Lily darted out of the way.

I pulled my bat back from my first victim and swung it around to meet the back of the second vamp’s head as he dove. Barbed wire slammed into his bald skull just as Lily spun around to deliver another blow to his face.

Her axe struck his nose, and our combined hit obliterated the asshole’s skull into a mess of torn skin, shattered bone, and blood. Moldy vamp brains leaked out of the mess, and we pulled our weapons free as the corpse fell. The busted head oozed onto the linoleum floor, and the stench stung my nostrils.

“Nice,” Jerry muttered as he sidestepped the spreading pool of blood.

“Come on,” I said. “The stink of vamp brains will carry to the others soon.”

I followed the smell of human blood around the left corridor and led everyone down the dim hall. A display case of shields and trophies for kids’ sports had been smashed up on the right, and photos of the school soccer team were stained with red.

A wail carried down the hall, and my stomach turned as the sound of human hearts grew louder. Another turn in the corridor was coming up, and I could smell the humans being kept down the next hall.

“Next right,” I whispered behind me. “Shit ton of humans and several vamps.”

The group nodded, and we hurried past trashed classrooms littered with various body parts. I slowed down as we approached the next corner and crept forward to see what we were dealing with.

The double doors were shut ahead, and it looked like the entrance to a gymnasium or assembly hall. Bloodstained handprints were smeared on the gray doors. They’d probably been left by people desperately fighting against being dragged inside.

We were close enough now that even my human crew would be able to hear the sobs and stifled wails of their fellow people. I could smell so much blood that it damn near made my head spin. That meant there was no shortage of human injuries waiting behind the door, and I felt feral with fury at the bloodsucking assholes. The smell of my own people would be masked by the sea of prisoners, and that meant I could spare at least a few moments to discuss tactics.

I turned to my group, and they gathered in with their weapons clutched tightly.

“There’s so many people in there,” Catherine breathed. “Those poor humans.”

“I’m ready to spill vamp blood,” Neko hissed.

“We don’t know how many vamps are in there,” I said. “Humans need to stick close to our vamps when we fight. Pick a partner, and stay with them. Half of us veer left, the other right. There’s no chance we’re getting through this without firearms, so I need you guys to get some clean shots.”

“You got it, Sam,” Gary said with a nod.

“Humans,” I said. “You guys shoot the fuckers down, and we’ll make sure they get finished off.”

Killing us vamps was only possible by destroying our brains, and even the best shooters might not hit the skull with how quickly we could move. But if my shooters could injure the fuckers enough to slow them down, the girls and I could beat their moldy brains in.

Gary, Ross, Jerry, and Celia all swung their rifles forward and looked ready to slaughter. Neko and Lily wielded their axes, and Catherine spun the hammer in her hand like the badass fighter she was.

The group split in half, and I nodded before I turned back to the door. I inhaled deeply, then flung the double doors open to reveal a fucking horror show.

The school gymnasium had been turned into a prison of nightmares with around a hundred humans packed together, but only about half of them were alive. Dried-up corpses lay among the living prisoners who all had zip ties around their wrists. Some people had been bound to a climbing frame on the far side of the gym, and I suspected those were the humans deemed as the biggest threats, judging by their size. Long chains had been wrapped around their torsos and limbs to tie them tightly to the frame, but there weren’t any shackles around their wrists or ankles.

Ten vamps had been left behind to guard the prisoners, and the shock on their faces told me everything I needed to know about their readiness to fight.

“Slaughter them!” I yelled as I led the charge to the closest trio of bloodsuckers.

Ross sent a bullet right into the neck of the first vampire, and the shot was enough to knock the fucker back for a moment. A second asshole swung his own rifle up, but I knocked it aside with my slugger before he could shoot. I dove onto the bastard with enough force to knock him on his back as I swung my bat down into his face.

His body hit the floor right as I smashed his skull, and my knees rattled against the ground as I fell with him. My bat splattered his moldy brains like I’d struck a gross watermelon, and I jumped straight back up to deal with the fucker Ross had shot in the neck. The vamp lurched forward as his wound began to heal, and I struck him right in the side of his face.

My blow was hard enough for a sickening crunch to ring out as his neck snapped to the side. Blobs of torn flesh clung to my bat as I pulled it back to deliver a second hit to the skull. I smashed it into his ruined face a second time as his body fell to the ground. Bits of brain exploded with the gore, and I retrieved my bat, spun around, and saw the rest of my group fucking nailing their roles.

The human shooters stood calm and aimed perfectly despite the chaos around them. They delivered cover fire to keep the vamps down until my women and I had a chance to smash their brains in. Ross even managed to deliver two shots directly into vamp heads with the kind of precision only a veteran could manage.

Shots rang out through the gym and echoed into my eardrums like a snare drum on steroids. My amplified hearing picked up every drop of blood that hit the ground as my women kicked ass. Neko moved like the vampire judo master she was, and she spun with feline grace. She dove down to avoid the bullets from one vamp’s rifle, and she lunged forward as she kept low to the ground.

The Japanese beauty swung her axe up and embedded it in the vamp’s lower abdomen. He cried out in pain and dropped his rifle, and Neko kicked it to the side as she pulled out her axe. The wound was deep enough to reveal glistening muscle as blood poured down from the ruined flesh.

Neko swung her axe as she jumped up and cleaved it directly into the center of the fucker’s skull. The strength of her hit was insane for such a petite woman, but that was the beauty of being a powered-up vamp. Gross brains splattered under her blade as the vamp fell down dead, and Neko grinned at her handiwork.

Lily and Catherine had teamed up to take down one huge vamp woman at once. My girls circled the huge vamp like vultures as they barred their teeth and taunted her.

Gary had delivered a bullet to the bitch’s chest, and it had knocked her back enough for her to lose control of her gun. Lily had used the chance to dive forward and slammed her axe into the vamp’s arm so hard it damn near severed it at the elbow. The vamp’s rifle clattered to the ground as the auburn-haired beauty moved in for the kill.

“Die, you big, ugly bitch!” Catherine snarled as she raced forward with her hammer.

My tall lover came around the back of the vamp and slammed the claw side of the hammer down into the back of her target’s skull. Metal pierced through bone, and Catherine pulled back to really dig into the brain and break through the vamp’s head. The bitch fell to the ground with a loud thud, and I turned to the final two assholes left to kill.

Gary put a bullet directly between the eyeballs of one of them, and I grinned at his aim as the vamp fell onto his face. Jerry brought a boot down onto the fucker’s skull and smashed it apart to ensure there was no coming back.

We all turned to the final vamp, and I raised an eyebrow as he fell to his knees with his hands in the air. He looked middle-aged with thinning black hair and a gaunt face. Blood was stained down his shirt, and I held a hand up to the others as I strode over to him.

“Listen, man,” he said in a shaky voice. “Please, don’t kill me. I don’t give a shit about Thaddeus. I can tell you anything you want to know, and I can work for you. Here, have this.”

He pulled a Glock 30 from his belt and threw it onto the floor at my feet.

“Squirmy fucker,” Neko said as she rested a hand on her hip.

I glanced at the terrified audience of humans beside us, and the smell of urine told me a couple of them had pissed themselves in fear. It was hard to blame them. They’d been stuck in a real-life nightmare.

“You want to work for me?” I asked as I studied the vamp’s thin face.

“I’m a free agent,” he said. “Thaddeus would’ve killed me if I didn’t join his crew, but I’m not loyal to that fat fucker. You gotta believe me, man.”

I glanced at the girls, who had zero sympathy on their beautiful faces.

There was a chance this vamp really didn’t have any loyalty to his dead leader, but that didn’t mean he was a good guy.

“Why should I believe you?” I asked.

“You can have your first pick of cattle,” he said. “Some of the bitches in there are pretty hot, too. Before you drain the life out of them, you can–”

I brought my bat down onto the vamp’s head before he could finish his fucked-up sentence. The slugger slammed down into the top of his bald spot and exploded his skull into smithereens. Moldy brains and bone fragments splattered the ground as the headless corpse fell down with a wet thud.

“Asshole,” I muttered.

“Good call,” Lily said. “No chance that fucker was worth keeping around.”

Silence fell over the gymnasium as dozens of ashen faces stared at me. There were about sixty people left alive among the husked-out corpses, and not a single person looked happy to see me. I couldn’t imagine what was going through their heads, other than I was just another vamp leader swooping in to use them as human cattle.

“Celia,” a small female voice said through a sob. “What’s happening?”

A thin woman in her fifties shook like a leaf as she crouched down between two corpses. Her brown hair was matted with blood, and there were puncture wounds all down her arm.

“Lisa!” Celia gasped. “Oh, you poor darlin’!”

She hurried forward and shoved the corpses aside before she helped Lisa to her feet.

“Looks like they really did a number on you guys,” I said as I shook my head. “Everyone, I’m Sam, and I’m here to free you.”

An explosion of questions broke out from those brave enough to speak, and some voices sounded angrier than they were scared. I gave everyone a moment to vent before I raised a hand and cleared my throat.

“I’m living up in Red House,” I said. “I’ve just helped the town kill off Thaddeus along with all of his cronies. To the best of my knowledge, these fucks were the last of them.”

“You killed Thaddeus?” Lisa asked as Celia held her. “How is that possible?”

“Because he’s Red Sam,” Catherine said. “He brought six other girls and me all the way from New York City safely, and we’re living with my uncle James now.”

“James,” a middle-aged man said in a deep growl. “You ain’t Catherine, are ya?”

The man was chained up to the climbing frame on the far wall, and I could see why. He was probably a head taller than me with muscles bulging out from his torn denim shirt. His black hair stuck out in all directions, and his beard was flecked with gray. It didn’t shock me to learn he was friends with James. I could picture the two of them out hunting and fishing in the wilds of West Virginia.

“You know James?” I asked.

“For damn decades,” the man said. “I know all these folks. Celia, is this young man telling the truth?”

“Damn straight, Clive,” she replied. “He helped us blow those fuckers to smithereens, and he saved my kids from being taken by ‘em.”

Clive grinned behind his bushy beard and let out a low chuckle.

“I like the sound of this guy,” he said. “Despite the fact you’re clearly one of those bloodsuckers, son. Your lady friends, too. How exactly does that work?”

“We’ve got theories,” I said. “It seems like asshole humans turn into asshole vamps. My girls and I are good people, and we’ve stayed that way through the change. We still need blood, but the town people feed us willingly to keep us strong so we can protect them.”

“It’s true,” Jerry said. “They take a small sip from each of us, and they keep us safe in return.”

“I saw that,” Clive said. “Even the smallest lady fought like a dang mountain lion.”

Neko grinned and bowed.

“We can’t trust them,” a younger man hissed over his shoulder. “I don’t care who they killed, they’re vamps! Clive, we need to escape.”

“Listen here,” Celia snarled, and the young man spun to face her. “Sam and his ladies risked their damn lives to help us all up in Red House. You think I’m some idiot who goes around trusting folks without good reason? You think I’d let a monster run free around my kids? You calling me a bad mother, dipshit?”

“No, ma’am,” the man muttered, but he shot me a wary glance.

“I know it’s nuts,” Jerry said with a sigh. “But you gotta believe us, we’d be dead without Red Sam.”

“Is everyone in Red House alive?” Lisa asked.

“Every last one of ‘em,” Gary said. “Sam’s helped organize us and set up barricades and shit. He’s even got plans for how to keep us moving forward as a society.”

“I know trust takes time,” I said. “You’re free to go wherever you want, but I’d love for you to join us up in Red House. We’ve seen how bad it is out on the road, and I wouldn’t recommend seeing it for yourselves.”

“Everywhere is crawling with evil vamps,” Catherine said with her chin stuck out. “Not just smart ones, feral ones.”

“I won’t stop anyone from leaving,” I said with a shrug. “But if you want to be part of our fiefdom, we could use all the help we can get.”

“Fiefdom?” Clive grunted. “Does that mean you’re the one in charge of the whole town, Red Sam?”

“It does,” I said. “But I need as many right-hand men as I can get, if you want the job.”

The bearded man nodded slowly, then rattled the chains around his wrist.

“Beats being chained up here like a beast,” he grunted. “Any friend of James’ is a friend of mine. Let me be the first to offer my services to ya, son. All I ask in return is a drink of James’ whiskey he keeps in his cellar. The good shit, not the cheap ones.”

“I’ll try to swing that,” I chuckled, and I carefully wove around corpses toward the back of the gym hall.

“I reckon the key’s in the fat one’s pocket,” Clive said as he nodded toward a vamp corpse. “He’s the fucker who chained us before.”

“Thanks,” I said.

I went to check the fat corpse for the key, but there wasn’t anything in any of his pockets.

“Well, shit,” I said. “That’s okay. Your friends gave me plenty of blood before I got here, and now I’ve got adrenaline running through me.”

I truly felt like I could have killed fifty more vamps with my bare hands, and energy pulsed through every vein as I stopped beside Clive. He raised a bushy eyebrow but didn’t question me as I grabbed the chain held together by a large padlock. I inhaled deeply as I gripped the cool metal and put all my strength into pulling the chain apart.

Metal links shattered like glass as I yanked my hands in different directions. The top of the chain fell to the ground with a clatter, and Clive started to untangle himself from the length of metal. He pulled it off his legs and groaned as he stretched out his freed limbs.

“Fucking shit, son,” he said. “Damn right, I’m on your side. Don’t wanna piss you off, that’s for sure.”

I grinned as I turned to the next chained man, and he eagerly held out his arms. My women got to work breaking the zip ties apart on the others as I freed the strongest men. We eventually had everyone freed, but a few of them were too weak to stand up on their own.

“Okay,” I said. “We’re going to take back the weakest and most drained people first. Does anyone have any serious injuries?”

“My leg is broken,” one guy who couldn’t have been older than twenty said. “One of them threw me into a wall after he drank from me.”

“Holy shit,” I said. “Gary, help that young man to your car. Who else needs immediate medical attention? Anyone who feels like they can wait for the last cars, it’d be a huge help.”

The people who were the most drained of blood were helped up to their feet, and we started to work out who needed to leave quickly. Catherine soothed an elderly woman who could barely stand, and the auburn-haired beauty slid her arm around the woman’s waist to help her walk.

“Sam,” Clive said as he held out a hand. “I’m here to help. I can show you where they store their good shit.”

I shook his hand and felt the beat of his pulse loud and clear.

“It’s good to have you on board,” I said. “I’ll help drive our survivors to town, then I’ll focus on collecting what I can from this place.”

A squeak of a sneaker on the gym floor and a rush of air alerted my heightened senses that someone had just moved quickly behind me.

I spun around to see the young man who had questioned me earlier sprinting at me with a feral look in his eye. But before I could stop him, Clive pulled a Glock from his jeans and shot the man right between the eyes.
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Silence followed the gunshot as all eyes in the gymnasium fell on Clive.

Blood pooled on the floor from the dead guy’s face, and I was stunned by how quickly Clive had reacted.

I could have taken the charging man down with one hand, but Clive had saved my ass anyway. He slowly lowered his Glock and shoved it into a holster on his belt before he raised a hand.

“Sorry for adding to the mess,” he said. “Gotta put vermin down when I see ‘em. He had it out for ya. Never liked the guy anyway.”

“I saw that,” I said with a raised eyebrow. “You’re one hell of a shot.”

“Are you a veteran, too?” Catherine asked as she stared down at the corpse.

“No, ma’am,” Clive said as he rubbed his beard. “Just years of practicing out on the hills. Me and James have brought back plenty of game from these mountains over the years. No doubt Black Betsy has better shooters than Red House, eh, boys?”

He chuckled as Ross scoffed, and I grinned at the friendly competition.

But joking and catching up were going to have to wait a bit longer because there were people who needed medical attention, and we had cars to load. I pulled my gaze away from the latest corpse and noticed some faces had paled even further.

“Let’s get moving!” I called. “We load as many folks as we can into cars and take them back to town. Ross, Neko, you stay with me with anyone not being taken on the first run.”

Everyone got to work, and I helped an older guy with bruises all along his arms to the vehicles. He was deathly white with watery eyes and shaking legs.

It was fucking pathetic for Thaddeus to have thought keeping people like that captive was a power move. The old man clutched my arm as he hobbled down the corridor, and I was pretty sure he was at least ninety.

“You’re a good kid,” the old man croaked. “Slaughtering those motherfucking fuckers. That’s what we need around here!”

Neko shook with laughter as she helped a young woman walk out, and I grinned at the foul-mouthed old man.

I walked him outside and helped him into Mary Bess’ truck with a few others. Catherine sat four people in her assigned car before she threw me a dazzling grin.

“All set,” she said. “I’ll lead the troops back to Red House.”

“Drive safe,” I said. “I’m heading back in just in case any vamp fuckers managed to survive somehow. I couldn’t sense any more of them inside, but I’m not risking leaving the humans alone.”

“Don’t you worry about us,” Catherine said as she swung a long leg into the driver’s seat. “We’ll see you real soon, Drac!”

I went back inside and waited with the stronger folks who didn’t need to be transported as urgently. Most of them had heavily bruised wrists and red-rimmed eyes from sleep deprivation, but they were stronger than the others.

“Is there anything left in the town?” I asked as I leaned against the climbing wall. “Supply-wise?”

“They took our weapons,” Clive replied. “Well, the ones they could find. But they did keep our non-perishables to feed us and keep their precious blood supply going. I’ll show ya.”

The bearded man gestured for me to follow him, and Ross and Neko instantly fell in by my side.

“You guys wait here and protect the others,” I said. “I’ll be fine. He seems genuine, and I can handle one human if he does surprise me.”

“Before you go,” Ross said. “Make sure you’re as strong as possible after that fight.”

He pulled up his sleeve and presented his arm to me. It’d been so recently that I’d fueled up, I didn’t actually need to drink, but there could be a real benefit from drawing a little blood from Ross. Everyone in the room had their eyes on me, and I knew it could be a good time to show my restraint in drinking blood.

It was all well and good to swear I had control, but actually demonstrating it would really put the ball in my court.

“Holy fuck,” one man muttered. “He’s really just offering his own blood out freely.”

“Trust me,” Ross said. “I’m a vet. I know how to spot an enemy a mile off. Sam’s the leader we need right now.”

“You guys don’t need to watch if you don’t want to,” I said. “I know you’ve all had awful experiences with this, but I never take it without permission.”

I took Ross’ arm in my hand and raised it to my mouth. The soldier’s pulse beat loudly as his prominent veins screamed out to be pierced. I sank my teeth in slowly to break the skin, and a warm rush of blood poured onto my tongue.

The energizing nectar dripped down my throat and rejuvenated any strength expended during the fight. I only took a couple of small gulps before I gently pulled my mouth back and wiped stray droplets from my lips.

Ross stood perfectly still as I licked his wounds to heal them, and he grinned wildly as I gently lowered his arm.

“Do you feel okay?” I asked.

“Sir,” he said with a crisp salute. “I feel amazing. It’s an honor to serve you.”

My people got a rush of loyalty every time I drank from them, and the young soldier grinned from ear to ear as he stood tall.

“At ease,” I chuckled. “I’m glad to have you with me. You’re definitely not feeling weak after that?”

“Never better,” Ross said with a nod. “Ready to take on another vamp army if I need to.”

“Let’s hope you don’t,” I said.

The remaining Black Betsy locals stared at me with wide eyes, and a couple of them strode over to inspect Ross’ arm.

“It’s healed,” one of them said. “Those fuckers never did that for us!”

“That checks out,” I said. “Ross and Neko have your backs for now. I’ll be right back.”

My pink-haired lover flashed me a feline grin as I strode over to Clive at the gym doors. The Black Besty residents exploded into hushed conversation as I left the room, and I had a feeling Ross just helped me win their trust even more.

“That was quite the show,” Clive said as he led me down the hall. “You really do have self-control with blood sucking. I didn’t know it could be done like that, son.”

“It’s totally doable,” I said. “I’ve got no desire to drain Ross’ blood, so it’s easy to let go when I need to.”

“I had my doubts when you first said it,” Clive said. “But that little demonstration convinced me. But I suspect that was your plan, huh, Red Sam?”

He gave me a knowing wink, and I grinned as he stopped in front of a locked door labeled as a supply closet.

“I saw it open when they first dragged me in,” Clive said as he tried the handle. “Unless they’ve moved the supplies, I saw dozens of cans and sacks of beans in here. Want me to shoot the handle?”

“Save your bullets,” I said. “Stand back, the wood’s going to shatter.”

The bearded man took a step back as I raised a leg and kicked the door beside the handle. My foot splintered the dark wood like it was nothing and created a large hole with jagged edges. I pushed the broken door, and the remainder of the panel swung open to allow us into the supply closet.

“I could watch you do vamp shit all day,” Clive said. “I didn’t think about how cool these powers would be on someone I didn’t want to shoot in the head.”

I grinned and stepped into the supply closet to find shelves lined with canned and dried goods.

“Nice,” I said. “There’s a lot here to add to our supplies. Which is good, seeing as we’ve got a ton of new mouths to feed.”

A large sports bag filled with cleaning supplies had gathered dust under the bottom shelf, and I grabbed it and emptied it out. Then I stuffed it full of soup, canned vegetables, various canned meats, and bags of rice and beans, and passed it through to Clive.

“I’ve got about half in here,” I said as I hefted the bag out of the closet. “Let’s find something else to carry the rest.”

The classroom next door was filled with smashed-up desks and debris, but there were a few backpacks that we used to fill up the rest of the cans. I dragged the crammed sports bag back to the gym, and Clive brought the remaining supplies.

“More supplies!” Ross said as he hurried over. “Awesome! Red House is going to be the most well-stocked town in West Virginia.”

“Could there be anything left in the houses in town?” I asked. “Did Thaddeus’ thugs destroy everything useful?”

“I reckon there’s still plenty to be salvaged,” Clive said as he rubbed his beard. “Human shit the vamps didn’t have an interest in, but they got all the food there was to get.”

“We’ll come back to do a sweep of the town soon,” I said with a nod.

It didn’t take long for the drivers to return for another load of people, and my shoulders relaxed to see my girls waltz through to help more passengers.

“Should we search the houses for more supplies?” Lily asked.

“We can do another trip around the town soon,” I said. “Clive said there should be some non-food supplies we could salvage, but the priority is getting everyone back to Red House for now.”

We managed to get the remaining survivors loaded up into the vehicles for the second run, and I hauled our food supplies into Mary Bess’ truck. Five Black Betsy locals crammed into the car with me, and we left the decimated town behind.

A young man with messy red hair sat in the passenger seat, and he glanced at me sideways for the whole ride. I knew it would take a while for the new locals to trust me, but none of my riders complained as I drove.

“Everyone feeling okay?” I asked. “I know you’ve been through hell, but I’m going to protect you. You’ve seen what I do to vamps who try and fuck with my people.”

“I think we’ll be okay,” the red-haired guy said. “It’s just a shock, you know?”

“I get that,” I said. “You’ll feel better after some food and rest.”

It was a stunningly bright day, and the sun cast a golden glow over the green of the mountains and fields. All the residents of Red House were gathered in the town center when we drove in, and Natalie and Erika hurried over as I got out of the jeep. Catherine, Lily, and Neko helped their riders from the cars and then strode over to join us with satisfied grins on their faces.

“Sam!” Natalie said as she slid into my arms. “We’ve got new residents!”

I gave her a kiss on her full lips and pushed a stray strand of hair back from her face.

“That’s right,” I said. “Along with loads more canned goods.”

Some of the local women hurried to Mary Bess and started to bring our new supplies to the church, where food was stored and cooked. I wasn’t surprised to see the folks of Red House had launched straight into small-town hospitality. Sweet tea, cups of coffee, and beef jerky were handed out to the newcomers, and people were ushered off to clean up the crusted blood on their clothes and skin.

“There’s fifty-eight of them,” Erika said. “That’s a lot of space we need to find for them to live comfortably, but we should be able to make it work pretty easily.”

“There’s a motel in town,” I said. “How many rooms does it have?”

“Twelve,” Erika said. “I checked already when you were gone, so I could do the math for our new residents.”

“Of course you did,” I chuckled, and the black-haired girl blushed.

“Most of them are double rooms,” she said. “So that almost gives us enough space for everyone. There is also one house that was up for sale and empty, so that’s three more beds. And there’s always room in the church.”

“I’m sure the people of Red House will be happy to open their doors,” I said. “This is really turning into a proper vampocalypse community.”

“Red Sam’s fiefdom,” Catherine said. “It’s totally the right name choice, it sounds so badass and sexy.”

“Just like some women I know.” I grinned, and the auburn-haired beauty blew me a kiss.

“Where are Bree and Val?” Lily asked.

“They’re still at the medical station,” Erika said. “Caroline is running it like a military operation. I heard her scream at a man twice her size who got in the way of her bandaging station.”

“That makes sense,” I said with a laugh. “I wouldn’t want to get in her way when she’s doing her thing.”

“I’d like to learn from her,” Lily said. “A badass woman in the medical field is my dream teacher.”

“There’s going to be plenty of time for that,” I said as I squeezed her hand. “I’m sure she’d be honored to share her knowledge.”

The town center bustled with life as new residents were shown around and accommodations were figured out. Clive strode slowly around and looked out at the view of mountains and long grass, and he sighed deeply as he scratched his beard.

“Are you doing okay?” I called, and he nodded as he walked over to join us.

“It’s a hell of a lot to take in,” he said. “All I could think about was staying alive in that school. I never knew there would be anything to actually come back to.”

“Son of a bitch!” James called in a light-hearted tone. “I know you didn’t bring this trash into our shiny new community, Sam.”

I turned to see Catherine’s uncle with a huge grin on his face as he limped over on his crutches to join us.

“Look at that,” Clive said. “The old man finally gave in to needing a walking stick.”

“Old, my ass!” James snorted.

Clive grabbed his friend in a bear hug, and the two men wiped their eyes hurriedly as they broke apart.

“Aww!” Catherine cooed. “Uncle James and his bestie!”

“They’ll be making friendship bracelets in no time,” Neko said with a grin.

“It must be so crazy to find an old friend after all this,” Natalie said. “Even if he was just one town over, you had no idea who was safe.”

“Pfft,” Clive said with a wave of his hand. “I knew this old fucker would live through the end of the world, just like a roach. What in the hell did you do to that leg?”

“Wish I could say it was fighting,” James chuckled. “I fell off a goddam ladder.”

The two men roared with laughter, and I felt a rush of pride. Bringing moments of joy back to people’s lives after they’d been through hell was what our community was for.

It reminded me of just how much work there was left to do. Winter was well on the way, and we had to make sure Red House was self-sufficient for when the cold season truly fell on us.

We had a whole lot of mouths to feed, and the cans weren’t going to last forever.

“Okay,” I said. “There doesn’t seem to be an immediate threat from vamps right now.”

“Which feels totally weird,” Catherine said. “But I could get used to it.”

“We’re never truly off the hook with vamps,” I chuckled. “The mountains could be crawling with them, and we’re damn sure never letting our guard down around the town.”

“Lookout posts are manned,” Natalie said. “I helped the guys draw up a schedule to make sure people aren’t on watch too long, so they’re truly alert during their shift.”

“Perfect,” I said as I scanned the crowd.

I spotted Gary and Jason in deep conversation over by the edge of the town center, and I wanted to find out if they’d managed to scout some land for crops.

“I’m going to make sure Val’s eaten something,” Natalie said. “She’s so focused on her role, I doubt she’s taken a moment to step away and feed herself.”

“I can help organize the new food supplies,” Catherine volunteered. “Even though I don’t eat food anymore, I’m still a culinary pro. I’ll whip something up for Val and the new arrivals.”

“Great idea,” I said. “The people from Black Betsy are probably starving. If you guys can help get some food passed around, I’m going to speak with Gary about farming.”

“Let’s go!” Catherine whooped as she spun on her heel.

My women strode off to attend to their duties, and Natalie threw me a beautiful grin over her shoulder. A wave of gratitude crashed over me as I watched my vamp beauties hurry off to help our new residents. I’d won the fucking lottery with my loyal women, and it fueled me to want to be the best vamp lord the world had ever seen.

I walked over to Gary and Jason, and the two men nodded as I approached.

“How’s it going?” I asked. “Did you guys have any luck with your scouting mission?”

“I made a list,” Jason said. “And a ranking system for each location.”

The sandy-haired man pulled a notepad from his pocket and flipped it open.

“I like your style,” I said. “Organization is key.”

“You know it,” Jason said in a serious tone. “There are fields out by Gary’s ranch that are the number one priority. They’re just outside of the town, but close enough that we could easily expand our defenses around the perimeter.”

“They’ve been overgrown for a couple years,” Gary said. “Used to belong to old man Davey, who lived just outta town, but he didn’t make it when the vamps attacked.”

“Sorry to hear that,” I said. “We’ll take care of his land and make sure it goes to good use.”

Jason ran a finger down the written list in his notebook.

“There are three other locations that could work,” he said. “But they get progressively further from Red House or less ideal in conditions. There’s one spot down south of Black Betsy, but it’s a good few miles too far for my liking.”

“We can expand eventually,” I said. “The land out by Gary’s farm makes the most sense for now. We can’t start planting new crops until spring, but we can start prepping the land before then. Val mentioned one of the guys here has a greenhouse, too?”

“Craig Jones,” Gary said with a nod. “He’s another old guy, usually had the young ones going in and tending to the plants for him. But he’s got one hell of a greenhouse for sure.”

“He’s been taken into Rita’s house for now,” Jason said. “He’s too old to be out on the outskirts of town in his house alone. We figured it was safer to have him stay with other folks during all this.”

“That was smart,” I said. “We’ll swing by and have a look. Then I want to have a look at your ranch, Gary.”

“I’d be honored,” the barrel-chested man said. “Might be the best guarded area of town right now. Your Natalie made sure it’s fucking crawling with armed lookouts.”

“That’s my girl,” I said. “You’re going to have to be my guide in everything about agriculture. I want to know what we have, how much we can plant, how long the harvest cycles are, and which crops grow during which months. All of it.”

“You got it,” Gary said. “You can try your hand at milking the cows if you want!”

“I’ll give it a shot,” I laughed. “Let’s go check out Craig’s greenhouse. Would any of the spaces you scouted work for building another one? Would we even have the resources to do that?”

We started to move away from the town center, and we walked north along the street toward Craig’s property.

“We definitely could build another greenhouse,” Jason said. “Craig built his own from scratch back in the day. It’s not a difficult thing to construct, but we’d need to do a supply run to the local stores.”

“Nice,” I said. “I think this community is really going to hold its own. You guys have a good thing going here.”

“This place is special,” Gary said. “Let’s take a detour along the river, take the scenic route.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “You think the people of Black Betsy will settle in okay here? There aren’t any crazy family feuds or grievances I need to know about, are there?”

Gary shrugged as the sound of running water grew louder.

“Some people’ve had their tussles,” he said. “But nothing major enough to care about after the end of the fucking world.”

“I really did think the world was ending,” Jason said. “But Sam, you’ve made me believe in a future again. A life after the vamps. Uh, the evil ones, I mean.”

“I don’t know if we’ll ever truly be without evil vamps,” I said. “But we can make sure we live a full life even if we have to mow them down every now and again.”

The wide river looked like something from a postcard with the towering mountain standing proudly behind it.

I had my weapons ready to grab at any point, but knowing we had lookouts really took a weight off my shoulders. We strolled out past the houses of the town, over the railroad, and toward the river on the west side.

Armed locals patrolled in pairs and waved when they spotted us, and it was cool to be out in nature without hunting down vamps. My heightened senses allowed me to hear every blade of grass rustle in the wind, and I could see the individual ants scurrying along to their little hill by the bank.

The mountain past the river was alive with rabbits, rustling plants, and a million different bugs. I inhaled deeply and savored how clean the air was out in the countryside.

“I wonder how the other towns out this way are doing,” I said. “There’s a few of them close by other than Black Betsy, right?”

“A couple more about thirty miles out,” Gary said. “Some are bigger than others. Do you want to go scout them out?”

“At some point,” I said. “For now, I’m pretty happy enjoying what we have here. I’ll give it another few days before I go poking around a new town to see what the vamp situation is.”

“I don’t know how you do it,” Jason said with a shudder. “I know you’re a vampire, but I don’t know how you’ve got the guts to fight the shitty ones.”

“You’d be able to do it if you had to,” I said. “I first realized how capable I was when shit really hit the fan. When Natalie was in trouble, I found out I could do just about anything.”

“There you go,” Gary said as he nudged Jason. “You just have to wait until that red-haired gal from Black Betsy needs you, and you’ll become fucking Superman.”

“Samantha,” Jason said as his face turned beet-red. “I barely know her. In fact, I don’t know what you mean.”

I shared a grin with Gary and took a mental note to ask the girls to get Samantha and Jason talking. It seemed like something Catherine would be good at.

The land sloped upward as we walked north along the river toward the outskirts of town. Natalie really had a strict schedule going, and each duo of guards was stationed equal distance away from each other.

“You’ll see my ranch just over the hill,” Gary said. “Should be able to see old Jones’ greenhouse from the same spot.”

Cows lowed as the wind picked up, and I could definitely feel the start of winter chill setting in. I was glad we’d got here with enough time to prepare for the cold months before we were hit with snow and ice.

We strolled up to the edge of the slope and stopped to look down as the land descended again. The wide river continued down and curved around Gary’s impressive ranch.

“Whoa!” I whistled. “Holy shit, you weren’t kidding about the size.”

A hundred acres of land sprawled out beyond Gary’s huge house. Cows grazed on lush grass, and half a dozen fields were separated by wooden fences. Each crop was a different color, and my insane eyesight could pick up the leafy tops of carrots and bright red tomatoes on vines. A huge grin spread over my face at the harvest we’d have for the winter, and the dairy cows were a serious bonus to all the vegetables.

“This is awesome!” I said. “We can harvest everything you’ve grown and use that while our greenhouse stuff is growing! It should work out pretty well timing-wise, right?”

“It would,” Jason said with a hesitant tone. “But there is one problem.”

“What?” I asked.

“That’s the legendary greenhouse you’ve heard so much about,” he sighed.

I followed his gaze to the west of the ranch, and my amazing eyesight picked up the problem.

The storm we’d encountered a few days ago had clearly hit Craig’s land hard, and the greenhouse walls laid in splintered shards all across the grass.
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I stared down at the pieces of the shattered greenhouse and sighed. Nothing was ever easy, but shit like this just drove me to rise to the challenge of being a leader.

My enhanced eyesight picked up every detail of the mess, and it looked like most of the components were still nearby.

“Good news,” I said. “The foundation is still intact, the studs and trusses are still standing. It’s the glass walls that shattered, but I’m not sure exactly what the material is?”

“Shit,” Gary said. “He used plexiglass he collected from some folks around town.”

“Think we’ve got the material to rebuild it?” I asked.

Jason scratched the back of his neck as we stared at the mess.

“Potentially,” he said. “Folks here have always got supplies for their next project. We’d need to go around and find out what everyone’s got to spare. It doesn’t have to be plexiglass. Acrylic panels or polycarbonate would work, too. We can use a mishmash of things if we have to.”

“Stores nearby probably have that stuff,” Gary said. “I doubt the vamps have raided the supplies for building a damn greenhouse.”

“Hopefully not,” I chuckled. “But that’s a good idea, Jason. We can find out what resources we currently have, then go from there. I want to make sure we have a greenhouse built and growing food as soon as possible.”

“Snow’ll be here before we know it,” Gary said. “These mountains look damn pretty when they’re dusted with white, but it gets cold up in the hollers.”

“Hopefully that cold kills off some wild vamps,” I said. “The first winter after the end of the world is really going to challenge us, but we’ll be ready.”

We turned to head back into town, and I tried to make a mental list of all the things I needed to do to prepare us for the coming cold months. Food resources and town defenses were the most important things, and anything else after that was an added bonus.

Gary and Jason broke off to go find out what materials their friends had lying around, and I found Bree and Val near the convenience store. The gorgeous blondes were in hurried conversation, and their faces lit up when they spotted me. Brianna had blood splattered on her bare arms and white tank top, but it clearly wasn’t hers.

“Hey,” I said. “How did the medical station go? Are you both okay?”

“I’ve never been better!” Bree said. “I actually really loved helping out. Catherine was super wise, and Val was amazing! Who knew a veterinarian would be such a good people doctor?”

“You did great, too,” Valerie said with a smile. “Bree has a seriously strong stomach. She had zero issue getting her hands dirty to help out.”

“I can see that,” I laughed. “I’m glad you enjoyed it, Bree. Having more people learning medical skills is seriously helpful.”

Brianna wore a proud smile as she pushed her long hair back and rocked back and forth on her feet.

“We’re taking a break,” Val said. “Catherine marched in and practically shoved a sandwich down my throat.”

“That sounds about right,” I chuckled.

“She’s helping hand out food with the others,” Bree said with a nod. “There’s so many helpful skills among the Black Betsy people. One of them is a doctor, and we’ve even got a hairstylist!”

“Both are equally very helpful.” I grinned.

The other women joined us until I had all of my vamp beauties huddled up and watching the people of the town go by. Everyone was still getting organized with their new homes, and locals brought various bedding and supplies between houses to help.

“How did the greenhouse stuff go?” Natalie asked. “Is someone working on getting all of our seeds planted?”

“Not quite yet,” I sighed. “The storm smashed up the greenhouse, so we’re going to need to rebuild the walls. Gary and Jason are asking around to see if anyone has the materials we need, or if we need to go on a supply run.”

“I hope someone knows how to rebuild it,” Lily said. “It’s going to be really weird being out in the country during the cold months.”

“I know, right,” Catherine said as she twirled a strand of hair. “But I bet Red House looks super cute all covered with snow!”

“Do you think the cold will kill off some vamps?” Neko asked.

“That’s what I was hoping for,” I said. “Any of them that are living out in the wilds. But then again, maybe vamp superpowers mean we’re able to withstand the cold just fine. Either way, their food supply will really run low with us around.”

James came out of the convenience store with a soda can and moved quickly along on his crutches to approach us.

“Hey,” I said. “How’s the leg feeling?”

“Getting better every minute,” the bearded man said. “I think I’m getting the hang of these crutches.”

He took a deep swig of soda and looked up to the mountain.

“Are you okay?” Catherine asked.

“Damn straight,” he replied. “I was just thinking about our living arrangement. It’s a pain in my ass to get up and down to my place while I’m healing up. Celia’s offered for me to move in with her and the kids for the time being.”

“That makes sense,” I said. “How do you feel about that?”

“I think we’ll have a hoot,” James chuckled. “Celia’s the funniest person I know, and it’ll help me heal up faster if I can rest more. I just wanted to let you know that my house is yours to use as you please. I know you’ve been staying there already, but you’re officially the keepers of the castle as of right now.”

“Thanks,” I said. “We’ll take care of the place while you’re away. Do you want us to run down any clothes or anything?”

“I’ll swing by and get some stuff,” James said. “We might need to start sharing some winter clothes around town.”

“We can do a run through Black Betsy if we need to,” I said. “I’m sure people have things they want to pick up from their homes, and we can make sure everyone has enough warm clothing, blankets, all that.”

“Do we even need that?” Catherine asked. “Do vamps get cold?”

“I think so,” I said. “I can feel the shifts in temperature, but we can probably handle it better than people can.”

“I’m going to go grab my shit,” James said. “You kids enjoy some peace and quiet. Ain’t it nice to not be running around after evil bloodsuckers for a while?”

He whistled as he left, and Natalie leaned her head against my shoulder.

“Do you really think we’ll get some peace?” Bree asked. “That seems too good to be true.”

“We’ve killed off the vamps close by,” I said. “I’m hoping that buys us a few days of it at least.”

“Sam!” Jason said as he hurried over. “Great news! One of the guys from Black Betsy helped build Craig’s greenhouse years ago. He and a few others have what we need between them to rebuild it.”

“Then let’s start preparing for winter.” I grinned. “I want them to get started as soon as possible.”

Jason hurried off to get our guys, and we began the work to keep the town fed through winter.

The whole community came together over the next few days to get started on building up our new life. Four men took great pride in constructing the new greenhouse walls, and others got to work clearing and tilling the soil in the locations Jason had scouted for fields.

Having James’ house to ourselves was fucking blissful. I enjoyed the man’s company, but it felt really good to have our own private space. Being able to fuck as loudly as we wanted was an added bonus, and I took advantage of hot showers while we still could. I didn’t know when the grid would go down for good, and I didn’t want to waste a moment of our precious electricity. The threat of losing electricity for good was at the back of my mind, and I made a mental note to see if Erika knew anything about building solar panels. I had a suspicion that if anyone would know how to start that process, it would be her.

The house turned into a base for all of the town planning we did, and we’d drawn out diagrams to plan various strategies and to document the food we were growing.

The air grew colder every day, and we’d started our winter preparations just in time.

A week after we started on the greenhouse, I was feeling seriously good about how things had progressed. The Black Betsy locals had really added to the community, and they’d slid right into helping out to make Red House an amazing fiefdom.

The jeep had been restored to its former glory by the local mechanic, and I decided it was time to take it out on a test drive to make sure everything was running smoothly. It had been over a week since we’d left Red House, and I was itching to get out and explore some more.

Catherine had eagerly volunteered to join me, and the other girls decided to take a stroll down to Gary’s ranch to see how the seedlings we’d planted for the future greenhouse were doing.

“Ready for some fun, Spike?” Catherine asked as we climbed into the jeep.

“As always.” I grinned at her nickname for me. “She’s looking damn good.”

I ran a hand over the steering wheel and admired the clean-up John had done. The car had taken a hit when we’d rolled over during the storm, but it purred to life beautifully as I turned the key.

“Where are we going today?” Catherine asked.

“To explore,” I said. “I want to head south, see what’s around, and make sure there aren’t any nearby vamp communities waiting to strike.”

“What a romantic trip,” Catherine giggled. “Let’s go!”

The barricades were moved for us, and we left the town behind and drove down the winding road of the hill. It felt good to be out in the open.

I’d really enjoyed getting the locals rallied together and preparing for winter, but I’d missed exploring. The past few weeks had been the most insane road trip of my life, and it was hard to remember the person I was just a couple of months ago.

Catherine drummed her fingers on the passenger door as she stared out the window, and I put a hand on her thigh.

“Everything okay?” I asked. “You’ve actually been quiet for a while, and that’s not like you.”

“I can be thoughtful and mysterious!” Catherine protested. “But I was just thinking about how happy I am in Red House, and that is seriously a sentence I never thought I’d say.”

“You didn’t picture your life out in the sticks?” I chuckled.

“Hell, no,” she said. “Yesterday I spent all day helping dig up fucking carrots, and I actually had fun! I mean, I looked cute doing it, but still.”

“It’s not the life any of us pictured,” I said with a nod. “But we’re here now, and we’ve made a damn good thing out of a shitty situation.”

The road curved and twisted until it opened up and gave us a stunning view of distant mountains and rolling fields of wildgrass. A couple of horses grazed nearby, and I wondered if they’d escaped after their owner died.

We didn’t see any signs of human or vamp for miles, and we eventually reached a stretch of road with a few houses and a convenience store. The shop was pretty small with a worn-out sign and smashed windows. I slowed down and tried to peer into the windows before I parked.

“I can’t see any movement,” I said. “Let’s see if there’s any supplies we can use.”

I grabbed my bat and stepped out of the jeep as I listened for any hint of movement. My super hearing only picked up the wind, but I was ready to swing if anything flew out at us. Catherine gripped her axe as she joined me, and we walked over to the beaten-up store.

The door hung slightly open, and I could see the whole inside from the broken window. The shelves were pretty bare, and it looked like someone had already hit it for any useful products. I pushed the door open and stepped into the dusty store. The cash register had been busted open, and the card machine was in pieces on the ground.

“No blood,” I said as I glanced at the floor. “It doesn’t look like anyone died here. It’s just been ransacked.”

“No canned goods left,” Catherine sighed as she strolled by the shelves. “There’s some packs of noodles and some baby food.”

“We’ll take them,” I said. “Anything is useful.”

I pushed open the employee door at the back to find a small break room with a table and a few stained coffee cups. We took the remaining food supplies back out to the jeep, then walked over to the nearest house.

The windows of the house were smashed on the ground floor, and the door was open just like the convenience store. I carefully pushed it open and sniffed the air for any sign of life, but there was no recent smell of human or vamp.

“Seems empty,” I said. “Let’s see if they’ve got anything in the cupboards.”

The house was simple but clearly well-kept back when it was a home. A small living room sat on the right with two armchairs covered in pink cushions. The TV was still intact, and a pile of celebrity gossip magazines was stacked beside it.

I turned into the kitchen on the left, but it had been torn apart way more than the living room. Cupboard doors hung open on their hinges to show nothing more than spice jars and some flour. Catherine packed them into her bag, and I opened the fridge and gagged when I was hit with the stench of rotting fruit. A pile of mush covered in mold sat at the bottom shelf along with a jug of very expired milk.

“Gross,” I muttered as I quickly shut the fridge again. “Looks like someone came through and took everything they could from this street.”

“I want to see if there’s anything fun upstairs,” Catherine said. “There might be some good shampoo going to waste.”

“We can’t have that,” I chuckled. “I’ll go first.”

“Always the gentleman,” Catherine said as I started to head up the wooden stairs.

Each step creaked loudly, but no vamps jumped out to greet us.

“I guess it wouldn’t be very safe to try and stay here,” I said. “It’s very out in the open next to the road.”

“I wonder where they ended up,” Catherine said. “Hopefully not as vamp dinner.”

The landing was quiet, and the doors were open to reveal two bedrooms and a bathroom. A double bed was still fully made up, and Catherine hurried over to inspect the contents of the closet and dresser.

“They left behind some clothes,” she said. “This stuff is too big for me, but we could give it to some of the other women in town.”

Catherine leaned further in to rummage, and my gaze drifted down to her peachy ass in her tight jeans. She glanced over her shoulder and grinned.

“Come here,” I said as I sat down at the edge of the bed. “I want to admire you.”

The auburn-haired beauty slowly straightened up and walked over to me with a dangerous spark in her brown eyes.

“Yes, sir,” she said with a pout. “Do all the admiring you like. How about a drink?”

She held her tanned arm out, and heat pulsed through me as I gripped it firmly. Just the thought of tasting Catherine’s blood turned me on, and my cock hardened inside my jeans.

I pulled her down into my lap and held her back firmly against my chest as her long legs draped over mine. Her hair smelled like coconuts, and she scooted her ass back to press against my dick.

“Oooh,” she purred. “Sam, you’re so hard.”

“That’s what you do to me,” I said as I raised her arm up to my lips.

I slowly licked her soft skin before I found a vein and bit down into it. Pleasure and energy coursed through me as I sucked her blood. Catherine moaned as she tilted her head back, and I wanted to move to her neck. I slowly pulled back from her arm and licked the wound before I moved her long hair to reveal her throat to me.

“Stay still,” I growled, and I gripped her thighs tightly as I dug my teeth into her neck.

“Fuck!” Catherine gasped. “Oh, Sam!”

I drank the sweet nectar from her throat, and feral lust overcame me. She tasted so fucking good, and every one of my senses was heightened. Feeling her writhe in my lap drove me insane, and I slowly pulled back and licked the puncture wounds.

“I told you to stay still,” I said into her ear.

“Oopsy,” she said as she wiggled her ass against my cock. “Sorry, Sam. It’s just so hard not to try and touch your big, hard, delicious cock.”

I slid my hands up her taut stomach and massaged her heavy tits through her shirt. Catherine groaned as I pinched each nipple and enjoyed the weight of her perfect breasts.

“You’ve been bad,” I said. “I want you to strip for me.”

“Yes,” she breathed as she slowly pushed herself to her feet.

Catherine’s tanned face was flushed, and she bit her lip as she gripped the hem of her top. She moved her hips like a pro stripper as she slowly pulled her shirt off to reveal a lacy white bra barely containing her full tits.

The show continued as she took her time unbuttoning her jeans, and she fluttered her eyelashes at me as she pulled down her pants. Her panties matched her bra, and she stood tall to show off her curvaceous form.

“You’re fucking perfect,” I said. “Take the rest off for me.”

The auburn-haired beauty reached back to unclip her bra, and she teasingly took her time sliding it off. The white lace fell to the floor to reveal her perfect breasts begging to be bitten, and she wiggled out of her panties to present herself to me.

Watching her obey my commands was so fucking hot, and I knew how much she loved it when I took control.

“Good girl,” I said. “Sit back on my lap. I’m going to make you cum before you get on your knees in front of me.”

“Fuck,” Catherine breathed as she hurriedly placed herself back down with her ass cradling my cock.

Having her naked in my arms made me feel powerful, and I slowly ran my hands up and down her soft thighs. I drank in the view of her naked body as I reached up to play with her tits. She groaned as I squeezed and pinched her nipples, and I kissed her neck as I explored her body.

“Please,” she moaned.

“Please, what?” I asked into her ear. “Do you want me to make you cum?”

“Yes,” she gasped. “Yes, please! I need to feel you.”

“Since you asked so nicely,” I chuckled.

I kept one hand on her tits as I moved the other down between her beautiful thighs. My fingers traced down her slit, and I barely pushed past her folds to feel how soaked she was.

“You’re so fucking wet for me,” I said.

“It’s all for you,” Catherine breathed. “I’m all yours, Sam.”

I pushed two fingers into her soaked pussy and grinned as she gripped my thighs tightly. My thumb gently rubbed her clit, and I started to move my digits in and out of her tight tunnel. Every movement made her writhe against me and gasp, and her little whimpers of pleasure made me so fucking hard. I kept a steady rhythm as I massaged her clit and slid my fingers into her soaked pussy.

“I’m almost there,” she gasped. “Sam, I’m going to cum!”

“Cum for me,” I growled. “That’s my good girl.”

I kept rubbing her clit, and my other hand pinched her nipple hard. Catherine bucked against me as her orgasm hit, and she cried out as her fingernails dug into my jeans.

“Fuck,” she moaned as her juices soaked my hand. “Oh, Sam! That felt fucking unreal!”

“Look at how much you came for me,” I said.

I pulled my fingers from her pussy and held them up to her full lips. She eagerly opened her mouth and sucked her own juices from my fingers. My head spun with desire as her tongue cleaned me up, and I needed to feel her do the same to my cock.

I pulled my fingers back and squeezed her tits firmly.

“Get up,” I said. “You’re going to suck my cock.”

“Yes, please!” Catherine said with a grin.

She jumped up as I pulled my shirt off, and her eyes were locked on my every move as I stood up to pull off my jeans. Catherine’s brown eyes widened as I kicked off my boots and pants, and she bit her lip when I pulled down my underwear.

“Get on your knees,” I commanded. “I want your pretty mouth around my dick.”

She eagerly dropped to the carpeted floor and shuffled forward until her gorgeous face was right at my erection.

“You’re so huge,” she breathed.

Catherine reached up and gripped the base of my shaft firmly, and her touch sent sparks of pleasure rippling through me. She planted a gentle kiss on the head of my cock and slowly ran her tongue around the tip.

“Fuck,” I groaned as I gripped her soft hair. “Take me in your mouth.”

She wrapped her lips around my dick and slowly pushed forward to take more of my length. I held her head as she accepted me into her warm mouth and ran her tongue all around me as she sucked.

Pure bliss exploded inside me as Catherine slid her lips further down my shaft. I gripped her hair and gently pushed to help her get to the base of my cock, and red-hot pleasure consumed me.

“Your mouth feels amazing,” I groaned. “You’re so good at taking my cock.”

Catherine hummed in response to my praise, and it sent little vibrations down my dick. She eagerly licked and sucked, and she started to move her head faster. I thrust gently against her face as she spluttered slightly.

“Look at me,” I ordered.

She blinked up at me with her big brown eyes, and the sight of her taking my full cock in her mouth drove me wild. Drool slid out from the side of her red lips as I fucked her face, and heat built inside my gut.

“I’m going to cum in your gorgeous mouth,” I said. “I want you to swallow every drop of my seed.”

Catherine moaned around me as I rammed right to the back of her throat.

An eruption of pleasure took over me, and I gripped the back of her head as I came. Waves of hot cum spilled into her mouth and down her throat, and Catherine looked up at me as she swallowed deeply. Waves of ecstasy continued to crash through me as the last of my seed emptied onto her tongue.

“Good girl,” I murmured as I slowly slid my cock from her mouth.

She breathed deeply as she swallowed the last of my cum, and she licked her lips as she sat back on her heels.

“You taste so good,” she said. “I love feeling your seed drip down my throat.”

“You’re amazing,” I said as I stroked her cheek. “You look so pretty taking my cock.”

“Can I have a reward?” Catherine asked with a flutter of her eyelashes. “For sucking your cock so well?”

She reached up to play with her tits, and she slowly circled her nipples.

The view made my cock twitch again, and I grew hard almost instantly as I watched her. Being a vamp had a lot of cool side effects, but the super erections were one of my favorites.

“What would my beautiful girl like?” I asked in a teasing manner.

“I want to feel your cock deep inside me,” Catherine said. “I need you to fuck me hard.”

“You didn’t say please,” I said with a wink. “Get up and bend over. Put your hands on the bed.”

Catherine stood up and tossed her auburn hair away from her face as she bent down to place her hands on the edge of the mattress. She looked over her shoulder and wiggled her ass invitingly. Her pussy glistened with her juices, and I moved behind her to massage her backside.

“What’s my punishment for not saying please?” Catherine asked in an angelic tone.

“Bad girls get spanked,” I growled.

I brought my hand down firmly on her smooth cheek, and she squealed in delight.

“Oooh,” she gasped. “I love when you punish me, Sam. Please do it again!”

“Only because you said please,” I chuckled.

I slapped her ass firmly again and again until her tanned skin had a pretty pink hue. Then I massaged her backside and lined my cock up with her slick pussy.

“Mmm,” Catherine moaned. “Please, Sam. Fuck me hard and deep!”

“You want it hard?” I asked as my head spun. “How hard?”

“As hard as you can go,” she breathed.

Her juices coated the tip of my cock as I teasingly rubbed against her. She was so fucking wet, and I quickly thrust my dick fully inside her velvety tunnel.

Catherine cried out as her tight pussy gripped me hard, and I held her slim hips as I started to fuck her. She felt unreal as I slid in and out of her, and my heightened senses made every stroke electrified.

I was on cloud fucking nine as I drove into her and listened to her whimpers of pleasure every time I thrust.

“Fuck,” I groaned. “You feel unreal.”

“Oooh,” Catherine gasped. “I love feeling your huge cock fill me up, Sam!”

The room spun as I thrust deep inside my auburn-haired lover, and an unbelievable mixture of heat and passion consumed me. My heightened senses made every small movement a million times more pleasurable than it would have been in my human life, and Catherine’s gasps hinted that the same went for her.

Heat continued to build in my gut, but I wanted to look her in the eyes when I came. I slid out of her slickness, and Catherine pouted over her shoulder.

“Get on the bed,” I said. “Don’t worry, you’re going to get fucked hard again in a second.”

I chuckled as she grinned, crawled onto the mattress, and wiggled her ass invitingly. She looked unreal as she turned to face me, and I stepped forward to join her on the sheets. I grabbed her face and admired her flushed cheeks before I pushed her onto her back. Catherine giggled as she fell, and I knelt in between her long legs.

“Yes, please,” she whispered as I grabbed her thighs. “Please, fill me up with your seed.”

Her big doe eyes looked up at me pleadingly as I lined my cock up with her soaked slit. I gently pushed back inside her and gasped as her tight walls gripped my length. Catherine’s eyes widened as I pushed further into her pussy and began to rhythmically plunge in and out of her.

I felt fucking delirious with pleasure as I thrust as hard as I could. Her tits bounced with every movement, and she reached up to play with her nipples. The view alone was enough to make me explode, but the sensation took me to another world. My fingernails dug into her soft thigh as I pulled one leg up to allow me to drive deeper inside her.

“Fuck!” I hissed. “You feel fucking unreal.”

“You’re so deep inside me,” Catherine groaned. “Oh, Sam! I’m going to cum again.”

“Do it,” I said. “Cum on my cock, and I’ll fill you up as a reward.”

I continued to thrust deep and hard inside her soaked tunnel, and Catherine’s breathing quickened. Her impressive chest rose and fell quickly, and her tanned cheeks were flushed. I fucked her faster and faster and tilted her ass up as I drove deep into her tunnel.

Catherine yelped as her pussy walls twitched around me, and her sweet juices ran down my cock as she came. Her orgasm spurred on my own, and an eruption of pure fucking bliss consumed me.

Every atom of my body was on fire with pleasure as my seed exploded deep into Catherine’s womb. I shuddered as heat prickled my skin, and the erotic bliss whipped through me like a tornado. We both gasped as we rode the waves of our climaxes, and I gripped her thighs until the final drops of my seed had emptied into her pussy.

I felt more energized than ever, even though I’d just exerted so much physical effort. My whole body pumped with oxytocin as I slowly slid out of Catherine and watched my cum glisten down her slit and spill onto her inner thighs. Her brown eyes stared up at me as she caught her breath, and I gently put her long legs down.

“You are so beautiful,” I said. “That was fucking unbelievable.”

“Sam,” she whispered, and moisture glistened in her eyes.

“What is it?” I asked as I gently pulled her up to sit.

I put an arm around her shoulders, and we shuffled to hang our legs over the bed. Concern rose inside me as I wiped a tear from Catherine’s cheek, but she smiled up at me.

“This is going to sound fucking stupid,” she said.

“I promise it won’t,” I said. “You can tell me anything.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s the thing. I just can’t believe how amazing I feel when I’m with you. I just really fucking love you.”

“That’s not stupid at all,” I said as I pushed her hair behind her ear. “I love you, too. I fucking adore you, Catherine, and I feel just as amazing being with you. We’ve really got a good thing going here.”

“I also love that you make the other girls feel like this, too,” she said. “I care about them all so much, and knowing they get to have this too makes me so happy. Ugh, I feel so emotional after you fuck my brains out!”

I chuckled as I kissed her cheek, and I pulled us both to our feet.

“Fucking as vamps is an all-time high,” I said.

“It’s my favorite part of being a vamp,” Catherine giggled. “Well, being a total badass fighter with super moves comes a close second.”

We quickly cleaned up in the bathroom before we got dressed, and I paused at the landing to listen for any heartbeats nearby. But the house was still empty, and we hurried back down to the jeep. The road was silent as we climbed inside the SUV and started our drive back to Red House.

We’d at least gotten a few supplies on our trip, and the baby formula could be really helpful in case any of the new locals were pregnant or someone got pregnant. The end of the world didn’t equal the end of sex. That was for sure.

I was grateful for how uneventful the drive back to town was, and Catherine didn’t stop smiling the whole ride. It had done my head serious good being out on a supply run just to get out of the town for a short while. I loved Red House, but nothing beat the thrill of scoping locations for stray vamps and good supplies.

Our borders were lined with armed lookouts in every direction, and I waved as I pulled into Red House.

I drove until I reached the convenience store and saw Val in deep conversation with Caroline, Brianna, and Lily. My women grinned and waved when they spotted us, but the older nurse remained stony-faced as she respectfully nodded at me. I parked beside the store, and we got out with our small haul of supplies.

“What did you find?” Bree asked as she strode over with the other women.

“Not much,” I said. “But there are a few things, like baby formula, we picked up. It was a tiny stretch of houses, all abandoned and raided.”

“Great,” Lily said. “We were just talking with Caroline about how much we can learn from her. She thinks it’s a good idea to lead classes on first aid and nursing!”

“We’re going to be her first students!” Bree said with a huge grin. “I can’t wait!”

“That’s awesome,” I said. “The more people with that kind of knowledge, the better.”

“Sam,” Val said. “Can I talk to you about something?”

The vet flushed pink under her freckles, and Bree and Lily shared a knowing smile.

“Of course,” I said. “Is everything okay?”

“Let’s put these supplies away!” Bree said as she grabbed my bag. “Catherine, come help.”

“Hint taken,” the auburn-haired beauty snorted. “Bye, Spike! Thanks for the ride.”

She winked as she flicked her long hair over her shoulder and strode off with Lilly and Bree. I turned to Valerie, and she shifted from foot to foot as she pulled at a loose strand of hair.

“What’s up?” I asked as I squeezed her shoulders. “You can tell me anything.”

“It was more a question,” she said. “I wondered if you thought it would be okay for me to maybe become a vamp?”

I’d suspected she’d ask at some point, and I loved the idea of her joining the other women by taking the vaccine that had started it all.

“Are you sure?” I asked. “I think it’s an amazing idea, but there’s no turning back once you make the jump.”

“You guys make it look so amazing,” Val said. “I feel so connected with you all, and I know this would just strengthen that bond.”

“Then it looks like we’ve got our answer,” I said.

I pulled her in by the waist, and she leaned up to plant a soft kiss on my lips.

“I’m just worried about how I’ll be afterward,” Val said. “You all stayed the same people, but what if I become one of the asshole vamps who wants to tear everyone apart?”

“That won’t happen,” I said firmly. “Because you’re a good person right now, and you’re going to be the same Val after. Just with added powers and super heightened senses.”

“I am very excited for that part,” Val said. “The others were telling me that it even amplifies how amazing their orgasms are.”

“It’s true.” I grinned. “Once we turn you, I’ll need to demonstrate exactly how true that is.”

Val flushed a deeper shade of pink as she bit her bottom lip. She reached up for another kiss, and I squeezed her slim waist as our lips met.

“Sam!” Ross yelled with an urgency that made my heart thud.

I pulled back from Val and spun to see the young former soldier sprint toward me with four locals at his heels. My heart sank as I studied their ashen faces, and I readied myself to fight.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I was on border patrol,” Ross said as he reached me. “Along the northwestern part of town. Four vamps appeared out of fucking nowhere with their hands held up. They want to speak to Red Sam.”
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“Where are they?” I asked.

“Being held at gunpoint at the border by our guards,” Ross said. “I didn’t want to let them into town. They’re surrounded by fifteen men. I told them to yell at the first sign of trouble.”

“Lead the way,” I said. “Quickly.”

Ross spun on his heel and began to race out of the town center, and I easily kept up pace as I followed. Val sprinted along behind us, and the sound of my other women yelling carried on the wind.

“What’s going on?” Erika asked as their footsteps caught up with us.

“Vamps,” I said. “At the edge of town. Apparently, they want to speak to me, so be ready for anything.”

“Do you think they’re part of Thaddeus’ crew?” Lily asked.

“Could be,” I said. “Let’s try and work out if there's any more of them out there before we make any moves.”

“They seem to be unarmed,” Ross said. “They didn’t try to make a move or anything.”

“That doesn’t mean they don’t want to kill us,” I said. “Lulling us into a false sense of security could be the plan.”

We raced past houses to the northwestern side of Red House. My heart pounded in my chest as I sprinted fast enough to overtake Ross, and my eyesight picked up the group of men gathered along the outskirts of town near the river.

I pounded over the railroad tracks and skidded to a halt with my teeth bared as I studied the group.

Three males and one female vamp stood with their hands raised, and they were surrounded by my men and their rifles. Fifteen barrels were aimed at the vamps, but their eyes were fixed on me.

The woman was in her forties with long, blonde hair, and the men ranged from their twenties to their fifties. They all looked perfectly healthy, and that immediately set warning bells off in my mind.

They’d clearly drunk blood recently, and their physiques were strong as if they’d had a steady stream of meals. Their clothing was clean, unlike what I’d seen of Thaddeus’ crew, and I couldn’t spot any weapons. I could hear the steady drum of their heartbeats along with the more frenzied sound of the nervous humans’ hearts around them.

“Who are you?” I demanded. “Why have you come here?”

My women joined the circle until we had the vamps surrounded, and one of the males cleared his throat. He was somewhere in his thirties with black-and-gray hair, tan skin, and bright blue eyes.

“Red Sam,” he said. “I’m Dalton. We wanted to speak to you after we heard what you did to Thaddeus.”

I bent my knees and readied myself to lunge at this guy if he’d come to avenge his leader’s death, but his tone was steady, and he didn’t move as he locked his eyes on mine. The vamps didn’t have the feral hunger in their eyes that usually appeared whenever our kind were near humans. They barely looked at my soldiers, and the female even offered my women a small smile.

There were no immediate warning signs coming from the group, but there was no way I was letting my guard down, either.

“Who sent you?” I asked. “Were you part of Thaddeus’ gang?”

“No,” the same man said. “He killed several of our people, and everyone in our fiefdom hated that piece of shit.”

“Fiefdom?” Natalie asked. “You’ve got a whole colony of vamps?”

“Yes,” he replied. “About thirty miles from here. We’ve made a really great little community up in Liberty.”

“Liberty is up that way,” Ross confirmed with a nod. “I was going to recommend it as one of the next towns for us to scout, Sam.”

“Are you the leader?” I asked as I looked back at the dark-haired vamp.

“I just lead the scouting missions,” Dalton said. “I used to be an arborist, so I know every bit of forest up in these parts like the back of my hand.”

“I’m Anna,” the woman said.

“Wade,” the oldest of the guys grunted, and he tipped the rim of his hat.

“I’m Johnny,” the young guy said. “It’s so cool to finally meet you, Red Sam. I really wanted to come find you because I want to be able to fight well enough to bring down assholes like Thaddeus, too.”

His sharp teeth glistened as he smiled at me, and I glanced at my women’s confused expressions.

We’d been out on the road for so long, and we’d seen vamps commit the worst acts of fucking evil time after time. It was hard to believe there were really others like us out there. I’d only met one other vamp who’d remained good after his change.

Hank had been a hippie guy from New York whom I’d spoken with a few times before we left the city. He’d broken into a blood bank for his food supply, and he’d shown no interest in brutally murdering innocent humans.

But I had too much to lose from blindly trusting strange vamps, so I remained ready to pounce as I studied the new arrivals.

“You can lower your hands,” I said. “But one wrong move, and you’re getting fucking slaughtered.”

“Understood,” Dalton said as he glanced at the rifles around him. “I don’t blame you for protecting your people. We’ve had to kill countless vamps trying to feast on our folks.”

“Do you have humans?” Natalie asked with a furrowed brow. “You all look like you drink regularly.”

Dalton hesitated slightly and glanced at Anna. The blonde woman nodded encouragingly, and my stomach turned as we waited for an answer.

“We do have humans in our fiefdom,” Dalton said. “Most of them are family members of the vamps who turned. Folks who didn’t care about the vaccine or hadn’t been able to get it before shit went south.”

“So you guys worked it out, too.” I nodded. “It took a while for us to figure out what the fuck caused this. We found out on an internet forum.”

“We don’t have no internet up here,” Dalton said. “But we worked it out eventually. It was the only thing that made sense.”

“Back to your humans,” I said. “How many people do you have in your town?”

“About thirty,” the dark-haired vamp replied.

“Do you drink from them against their will?” Neko demanded.

“Of course not!” Anna gasped. “That’s what we’re trying to tell you. We don’t do that. They let us drink from them because we protect them from other vamps.”

“I’m guessing that’s what the situation is like here,” Dalton said. “Your soldiers are ready to kill for you, and that means you take care of them or they fear you. My bet is on you being a leader they value enough to guard with their lives.”

I stared at the vamp and focused all my energy on trying to read him. My heightened senses helped me play detective as I listened to the steady heartbeat, and I couldn’t see a hint of sweat on his brow or lip. His fingers didn’t twitch at his sides, and there were no other obvious tells of lying. I still didn’t trust him, but it was enough to make me want to hear him out.

If there really were other vamps like us close by, it could change everything about how we lived in Red House.

“I’ll listen to what you have to say,” I said. “But you're not setting foot in my town, and the border is still crawling with armed guards just in case this is some kind of distraction.”

“I appreciate that,” Dalton said with a nod. “I assure you, this isn’t a ruse.”

“We just wanna talk,” Wade grunted.

“This better be good,” Catherine muttered. “We’ll kick your asses if you fuck with us.”

“I like this lot already,” Anna chuckled with an approving nod. “Young ladies who don’t take no shit. That’s what we need.”

My men stood tall and prepped to shoot as I took a step toward Dalton. He held out a hand, but I just raised an eyebrow in return.

“We’re not there yet,” I said. “Say your piece.”

“I told you we’re set up in Harlston,” Dalton said. “Frank runs the place.”

“He’s a vamp?” Lily asked.

“That’s right,” Dalton said. “He’s tough, fair, deadly, and smart. It was the obvious choice to have him as our leader. We knew things could descend into chaos without someone appointed to make tough calls and give orders.”

Ross gently nudged me, and I leaned back to see that he’d scribbled something on a small notebook. I realized he knew the vamps would be able to pick up his whispers, so he’d scribbled a message down instead.

I looked over to read it.

I had a buddy up in Liberty. I used to visit every week, but I don’t recognize any of these vamps.

I nodded and turned back to the vamps as my women read the note. They didn’t look worried or angry about the secret note, but I was going to see if I could catch them in a lie.

“Okay,” I said. “So you’re all from Liberty, right?”

“No,” Dalton said. “None of us is. The town had been massacred when we arrived. Every corpse had been drained and left out in the open. I suppose it was a warning from Thaddeus to claim the territory.”

Ross’ eyes widened, but he kept his weapon steady. I’d give him my sympathy about his buddy after we’d dealt with the vamps.

“Then where did you come from?” Natalie asked.

My gorgeous girlfriend never loosened the grip on her rifle, and she looked so fucking hot with her weapon in hand.

“We’ve come from all over,” Dalton said. “Most of us are from around the remote houses and ranches out in the mountains. I lived out in the middle of nowhere with my wife.”

“Why did you get the vaccine?” I asked.

“Amy was pregnant,” Dalton said with a shrug. “We wanted to make sure we were up to date on any current vaccines to make sure the baby was protected. She had a pretty tough pregnancy, and her sister was over visiting to help with a home birth.”

“When was this?” I asked.

“Right when shit hit the fan,” Dalton said. “Little Mason arrived on the same day we turned.”

“Holy fuck,” Lily said. “Your wife gave birth on the same day she became a vamp?”

“She’s strong as all hell,” Dalton said. “Put aside all of her pain and suffering to focus on pushing. Her sister hadn’t had the vaccine, so she was freaking out as she delivered Mason.”

I tried to picture the chaos of one human trying to deliver a baby while her family turned into vampires. It sounded fucking insane, but I still couldn’t see any hints that Dalton was lying. I gestured for him to continue, and he ran a hand through his dark hair.

“I was so scared that night,” he said in a quiet voice. “Amy couldn’t stop screaming, and her fever was off the charts. I knew I was sick, and I was terrified we were going to die before the baby got here. But Amy’s sister, Effie, managed to deliver a healthy baby boy.”

“Is Mason a vampire?” Erika asked, and I heard several people hold their breath.

“He is,” Dalton said. “Cutest damn vamp you ever saw, and he’s learning shit way faster than a normal baby. Unless he’s just super smart or something.”

My head spun with the new information. I had wondered what would happen if vamps conceived, and it sounded like a brood of baby vamps could be in my future.

“He’s such a cutie,” Anna said. “Have you got any babies in your town?”

“How did the rest of you end up with this group?” I asked instead of answering her question.

The vamps glanced at each other, and Dalton gestured for them to speak up.

“I was traveling around in my work van when this all happened,” Anna said. “I’d actually seen Dalton a few days before everything went wrong. I drive the medicare van around rural parts of the state.”

“Holy shit,” I said. “You gave him the vaccine. Do you still have a supply of them?”

“Yes, sir,” Anna said. “We’ve hidden them, though. So we can take the van out for missions without risking losing it.”

“How many do you have?” Bree asked with wide eyes.

Anna opened her mouth, but Dalton put a hand on her shoulder to silence her.

“I’d like to keep that private,” he said. “We’re trying to share what we can, but we can’t reveal all of our secrets. But Anna’s medivan is the reason most folks in our group turned. The ones who stayed human hadn’t been reached on her route yet.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “What about you two? How did you end up here?”

“Dalton and Amy were my closest neighbors,” Wade said. “Damn near knocked my door down in the middle of the night. I’d turned without too much trouble, and we teamed up to work out what was going on.”

“I was Anna’s last client,” Johnny said as he stuck his chest out. “I also turned into a vamp super easy.”

“You threw up for five hours,” Anna snorted, and Johnny turned scarlet. “It took me days to turn, but it went so smoothly I barely noticed it. I stayed to help Johnny, but I couldn’t get hold of any emergency services. That’s when I knew something was wrong. By the time he turned, I’d also fully become a vamp.”

“Anna retraced her route,” Dalton said. “Picked us up, and we agreed to drive to the nearest town for help. By the time we arrived, it was already torn apart, and we hid out there until others started to arrive with the same plan.”

“We were all terrified,” Anna said. “Especially with a baby to protect. Two vamps came to Liberty on our third day, and we knew right away they weren’t like us.”

“They looked at Effie like she was a steak,” Dalton said. “They couldn’t understand why we were protecting her. As if her being Amy’s sister meant fuck all to them.”

“They made a move to go for her,” Wade said. “And we fucked them up bad. Provided us with food for a good few days.”

I remembered when I’d first properly drunk from another vamp, and I’d been shocked to find the blood still gave me the same energy boost as human blood. The girls had been thrilled to learn they’d still get the same electric effects when they offered me their blood in vamp form.

“Frank arrived a week after we did,” Anna said. “He came in with a shit load of weapons, and he knew how to repair the houses and reinforce the town to make it safer.”

“He owned one of the biggest ranches in the area,” Johnny said. “But feral vamps destroyed it and slaughtered his animals. He managed to bring down most of them and escape, but he said he couldn’t stay on the ranch anymore after losing so much there.”

“He’s a grump,” Anna said. “But he’s fiercely dedicated to protecting humans. His wife is still human. She was ill the day I came to give them the vaccine.”

“And that’s it,” Dalton said. “We’ve been living well enough ever since, but Thaddeus almost ruined everything. He tried to wear us down slowly, then he sent a message that he was coming for our town after he wiped out Red House.”

“But that day never came,” Catherine said.

“Exactly,” Dalton said with a nod. “We captured one of Thaddeus’ vamps when he was trying to flee and got him to tell us everything before we killed him. Frank thought Red Sam sounded like someone we could form an alliance with, and that’s why we’re here.”

“An alliance?” I asked as Catherine scoffed loudly.

“We’d still have our own towns,” Dalton said. “We don’t want to come here and run it, but knowing we have each other’s backs could change things. Life is fucking crazy, and we haven’t found a sane vamp in so long we wondered if there were any besides us.”

The group fell silent as the proposal sank in. My instincts were always to keep any outsider vamps at arm’s length or put a blade through their skulls. But I couldn’t help believing what Dalton said. There was no hint of deceit in his words, and the other three didn’t look remotely shifty as he spoke.

But there was no way I was letting anyone into the town that easily. If there really was a whole town of vamps nearby, I had to be very fucking careful about how I handled the situation.

“Thank you for delivering the message,” I said. “I don’t have an answer for you right now. I’ll need time to consider all the factors before I make a decision.”

“I appreciate you hearing me out,” Dalton said. “I know how fucked up the world is now. It feels real good to see a vamp like you running things in Red House.”

“One thing,” I said. “Was your wife okay after giving birth?”

“She’s right as rain,” Dalton said with a smile. “One thing about being a lady vamp, it makes the healing process a hell of a lot easier.”

“Holy fuck,” Lily muttered. “I really am glad we changed.”

“We’ll tell Frank we offered our hand out,” Dalton said. “He knows you’ll need time to think about it, and he understands if you can’t trust anyone. But we couldn’t pass up the chance, y’know?”

“I understand,” I said. “Thank you for being respectful of my need to protect the people under my care.”

“Yeah, ‘course,” Dalton said. “Take care, ya’ll.”

He nodded and slowly turned to leave with his fellow vamps. I signaled for my men to let them go, and the four vamps walked off toward the river. We watched their every move as they easily jumped over the banks and started to trek quickly up a dirt path on the side of the mountain.

“We’re letting them leave?” Natalie asked as she hurried to my side. “We can still catch them if we run right now.”

“I’m ready,” Neko said as she flashed her fangs. “Say the word, and I’ll be on them in seconds.”

“We’re letting them go,” I said.

“What if they were scouting for information?” Val asked.

“We didn’t give them anything useful,” I said. “We didn’t reveal our numbers, if we have kids, anything to do with weapons other than we have a shit ton. We need to go somewhere and talk about all of this.”

I turned to Ross and put a hand on his shoulder.

“Ross, I’m sorry for your loss,” I said.

“Thanks,” the dark-haired man said. “I suspected he was dead, but it was a real blow to hear it for certain. What are our orders?”

I had a suspicion that keeping busy on patrol was the best thing for the soldier after hearing such shitty news. There was still a chance that the visiting vamps really had plotted something, and maybe they were great actors.

“Add more men to the border rotation,” I said. “Stay alert, and let me know the second anyone notices anything suspicious. Protect our people.”

“Sir,” Ross said with a salute, and he immediately started giving out orders to the other men.

I rubbed my temple and strode aimlessly toward the river to watch the vamps move through a valley and vanish on the other side of the mountain. My women gathered around me, and I tried to slow the million thoughts that raced around in my head.

“Sam,” Nat said. “What are you thinking right now?”

“I’m trying to figure that out,” I sighed. “This is fucking nuts.”

“I believe them,” Bree said as she played with a lock of long, blonde hair. “They really seemed like they were telling the truth.”

“We can’t possibly know that,” Lily said with a scowl. “We can’t trust anyone! Especially now that we’ve made Red House our real home.”

“We can’t be the only other vamps with morals,” Erika said. “Surely there are others who managed to keep their humanity when they turned? Remember Sam’s friend, Hank?”

“Who is that again?” Val asked.

“The guy who broke into the blood banks,” I said. “The first guy I found who gave me hope for vamps in general.”

I paced back and forth, and I knew the fate of Red House rested on my shoulders. My women spoke to each other about the vamps as I tried to decide what would be best for the people I’d grown to love.

Being a leader was easy when I was leading the charge against the bad guys, but it was a hell of a lot harder when I wasn’t sure who the bad guys were.

We’d taken down groups of organized vamps before, and I knew we could do it again if we needed to. But if this group really was another peaceful fiefdom, having them as an ally could strengthen our army if we were ever under attack. We would be able to share resources, information, and socialize with another town every now and again.

Hank had given me faith that there were other good vamps out there in the world, and I couldn’t miss the chance to find them. I took a deep breath, and my women turned to face me.

“Sam,” Natalie said as she scrunched her brow. “What do we do?”

“I’ve made a decision,” I said. “I think there’s a chance something amazing could come from this. I want us to consider the alliance.”
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Chapter 5

The women erupted into explosive protests and questions, and I had a feeling the locals would react the same way when I shared my plan.

“We need to get out of the open,” I said as I raised my hands. “There could be vamps lurking out here.”

I led the way back from the base of the mountain and around the nearest houses before we gathered into a circle again.

“You really think they could help us?” Neko asked. “We’ve never met another single vampire who could be trusted, never mind a whole colony of them!”

“Yeah,” Lily said. “What are the chances they all found each other? That sounds crazy!”

“This could all be a trap,” Valerie said as she shook her head. “To lure us out, and they’ll be waiting for us.”

“It seems nuts,” Natalie said. “But if Sam thinks it could work, then we need to hear him out.”

I smiled at my gorgeous girlfriend as she tried to calm down the others.

“I understand everything you’re all saying,” I said. “We’ve spent every moment fighting vamps, and we aren’t going to put any of what we’ve built here in danger. I promise.”

“We know you would never put us at risk,” Neko said. “It’s just fucking crazy to think about trusting other vamps. I never met that Hank guy, and every other vamp other than us has been a total psycho.”

Bree rubbed her friend’s arm, and the memory of the day I saved the two women flashed into my mind. Natalie’s brother had held them captive after he turned vamp, and he’d shown his true colors. It was true that I’d only ever met one other good vamp outside my women, but I couldn’t shake my hope about Dalton and his group.

“I’m not saying I trust them,” I said. “We’re not going to let them into the town or give away any of our supplies. I just think we need to consider the possibility of an alliance, but only if they prove themselves to be who they say they are.”

“It could be really cool,” Neko said. “If it does actually work out that way. A whole other town of cool vamps to team up with.”

“I want it to be true,” Catherine said. “It’s just so hard to wrap my head around after everything we’ve been through, but I know you would never put us in danger.”

“I get it,” I said. “We can all think about it for a while longer. We don’t have to make any decisions right this second.”

“I know you’ll always keep us safe,” Nat said as she slipped into my arms. “It’s just hard to trust after what Isaac did.”

I knew the betrayal of her brother had really broken her heart, and if she couldn’t trust her own sibling, then strangers seemed like way too big a step. But we had to learn to navigate in this new world, and the help of another fiefdom could be just what we needed to truly start a community after the apocalypse.

“Sam!” someone shouted.

I turned to see two young border patrol guys hurry over to us. They were both in their early twenties and had been delighted when they were assigned their shifts alongside our veterans. One was tall, bald, and the other was stocky with shoulder-length dark hair. They weren’t experienced enough to be on patrol as a duo, so they’d been teamed up with more experienced shooters for their shifts.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Everything’s great,” one guy with a shaved head said. “We actually had an idea we wanted to run by you.”

“Okay,” I said. “Shoot.”

“We were thinking about expanding the border,” the shorter one said. “Why don’t we do border patrol further out down the road? If we keep our men patrolling further north and south, we can claim more land for the fiefdom!”

“Yeah,” the bald one eagerly agreed. “We can make some barricades further down the road to claim more land, and we could use the space to build stuff! Like more greenhouses and all that.”

They were so eager that I didn’t want to shoot them down harshly, but there was no way I was going to send men out in small groups to patrol out of town.

“I love the enthusiasm,” I said. “But we don’t have enough people to do that safely right now. Stick to the town border for now, and we can revisit that idea in the future when the Black Betsy locals are all healed up and active again.”

“Okay,” the bald one said. “I get it, Sam. Thanks for listening.”

“Any time,” I said. “I really like the idea of expanding our border. We just need to take our time with that kind of huge move.”

The two guys nodded and gave me enthusiastic salutes before they hurried back into town.

“Talking of missions,” Bree said. “One of the Black Betsy ladies said she thinks her medicine cabinet is still fully stocked back home. Thaddeus broke a lot of shit, but she thinks there will still be lots of human supplies in the town.”

“Yeah, I want to check it out,” I said. “Before another vamp colony has the same idea.”

“I’m game,” Catherine said. “Our little scouting mission was super fun, but our haul wasn’t very impressive.”

“True,” I chuckled. “There should hopefully be more left in Black Betsy, though. Catherine, Neko, Nat, Bree, you guys come and scout. Erika, Val, and Lily can stay here and see how the locals are doing.”

“I really want to help with building the greenhouse,” Erika said. “All the planning and materials are so fascinating.”

“I’m sure the help would be appreciated,” I said. “Maybe Val and Lily can check in with Caroline to see how our injured new arrivals are doing.”

“Be careful,” Val said with a nod. “I want you all back in one piece, okay?”

“Yeah,” Lily said. “We don’t want any more medical training practice right now.”

“You got it.” I grinned. “You three make sure the town stays running, we’ll try and bring back some supplies.”

We broke off, and I kissed each girl goodbye before I led the others to the Jeep. I missed driving Rhino, but the armored van was an amazing safe space to stay in town in case of emergencies. The humans needed it more than the vamps.

Even though she was super capable, part of me still worried about Val being in the town as a human. We would always protect her, but I hoped she stuck with her idea of wanting to become a vamp. I’d give her a bit more time to think about such a huge decision, and we could all be there for her if she decided to go through with it.

We climbed into the Jeep and started our journey to the next town over. Nat claimed the front passenger seat, and I rolled my window down to be able to smell any telltale signs of vamps nearby.

“Let’s hope we find some good supplies,” Brianna said from the back. “We just gained fifty new mouths to feed.”

“We should be fine with what we have for a while,” I said. “But anything extra is always welcome. I’m excited about becoming self-sufficient with all the crops we can grow.”

“The people eat the plants,” Catherine said. “And we eat the people. It’s a beautiful circle of life.”

“We don’t eat people!” Bree giggled, and she leaned forward to playfully shove Catherine’s shoulder.

“We just drink them,” Neko said. “But I wouldn’t put it past some vamps to try eating human flesh like jerky.”

“Ewww,” Bree groaned. “Don’t be gross!”

“Is it more gross than drinking blood?” Neko snorted. “If you really think about it?”

“Yes,” Bree said as she crossed her arms. “It absolutely is. Thank God we don’t have to do that!”

“It is kind of weird to not eat anymore,” Catherine said. “I thought I’d miss it, but I really don’t.”

“I’m excited to try our newcomers’ blood,” Nat said. “I wonder if any of them will give us any cool powers like Lily and Gary do.”

“That would be awesome.” I nodded. “But it might take a while for them to be ready for us to feed on them.”

It didn’t take long to reach Black Betsy, and I slowed down as I pulled into the small town. There were no signs of life, but vamps could be hiding out anywhere.

I parked the Jeep behind one of the houses on the outskirts of town, and we grabbed our weapons before we stepped outside. The air was crisp, and I could tell that winter was starting to creep in.

Everything was quiet as we locked the Jeep. It was still weird to see a town completely deserted, even after everything we’d been through on the road.

New York had been crawling with so many vamps that it was never truly abandoned, but small towns felt eerie with nobody living in any of the homes.

“Let’s check out each house,” I said. “We’ll stick together. It won’t take too long to hit the ones around here.”

“We should take all the clothes we find,” Natalie said as we approached the back door. “I’m sure people will have winter stuff lying around that we’ll need soon.”

“And any little keepsakes,” Bree said. “You know, family pictures and stuff.”

“That’s very thoughtful,” Catherine said. “You cutie pie.”

The door was unlocked and swung open easily to reveal a destroyed kitchen. Someone had clearly put up a fight. Dried blood was encrusted on the linoleum floor, smashed plates and glasses littered the floor, and a wooden chair had been thrown against the wall and smashed.

“Whoa,” Neko said. “I like whoever lives here. They tried to fight a vamp.”

“Dried blood does not smell as appetizing as fresh,” Catherine said as she scrunched up her nose.

“There’s stuff in the cupboards!” Bree said excitedly. “Let’s load up!”

I took one look at the closed fridge and immediately decided against even taking a look.

“Fuck no,” I said. “What do we have in the cabinets?”

Bree and Nat pulled cans and boxes out and started to shove everything into their rucksacks.

“We’ve got soup,” Brianna said. “Pasta, rice, ramen, honey, and some tuna!”

“It doesn’t look like Thaddeus’ thugs took anything other than the people,” Neko said. “I guess he only took the bare minimum needed to keep his prisoners alive.”

“There’s probably a bunch of food at the school,” I said. “We should hit the cafeteria there after we do the houses.”

“School dinners,” Catherine said with a disgusted tone. “Now that is the kind of food I definitely do not miss.”

“Oh!” Nat gasped. “They’ll probably have so much toilet paper!”

I led the way out of the kitchen into the living room, and it was just as beaten up as the kitchen. A small TV was toppled over and smashed, and the curtains had been pulled down from the rods. The girls packed some of the books that were on the coffee table, and I started to make my way upstairs.

Each wooden step creaked loudly, and we found the upper floor in a much more normal state than downstairs. One room had a neatly made bed with green sheets, and a book sitting on the nightstand.

“It’s so weird,” Bree said. “This person must have made their bed that morning and expected to come home to it later.”

“Let’s see what’s in the closet,” Catherine said. “I’m guessing by the boring decor, this is a guy’s house.”

She strode over to the wooden doors and flung them open to reveal a modest collection of shirts, blue jeans, and one thick, wool coat.

“Take it all,” I said. “We can let people pick out what they really want from their own clothes, and hopefully everyone’s happy to share the rest with others. Let’s take all the bedsheets, blankets, and pillows, too.”

Neko started to strip the bed and fold the sheets neatly to stuff away into her bag.

“We’re going to have to take really good care of our clothes,” Bree said. “There aren’t exactly any shopping malls out here in the middle of nowhere.”

“Or someone needs to learn to sew,” Nat said. “The amount of vamp blood and guts that ends up on our clothes is crazy.”

We took what we could from the closet and grabbed some toiletries in the bathroom. Shower gel, shampoo, toothpaste, razors, and toilet paper were all stashed away before we headed back downstairs.

“Let’s dump this stuff in the Jeep,” I said. “We’ll have to come back for another run to get everything.”

We walked back out and unloaded our haul into the back of the Jeep as neatly as we could to create as much space as possible for more goods. The next house had smashed windows, and the door hung off its hinges.

I stepped inside to find it was in an even worse state than the first place. The kitchen floor was covered in pots, broken plates, and there was a huge pool of dried blood on the living room carpet.

Bree bent down to a smashed picture frame on the ground and picked it up.

“Aww,” she said. “This was a middle-aged couple’s house.”

She carefully slid the photo from the frame and placed it in her bag.

“Let’s see what clothes they have,” Nat said, and she moved toward the bottom of the stairs.

A floorboard creaked above us, and we all froze to listen. My girlfriend's eyes widened as another board creaked, and I gripped my Louisville Slugger as I crept to the stairs.

I knew the stairs might creak as loudly as the last house, so I wasn’t going to have the element of surprise on my side. But I didn’t want to give whoever was up there the chance to escape through a window, so I was going to have to be fast.

I took a breath and raced up the stairs two at a time with Nat right behind me. There was nobody on the landing, but someone scratched the closed door on the left.

“What the fuck?” Neko hissed as the other women caught up.

“Could be a feral vamp,” I said quietly. “But I can’t smell them.”

“They might have masked their scent with something,” Nat said.

I strode over to the door, raised my bat, and readied myself to swing. The women shuffled closer behind me, and I kicked the door open.

A cat hissed and leaped onto the bed, and I lowered my weapon with a snort of laughter. The black cat meowed loudly as it pawed the ripped-up sheets, and the smell of cat piss hit me.

“Ew,” Catherine said. “This smells like a fucking litter box.”

“Poor baby!” Brianna gasped.

The blonde rushed past me and went straight for the cat. She picked it up and sat on the corner of the ruined bed, and the cat allowed itself to be placed on her lap. Bree opened her bag and pulled out a can of tuna.

“I wonder how long it’s been since it ate,” Neko said.

Bree ripped open the can and held it out, and the cat shoved its whole face into the tuna as it guzzled the fish down.

“A long time by the looks of it,” Catherine said. “Poor little guy.”

“She’s a girl,” Bree said as she lifted the cat’s ass up. “We can’t leave her here, Sam.”

The gorgeous blonde looked at me so pleadingly that it shattered my heart, and I loved how sweet and caring she was.

“Of course,” I said. “We’ll load her into the Jeep.”

“This will help,” Nat said as she pulled a cat carrier out of the closet. “There’s also a tub of kitty litter in here.”

“Which she has not been using,” Catherine said. “This is gross, I’m going to check the bathroom.”

She strutted down the hall as Bree placed the cat into her carrier with her head still stuck in the tuna can. We gathered more toiletries, cat supplies, and clothes, then made our way back out to the Jeep. Brianna fussed over the cat and poured some water into a small dish for her.

“We’ll be back soon,” she cooed as she stroked the pet. “Stay here and be good.”

I locked the Jeep, and we walked around the front of the house.

“We should check out the school,” I said. “There’s loads of classrooms and halls, and there might be medical supplies in the nurses’ office.”

“Good idea,” Natalie said. “Then that will probably be the last load we can carry on this run.”

“The school creeps me out,” Bree said as we crossed the empty street. “Thinking about how Thaddeus kept all those people in there like cattle is so gross.”

“How could he do that to them?” Nat scowled.

“Some vamps are just monsters,” Catherine said with a shrug. “Most of them seem to be, apart from us.”

“And maybe Frank’s people,” Bree said with a hopeful glance to me.

“To be determined,” I said. “I’m going to find out everything I can about Liberty before we go scope it out. I want to know the layout of the buildings and the roads to escape on if we need to.”

We walked over to the abandoned school, and there were blood stains all over the road outside.

“It’ll still be full of corpses,” I reminded everyone. “So the smell might be pretty fucking bad.”

“It can’t be worse than the cat,” Catherine said.

“That wasn’t her fault!” Bree pouted. “You’d be stinky if you were locked in a room like that!”

“I never smell bad,” Catherine said with a toss of her auburn hair. “It’s biologically impossible.”

“How do you think she survived in there?” Nat wondered.

“Who?” I asked.

“The cat,” Nat clarified.

“Oh, she couldn’t have been in there long,” I said. “I bet she closed the door on herself within the last week, maybe two. If she’d been in there longer than that, she would be scary thin.”

“Good point,” Bree said.

We walked up to a side entrance of the school, and I slowly pushed the door open as I listened for any heartbeats, breathing, or footsteps. But there was nothing in the hall other than one severed leg that had been sucked dry of every drop of blood.

“Lovely,” Natalie sighed. “Why do gross vamps never clean up after themselves?”

“There’s going to be more where that came from,” I said. “Let’s work our way around the classrooms until we find the nurse’s office and cafeteria.”

We walked down the hallway, and we stuck our heads into every room on our way along as we headed for the front of the school. Most of them were classrooms filled with regular school supplies, and we didn’t grab anything that wasn’t essential.

“We can come back for fun stuff later,” I said. “We should grab a bunch of these textbooks and supplies. Kids are still going to need to learn shit.”

“Oooh,” Catherine said. “Sam, you’re so strict!”

“Just how we like him,” Neko said with a playful smirk.

“Life needs to go on,” I chuckled. “Hopefully, one of the teachers is still alive.”

“Maybe we should just keep all the school stuff here,” Bree said. “Couldn’t we have days when we take kids to school, and a bunch of us can guard the building?”

“Maybe one day,” I said. “But taking any humans out of the town is out of the question for the foreseeable future. It’s too dangerous right now.”

“I get that,” Bree said. “It would just be nice for them to grow up with some regular stuff, like a real school building.”

“We can work toward it,” I said as I ran a hand down her back. “Converting a building in Red House into a school is something we can look at doing.”

We didn’t find the nurses’ office, but we turned a corner that led us straight into a large cafeteria on the opposite side of the building from the gym. The stench of dried blood hit me like a tidal wave, and my stomach turned at the amount of stains that covered the long, plastic tables.

“Oh, fuck,” I said. “They must have dragged people in here to drink from them.”

“Gross,” Nat said. “Let’s see what’s in the kitchen, then get the fuck out of here.”

We strode over to the silver door behind the serving counters, and Bree gasped as we passed a serving tray covered in blue mold.

“Dinner is served,” Neko said. “What do you think that was?”

“Hard to tell,” I said. “But now there’s a whole ecosystem living on it.”

I walked through the door to find that the kitchen was relatively intact. There were more stains on the floor, but the counters and stacks of dishes hadn’t been damaged. Neko pulled open a silver door to reveal a walk-in freezer stacked high with boxes of frozen food.

“Jackpot!” Catherine gasped. “Look at all this!”

“They’ve got it all,” Neko said as she stepped inside. “Meat, veggies, ice cream.”

“We’ll come back for this stuff,” I said. “Mary Bess can drive her truck down, and we can load all this into the back. These big containers aren’t going to fit in the Jeep when we’ve already got so much in there.”

“That’s weird,” Natalie said. “Sam, look at this.”

I turned to see my girlfriend standing in front of an open cabinet, and I walked over with the rest of the women. The storage space was packed with medical supplies. Bandages, alcohol wipes, painkillers, and antibiotics were all stuffed inside.

“It looks like someone already raided the nurses’ office,” I said. “And the local urgent care. Why would all this stuff be here?”

“Maybe Thaddeus moved it so all the human supplies were together,” Bree said. “It looks like he did want to keep them alive after all.”

“So he could keep feeding off them,” I said. “Let’s take it all, and that’s probably all we can fit in the Jeep for now.”

We grabbed all of the medical supplies and loaded up our bags until they bulged. Then we made our way back out of the cafeteria and started to head down the hall toward the front door.

“We’ve got such a great haul!” Bree said as she adjusted the straps on her shoulders.

“And there’s way more to come back for,” I said. “We can unpack the Jeep, then take more drivers back to help us, and we can check the rest of the houses.”

“I wonder if people will want to come back to live here,” Nat said. “They might want to go back to their own homes now that the vamps are gone.”

“That’s way too dangerous,” I said. “I won’t keep anyone prisoner, but it’s a death sentence for a human to be living out in an abandoned town alone. We don’t have the resources to keep both towns secure, so they’ll need to get used to living in Red House if they want to stay protected.”

A door in the distance banged against a wall, and I flung a hand out to stop the women in their tracks. I focused on listening, and my super hearing picked up several sets of footsteps a couple of halls away from us.

“Shit,” I hissed. “We’re not alone. Get back to the cafeteria.”

We spun and raced back as quietly as we could, and I slowly closed the door until it was almost fully shut. I slid my pack off and placed it down, then reached for my rifle, where it hung from its shoulder strap. Natalie hurriedly readied her own rifle, and the other women pulled out their axes. Guns were usually a last resort, but it sounded like there were too many for us to fight up close at once.

“We’re going to need to slow them down with bullets,” I whispered. “Natalie and I will shoot as many of them as we can, and we bludgeon their heads in.”

“Got it,” Nat said as she knelt below me with her rifle aimed out the small gap in the door.

The other women gripped their axes, and we fell silent as the footsteps got louder. They weren’t moving very quickly, so they probably hadn’t picked up on our scent yet. But it wouldn’t be long until they realized there were more than just dead bodies inside the school with them.

I held my breath as shadows loomed around the corner at the end of the hall, and loud laughter carried down the corridor. My heart thudded in my chest as the footsteps got louder, and seven vamps strolled around the corner.
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Chapter 6

One of the vamps stopped in his tracks and whistled at the others.

“Hey,” he said. “You boys smell that? We got company.”

“Nice,” another grunted. “Maybe they can help.”

“Help?” Nat muttered. “Sam, should we shoot? Or should we give them a chance?”

My girlfriend glanced at me, and I suspected Dalton’s group was playing on her mind. I slowly lowered my gun and sighed.

“You did say there have to be good vamps out there,” Bree said. “Maybe we should speak with them?”

“Speak first,” Neko said. “Then bash their brains in if they turn out to be evil fuckers, and they probably will be.”

“I guess so,” I said. “Fuck. It really is hard to trust anyone after everything we’ve seen. But I guess I’ll give them a shot at life before we beat it out of them. It could be a good change to learn some information about any other vamp colonies nearby.”

“Let’s have a code word!” Catherine said. “If Sam says it, we fuck them up.”

“Better think of it fast,” I muttered.

The vamps looked over at the crack in the door, and one of them raised a hand in greeting.

“Marshmallows!” Catherine hissed. “That’s the word!”

“How the fuck will that come up naturally?” Neko whispered.

“It won’t.” Catherine shrugged. “That way nobody will say it accidentally.”

I pushed the door open and stepped out with my rifle still gripped in my hand.

“Hey there,” I said. “We’re not looking for trouble.”

I smiled as I stepped into the hall, and the women joined me. The vamps grinned as their eyes roamed over my girls, and I almost gave the word to execute them right then.

“Neither are we,” the tallest guy said. “Just scouring this shitty town for a damn drink, but it seems like someone already dried it out. Was that you guys?”

“Nope,” I said. “We just got here. Same as you guys, just looking for some fresh blood.”

“We could smell the blood from this building,” the tall vamp said. “We thought there could be humans hiding out here.”

“We couldn’t find any,” I said. “Where are you guys from? I hear there’s whole colonies of vamps living together around here.”

“Not us,” the tall vamp said with a shrug. “We just roll along the road until we find the next place to drink.”

“Don’t look like you need no drink,” an older vamp said in a thick southern drawl. “Looks like ya’ll already ate real good. You don’t got no red eyes or nothin’.”

“You do all look strong,” the tall vamp said with a suspicious nod. “You got some blood bags hidden somewhere?”

“Blood bags?” I asked. “You mean like from a blood bank?”

“No,” he replied with a sneer. “I mean the walking, talking kind. Humans. Not good for nothing other than being bled dry and giving us their delicious lifesource.”

I knew right then I was going to mow the fuckers down, but I wanted to make Catherine smile first.

“Right,” I said. “You know what blood always reminds me of?”

“What?” the guy asked.

“Marshmallows,” I said.

I swung my rifle up and opened fire at the vamps, and Nat did the same as Catherine shrieked with joy. My first bullet hit the tall vamp square in the chest, and he stumbled back as blood seeped through his shirt.

“Fuckers,” he spat. “You’ll regret that!”

My second bullet flew into his belly, and he doubled over in pain as Natalie took her shot. She sent her bullet right into the center of the shortest vamp’s skull, and he toppled to the ground with a thud.

“Holy shit, Nat!” I said.

The gorgeous brunette grinned, and she’d never looked hotter than she did at that moment.

Two of the vamps raced into a nearby classroom, and the other three ran right for us.

“Into the cafeteria!” I yelled. “We need more space to slaughter these fuckers.”

We raced back into the cafeteria, and I spun around to shoot the first fucker through the door. A sandy-haired vamp crashed through the entrance with his teeth bared, and I squeezed the trigger. My heightened senses made me feel every ripple of movement as the bullet left the gun, and I hit the vamp square in the neck. He doubled over in pain as he grabbed his throat, and Neko raced forward with her axe held high.

My Japanese beauty swung her weapon down at full speed, and the blade slammed into the back of the bastard’s head. Her insane strength made the axe smash through skin and bone, and she grunted as she pulled the weapon out to reveal exposed brain matter.

She brought the blade down again on the same spot, and flecks of moldy brain splattered into the air. The vamp corpse hit the floor, and Neko leaped back as the door swung open again.

“You killed Derek,” the next guy said as he skidded to a halt. “Motherfuckers!”

Another bearded vamp raced in right behind him, and Natalie and I shot at the same time. I hit the vamp on the right in the collarbone, and Nat got the other guy in the chest. Both men groaned in pain as Neko and Catherine jumped forward with their axes raised.

The auburn-haired beauty’s axe slammed into her target’s face. A horrific crunch rang out as his nose was shattered, and the axe drove right into the center of the fucker’s skull.

Catherine wrinkled her nose with a disgusted expression as she hauled her axe back, and the vamp collapsed at her feet. Blood and bone seeped from the gaping hole in his face, and the stink of vamp brains got stronger.

Neko hit her target in the neck, and he shuddered as blood splurted from the deep wound. The Japanese beauty dodged his flailing hands as she pulled the axe back to reveal a sliced-up throat that gushed blood. She swung her axe again as the vamp fell forward, and her blade chopped right into the middle of his forehead.

She pulled her weapon back and swung again. The blade slammed deep into his skull and drove into his brain enough to kill the fucker. He toppled over onto his fellow vamp as I raced forward with Nat and Bree close on my heels.

“Nice work,” I said. “That’s four down, three to go.”

Slow footsteps echoed from the hall, and I swung the door back open. The tall vamp was stomping down the hall with a Glock in his hand. He snarled as he took a shot, and I ducked down to dodge the bullet.

I squeezed my trigger as I dove, and I managed to hit the asshole square in the kneecap of his left leg. He screamed as he dropped his weapon, and Natalie took aim at his hunched-over frame.

My gorgeous girlfriend shot the vamp in the back of the neck, and he fell face down onto the linoleum floor. I raced forward as he writhed on the ground and gasped in pain.

The vamp tried to push himself up, but his hand slipped on the pool of blood from his wounds. I brought the butt of my rifle down with all the strength I could muster, and the stock pulverised the vamp’s head. Shards of skull exploded with thick blood and brain matter, and I groaned as something wet hit my cheek.

“Fucking nasty,” I muttered.

“Nice work,” Catherine said as the girls strode down to join me. “Where are the other fuckers?”

“Hiding,” I said as I scanned the hall. “One of them went into this classroom earlier. He could still be there.”

There were so many spilled vamp brains that it was hard to sniff out anything else over the pungent stench. But as we moved silently toward the closed classroom, I picked up the quick thud of a vamp heart with my amplified hearing.

“He’s in there,” I said quietly. “We really need to give Gary a damn gift or something, his blood is fucking awesome.”

I pushed the door open, and the squat vamp lunged forward with a pair of rainbow-colored scissors clutched in his hand. He screamed as he swung the blades at me, and one of them sliced down my forearm as I stumbled back.

“Fuck,” I snarled as blood seeped from my skin.

I swung my rifle into the side of his face, and his head snapped to the right from the impact. Bree raced forward and brought her axe into the other side of his head, and the vamp’s skull burst like a gore-filled balloon between our weapons.

Blood splattered into Brianna’s blonde hair, and the corpse slid down to the ground with a wet thud.

“Damn it,” Bree said as she looked at her hair. “I just washed it this morning.”

“There’s still time for more blood,” I said. “One more fucker to track down.”

“He’s not here,” Neko said as she glanced around the classroom. “Let’s go hunting.”

We stepped back into the hall and stood still as we listened for any giveaway signs of our last target. I could only hear the women’s heartbeats as I strained my ears, so he’d managed to get pretty far away.

“Let’s go,” I said, and we ran down to where the next corridor met the one we were in.

“Should we split up?” Nat asked. “We don’t need all of us to kill one vamp, and we don’t want to risk him escaping.”

“Good idea,” I said. “You go with Bree and Catherine. Neko with me. Yell if you find the bastard.”

“Fun,” Neko said with a feline smile. “Whoever finds him gets an orgasm from the other team.”

“Deal,” Nat said with a smirk. “But we all know Sam loves handing those out for free.”

“Let's do this,” I chuckled. “Go!”

Nat led her group down the hall to the right, and I broke off with Neko to take the left.

We were quiet as we strode toward the nearest classrooms, but there was nobody inside when I stuck my head in. There was no sign of the vamp in the next four rooms we checked, but I heard a squeak of linoleum up ahead that gave away the fucker’s location.

“Let’s go win an orgasm,” I said with a grin, and we raced forward.

We spun around the next corner to find the last vamp holding a broken shard of glass from a nearby display cabinet. He flung the makeshift weapon at us, and I grabbed Neko’s arm to pull her out of the way.

The vamp bent down to pick up another shard, and we ran forward with our weapons raised.

“Goodnight, motherfucker,” Neko said.

I shot him in the middle of his throat, and Neko’s axe drove into the top of his head a second later. The combined blow obliterated his skull, and he fell face-first into the broken glass at our feet.

I took one last strike to make sure there was no coming back for the fucker, and the remaining part of his head burst wide open. His gross brains leaked out of his destroyed head and onto the floor to mix with the blood and glass.

“Nice job,” I said. “I guess the others are going to owe us. I’ll happily watch them pleasure you until you cum.”

I grabbed Neko’s waist with my free hand and pulled her close to me. She put her hand on my chest and gripped my shirt to pull me in for a kiss. I leaned down as she stood on her tiptoes, and her soft lips hungrily met mine. She groaned as our tongues danced together, and heat stirred deep inside me from the taste of her sweet mouth.

“No fair!” Catherine called as the other women rounded the corner. “You guys got to kill another vamp and make out!”

Neko spun to face them and threw them a deadly wink.

“There’s enough of us to share,” she purred. “And I believe we have a prize to claim?”

“That’s a prize we are happy to give.” Nat grinned.

I wanted to haul the women into the nearest class and strip them down, but I needed to make sure we were free of any more vamps first.

“Let’s finish our sweep of the building,” I said. “Then we can make as much noise as we want.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Catherine said. “Because I have plans that would make it very difficult for you to be quiet.”

My women were going to make my head explode, and I grinned as we hurried down the corridor to continue our exploration of the school. I forced my mind back to the job at hand for a while longer and listened for any more signs of vamp life. The rest of the school was silent as we walked through and checked every classroom.

We turned a corner, and the distinctive smell of vamp hit my nose, and I scanned the corridor. There was one classroom up ahead with a smear of blood painted in a red cross on the door.

“Heads up,” I said as I nodded to the door. “I can smell more vamps, it looks like we’ve still got company.”

“Ew,” Bree said as she wrinkled her nose. “They reek!”

“They’ve got a distinct smell, that’s for sure,” Nat said. “Like they’re extra sweaty or something.”

“Are they hiding in there?” Catherine asked. “Or has someone trapped them?”

“Surely any vamp could break down the door,” I said. “Unless they’ve been chained up or something. Maybe Thaddeus punished some of his goons and left them there to rot.”

“That would explain the smell,” Neko said. “I’m so ready to splatter some more vamp brains before we have our own fun.”

We walked toward the marked door, and the stench of gross vamps grew stronger. I made sure to step lightly as we approached the classroom, and a feral howl rang out from inside. It was followed by manic scratches and snarls of at least two other vamps, and we paused to listen to the chaos.

“They’re not right at the door,” Nat said. “They must be chained up.”

“That should make this easier,” I said as I grabbed the handle.

I wasn’t shocked to find it locked, and I raised my rifle to slam the stock down on the door handle. The metal shattered, and the mechanics of the lock busted apart from the strength of my hit. I pushed the door open, and the gross classroom was revealed.

Two vamps were chained up to a metal hook that had been anchored in the cinderblock wall. They looked fucking feral with red eyes, gaunt faces, and drool pouring down their chins as they snapped their jaws at us. Neither of them spoke or made any attempt at anything other than wildly snarling. They strained against their thick chains, but they’d clearly gone without blood for long enough to be seriously weakened.

“Damn,” I said. “These are some fucked up vamps.”

“How are we the same species?” Catherine asked with a raised eyebrow.

Nat confidently raised her rifle, but I touched her arm to stop her.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said. “Why don’t we have a bit of target practice? I want to get better with throwing knives, and it’s not often we get real targets to play with.”

“I like that idea,” Neko said with a grin.

“I also want to practice!” Bree said. “But I don’t want to waste ammo?”

“We can all use blades,” I said. “Any practice will help your aim in the long run, and we should all be confident with knives and axes anyway. You never know what can happen, and we should be prepared for everything.”

I took a step forward, and the feral vamps snapped their teeth and weakly swung their arms. A bunch of discarded tools laid in the corner of the room that had clearly been used to put the hooks into the wall, and I grabbed the large hammer.

“Let’s do this out in the hall,” I said. “I’ll weaken the chain to the point the vamp can break out himself, and we wait.”

“First blade thrown into the brain wins?” Neko suggested.

“Another competition,” Nat laughed. “I like it.”

“We’ll break into two groups,” I said. “Just to make sure we kill the fucker, and he doesn’t run off out into the open.”

“Let’s get into place!” Catherine said.

“I’ll need one of you to stay,” I said. “Someone needs to distract these fuckers, so I can smash the chains.”

“I can do that,” Natalie said with a smile.

She raised her arm up to her lips and bit through the skin until fresh blood dribbled from her veins. The vamps went even more fucking feral at the smell of my girlfriend’s blood.

Neko handed out a couple of spare knives she had, and she left with Catherine to wait in the corridor. Natalie took a step closer as I quietly moved around the side of the classroom, and I stopped existing to the feral vamps. My girlfriend waved her arm teasingly as the creatures howled with desire, and I slid around the desks until I was at the back wall behind the vamps.

I walked up to the first vamp and studied the chain. It would only take one hit with the hammer to loosen the anchor enough for the weak vamp to pull it free, but I wanted to make sure I left enough resistance for me to have time to get back outside.

“Who wants some blood?” Natalie cooed.

I smirked as the vamps pulled on their chains and held them taut. Natalie waved her bloody wrist around as I gripped the hammer and slammed it down against the nearest anchor hard enough to break its firm hold on the wall. I raced back around to the front of the room before the vamps even spun around to see what the noise was.

Nat giggled as I grabbed her hand and hauled her out into the corridor. Bree and Neko waited on the left side, so I pulled my girlfriend down to the right.

We spun around to face the other women after a few paces, and the sound of the chain fully breaking free from the wall echoed out of the classroom. The feral vamp screeched as he ran out into the hall, and he was way slower than any vamp who’d recently consumed blood. One of his ankles was swollen and dragged along as he moved, and the chains dragged behind him.

He spun around wildly as he eyed up both groups, and he sniffed the air before he ran toward Natalie and me.

“Ladies first,” I said with a grin.

Nat raised her knife and aimed, and she flung the weapon right at the vamp. She struck the fucker right in the cheek, and the blade lodged into his gaunt face.

“Nice shot!” I grinned. “Let’s see if I can finish him off.”

In a few seconds, the wounded vamp would be on us, and I carefully poised myself with my knife raised over my shoulder. I weighed the cool metal of the blade between my fingers and took a steadying breath as I used my heightened senses to focus in on the vamp’s forehead. Nat stepped back as I flung the blade, and it landed square in the center of the fucker’s temple. The vamp fell back as the knife pierced his brain, and fresh blood oozed from his skull.

“Fuck, yeah!” Nat cheered. “Nice kill shot, Sam.”

“We’ve both got deadly skills,” I said.

My girlfriend slid her arms around my shoulder and reached up for a kiss. I pressed my lips against hers and reached around to squeeze her ass.

“Pretty impressive,” Neko said as the other women approached us. “Our turn next!”

“I’ll heal up Nat’s wound,” I said. “You guys can draw some blood for the next one.”

I raised my girlfriend’s arm and took my time licking over the puncture holes. Her eyelashes fluttered as I sealed them over, and I kissed her inner arm gently before I lowered it again.

“One more vamp to kill,” she said. “Then I’m tearing everyone’s clothes off.”

“Deal,” I chuckled as I strode over the corpse and toward the classroom again.

Neko sunk her teeth into her wrist and followed me in to greet the final vamp. His eyes were so dark red it was hard to see the irises, and he howled as Neko walked forward with her wrist held up. I slowly backed off to move around the desks, and the vamp didn’t glance my way as Neko waved her bleeding arm.

She nodded at me as I raised my axe again, and I smashed the chain hard enough to almost break it completely free from the wall. I raced back to the door as Neko hurried outside, and I resumed my position with Nat just as the vamp managed to pull the chain free.

A feral howl was followed by slow footsteps and clattering chains, and the vamp moved like he was drunk as he shuffled from the classroom like a zombie. He spun to face Neko and Catherine, and the two beauties grinned as they readied their blades.

“You go first,” Neko said. “I’ve got plenty of practice with these.”

The Japanese beauty was a badass fighter even before the vamps took over, and she quickly helped adjust Catherine’s posture as the vamp started to drag itself forward. I gripped my rifle in case I needed to help, but I knew the two gorgeous vamps could handle themselves.

“Just like that,” Neko said as she poised Catherine’s arms. “You got this!”

“Time to die, asshole,” the auburn-haired beauty said, and she launched her knife through the air.

Her throw was powerful and controlled, and the blade embedded itself straight into the vamp’s bloodshot eye. Catherine cheered as the vamp stumbled and fell, and she swayed her hips as she strolled forward.

“I think that went into the brain,” she said as she looked down at the gross corpse. “But just to make sure.”

She raised a long leg and stamped her boot down onto the fucker’s head, and bone splintered under the strength of her kick. Catherine grinned as she looked down at her handiwork, and Neko strode forward as she clapped.

“We really are awesome,” she said. “There’s something really satisfying about flinging a blade into vamp brains.”

“And you all looked badass doing it,” I said. “Let’s sweep the last of the school.”

We continued our loop of the building until we made it around to the side where the gymnasium was. The stench of dried blood got stronger, and I opened a classroom to reveal a pile of dried-out human corpses piled up like discarded chicken bones from someone’s plate.

“Fuck,” I said. “Maybe this was Thaddeus’ private stash. I doubt any of his goons would’ve risked taking humans for themselves away from the main hall.”

“Gross,” Bree said with a scowl. “Those poor people.”

“I’m going to check the closets in here,” I said. “If this was Thaddeus’ private room, there might be other shit stashed here.”

We stepped into the classroom and over the husks of corpses that were drained of all liquid. I checked the cubbies, but there were only school supplies and backpacks inside. A supply closet sat at the back of the room, and I pulled the handle, but it was locked.

“Hey,” I said. “This is locked. There could be some more food supplies in here or medical stuff.”

The girls gathered around, and I swiftly kicked the wooden door. After one more hard kick, I was able to pull it open to reveal a supply closet stuffed with paper and pens, but the middle shelf was stocked with seven grenades. Those were amazing, but my eyes fell on the item that had been laid out on the ground. A grin started to spread across my face as I stared down at the weapon Thaddeus had hidden.

It was a fucking machine gun.

“Holy shit,” I breathed.

“Is that what I think it is?” Natalie gasped.

The women hurried forward, and I carefully bent down to examine the weapon.

“A fucking M2 Browning machine gun,” Nat said.

“There’s fuck loads of ammo for it,” I said as I glanced at the low shelf behind it.

“There’s a mounting bracket for it, too!” Nat said with wide eyes.

I looked at the metal frame on the floor, and my grin got even wider.

“Where the fuck did Thaddeus get this stuff?” Natalie asked.

“If I remember correctly,” I said. “There’s a National Guard facility nearby.”

“Yeah, there is.” Catherine nodded.

“They had to have come from there,” I said.

“I’m super excited about the new weapons,” Catherine said. “But also, can we all appreciate how hot Sam is going to look using that machine gun?”

The auburn-haired beauty twirled a strand of hair as she grinned at me, and heat rushed through my body.

“Deadly and powerful,” Neko said. “And that’s basically my biggest turn on.”

“I think this find is a cause for celebration,” Natalie purred.

I slowly lowered the launcher and placed it back on the shelf.

“Let’s find a different room,” I said. “I’m not fucking you next to a bunch of corpses.”

“How romantic,” Bree giggled.

We hurried out of the room, and the class next door was almost empty, other than a large wooden desk, some smaller writing desks, and a few chairs. It looked like storage space rather than an actual class since there were no pictures or decorations on the walls.

I closed the door behind me and turned to my four beautiful women.
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Natalie stepped close and put her hands on my chest.

“You really did look powerful with that launcher,” she said. “Will you take charge of all of us, Sam? Tell us what to do?”

She fluttered her dark eyelashes, and my cock hardened as she pressed her tits up against me. I grabbed her into a rough kiss, and she moaned as I hungrily nibbled her bottom lip.

“I want you all to strip,” I said. “Take every stitch of clothing off for me.”

Natalie grinned as she joined the others, and they began to pull off their shirts and pants to reveal their underwear. I was rock hard as I enjoyed the show until my four beauties were completely stripped down to bare skin. They all looked so perfect as they stood there naked and eager to please me, and it made me feel so fucking powerful.

I walked over to the line of gorgeous women and stroked Nat’s cheek as I admired her. My girlfriend’s cheeks flushed pink as I traced my hand down to her full chest and massaged her heavy tits.

“I’m going to have so much fun with all of you,” I said. “You’re each going to obey my commands, and I’m going to make each of you cum so fucking hard.”

“Yes, sir,” Nat said, and she gasped as I pinched her nipple.

I pulled her in for a kiss, and she ground her pretty mound against my thigh as we made out. My girlfriend rubbed herself against me as I slid my hands down her ass and squeezed her firm cheeks.

“Fuck,” I said as I moved to kiss her neck. “Nat, I’m going to drink from you.”

“Yes,” she whimpered. “Please, Sam.”

My head spun as I hovered my teeth over her skin and felt the pull of her arteries. Natalie whimpered as I gently nibbled her throat and found the spot I wanted to drink from. I moved a hand around to graze her inner thighs, and she silently begged me for more by grinding her pussy against the palm of my hand.

The sound of her heartbeat was a drum in my mind, and her breath quickened as I sank my teeth into her soft skin. Nat moaned as I gently drank from her and slid a finger along her soaked slit. A rush of energy and pleasure consumed me as I sipped her blood, and I pushed two fingers past her folds.

Natalie was fucking soaked, and she gripped my shoulders as I rubbed a thumb over her clit.

“Sam,” she moaned. “Fuck!”

She rolled her hips and pressed into me as if she couldn’t get close enough. I took one last drink, then gently ran my tongue over the wound to heal it closed. Little white scars quickly appeared over the puncture marks, and Natalie closed her eyes and tilted her head back as I fucked her with my fingers.

“The rest of you, help me make Nat cum,” I said. “Play with her beautiful tits and make sure she’s kissed deeply.”

The other women moved closer around us, and Catherine leaned in to kiss Nat. Neko and Bree slipped to her sides and ran their hands all over my beautiful girlfriend’s body.

Natalie groaned into Catherine’s mouth as we overwhelmed her with pleasure, and it was so fucking hot to watch everyone touch her at once. My fingers plunged in and out of her soaked pussy, and she trembled as I sped up the speed of my thumb on her clit.

“You’re going to cum on my hand,” I said. “Let the pleasure consume you, Nat.”

Catherine held her face as they kissed, and Nat looked utterly lost in the sensations. Neko nibbled one of her tits as Bree gently squeezed the other, and Natalie cried out as she came. My girlfriend’s body trembled as pleasure took over, and her bright blue eyes rolled back. She let out the most delicious little whimper as Catherine nibbled her neck.

“Oh,” Natalie breathed. “Fuck! That felt amazing.”

Her curvy form shook as her juices leaked down into my hand, and I slowly pulled them back to hold up to her face.

“Look at me,” I said.

Catherine released Nat, and both women were flushed as they turned to face me. I held my fingers up to Natalie’s mouth, and her juices glistened in the dim light.

“Taste how wet you are,” I said. “I love watching you obey me, Nat.”

My beautiful girlfriend’s lips parted as she eagerly took my fingers in her mouth. She sucked eagerly, and it sent pleasure signals shooting off through my brain as she looked up at me.

“Sam,” Bree said. “Please, can we undress you? I want to see your huge cock.”

“Yes,” I said with a grin. “You all did such a good job of helping me pleasure Nat, you deserve a reward.”

They eagerly started to pull at my clothes, and I helped them pull my jeans and shirt off until I was in my underwear.

“Mmm,” Catherine said as she put a hand over my hard cock. “Yes, I love your cock so much.”

“Before you get to really touch it,” I said. “The rest of you are going to cum. Then you can feel my cock.”

“Tell us what to do,” Brianna said.

“Get on one of the small desks,” I said. “Nat is going to lick your beautiful pussy until you cum.”

The stunning blonde blushed and hoisted herself back onto one of the writing desks. She looked like a model as she leaned back and spread her long legs to reveal her soaked slit. Nat’s hips swayed deliciously as she strode over and dropped to her knees before the blonde beauty.

“Neko and Catherine,” I said. “You two get on the big desk and spread your legs for me.”

The two women hurried over to the teacher’s desk and climbed up, and I grinned as they obeyed my command and presented themselves to me. I stood in front of them with a perfect view of Bree and Nat on the smaller desk beyond.

“We’re all yours,” Neko said.

I stepped up to them and kissed the Japanese beauty deeply. Her tongue eagerly slid in to meet mine as I ran a hand down her lithe frame to her soaking wet pussy. She moaned as I gently probed a finger past her folds to feel the slickness waiting for me. I gently pulled back and reached out to tug Catherine closer. She shuffled over so both beauties were pressed up close together, and I stood between Neko’s legs.

I reached over to explore Catherine’s body with my right hand as my left did the same for Neko. Bree moaned as Natalie ate her out, and heat consumed me as I started to pleasure the two women on the desk.

I slid my fingers into both of their pussies and gently brushed my thumbs over their clits. It was my favorite kind of challenge to pleasure two of my lovers at the same time, and I grinned as I watched their eyes flutter shut at my touch.

They ground against my hands as I drove my fingers deep inside them, and I was so fucking turned on watching their needy movements. I quickened my pace, and each woman started to pant as their climaxes built.

“Oh!” Catherine moaned as she arched off the desk. “Yes! Oh, Sam! I’m going to cum.”

“Me, too!” Neko gasped. “Fuck, you make me feel amazing.”

I grinned as my lovers gasped and whimpered, and my cock throbbed with need as I feasted on the sight before me.

Catherine’s orgasm hit her first. She moaned, and her tits bounced as she jolted up from the desk. Neko came seconds later and gasped as I plunged my fingers deep into her hot tunnel. The Japanese beauty soaked my fingers, and she arched back on the desk to press her clit harder against the heel of my hand.

Catherine and Neko turned toward each other and nuzzled their faces together as I coaxed them both gently through the crushing waves of their orgasms.

It took another minute before their breathing leveled out, and I slowly pulled my fingers from their quivering pussies.

“Good girls,” I said approvingly. “Taste how much you came for me.”

Both women had pink cheeks and heavy-lidded eyes as I raised my hands up to their pretty faces. They opened their mouths, and I slid my soaked fingers past their lips. My sexy lovers gently sucked their juices from my digits, and the room spun with how fucking turned on I was. Bree cried out as Nat licked her clit, and the gorgeous blonde gripped my girlfriend’s hair as she came.

Watching her cum was like tasting the sweetest chocolate.

“Sam,” Catherine gasped. “Now, can we please have your cock?”

She fluttered her eyelashes, and I nodded.

“Come and take it out,” I said.

All the women hurriedly gathered around and knelt on the floor at my feet. The view of their eager faces was so hot, and Brianna reached up to pull down my boxers. She licked her lips as I stepped out of my underwear.

“You’re so big,” Bree whispered. “I need to taste you.”

She gripped the base of my dick and leaned forward to gently lick the head. Sparks of electricity burned through me at her touch, and all four women moved in closer. They all planted little licks along my shaft, and I felt like I was in fucking heaven as my four lovers eagerly stroked my erection with their tongues.

Catherine gently massaged my balls as Bree wrapped her lips around the head of my cock. Neko and Nat kissed my thighs and stroked my legs with their hands as Bree slowly took more of my length into her hot mouth.

The blonde’s tongue flicked all over me and sent pleasurable heat coursing through my veins. I gripped her soft hair as she continued to lean in, and she gagged slightly as she slid down to the base of my cock.

“Fuck,” I groaned. “Your mouth feels amazing, Bree.”

“She looks so pretty taking your big cock,” Neko breathed as she stroked her friend’s cheek.

Brianna shifted back with her tongue sliding all over me, and she started to get into a steady rhythm as she sucked and licked every inch of my dick. Her mouth felt unreal as I gently thrust to meet her movements, and the other women played with her tits and pussy as she worked.

Neko moved her hand down between the other woman’s thighs and slid her fingers into Bree’s soaked tunnel, and the blonde’s moans sent vibrations down my cock.

Catherine and Nat toyed with Bree’s tits, and I knew I was going to cum hard soon as I watched the erotic display.

“I’m going to cum,” I said.

“Can we all have a taste?” Neko begged. “Please?”

“Yes,” Catherine said. “We all want to feel your seed on our tongues, Sam.”

“Pretty please?” Natalie asked as she pinched Bree’s nipple.

Brianna slid her soft lips back and forth on my cock faster and faster until she brought me right to the edge of my climax.

“Lean in,” I growled. “I’m going to feed you all my cum.”

Pleasure and heat exploded in me as Bree gave me one final suck. I slid out of her mouth and shot a wave of hot cum onto the blonde’s beautiful tits. My women eagerly leaned in, and I swung my body around to pump the next load on the rest of them. My creamy seed splattered into their open mouths, and they held their tongues out as I fed them. The last of my cum pumped onto Nat’s plump lips, and each of my women licked up my seed until there was nothing left.

It was so fucking hot to watch them all lick my glistening juice from their lips.

“You’re such good girls,” I said as my heart settled back to a normal rhythm.

“We love to please you, Sam,” Bree said.

The others nodded in agreement, and they each battled to hold my gaze as their hands wandered over each other’s breasts and throats.

I started to grow hard again almost instantly as I watched. I thanked my vamp powers for the ability to please my women with my cock over and over, and I was ready to feel their sweet pussies around me.

“Fuck,” I growled. “Stand up, you gorgeous creatures.”

The women got to their feet and held hands as they grinned eagerly at me.

“Brianna,” I said. “You did such a good job of taking my cock in your mouth. I think you should be rewarded with a hard fuck.”

“Thank you,” the blonde said with a flushed smile. “I really want you to take me hard, please.”

“Bend over the desk,” I said. “Put your hands on the wood and present yourself to me.”

She rushed over to the front of the classroom, and I fucking loved how much they enjoyed being given orders. They were powerful vamp women, and the fact that they willingly submitted themselves to me and my will was the biggest turn-on I’d ever known.

The beautiful blonde put her hands on the desk and wiggled her tanned ass invitingly.

“What a view,” Catherine purred.

“Neko,” I said. “I want you to sit on the desk in front of Bree. She’s going to lick your pussy while I fuck her.”

The Japanese beauty flashed a wild smile and practically danced onto the desk. Brianna giggled and leaned down on her forearms between her friend’s thighs. She got to work right away and began licking Neko’s soaked slit, and I groaned as my cock ached to be inside her.

“What do you want us to do?” Natalie asked as she held Catherine’s hand.

“See who can make the other cum fastest,” I said with a grin. “That’s your challenge. Stay on this side of the desk so I can watch you.”

“Challenge accepted,” Catherine said, and she pulled my girlfriend in for a deep kiss.

I walked around behind Bree and ran my hands all over her perfect backside. Her pussy was swollen with need and begged to be filled, and I felt high with lust. Brianna had her mouth on Neko’s pussy, and the Japanese beauty moaned deeply. I lined my cock up with Bree’s slit as I gripped her hips, and I slowly eased the tip of my cock into her hot tunnel.

Brianna moaned into Neko’s pussy as I pushed deeper into the blonde. Every inch of my body was alive with pleasure as I slid right into Bree’s velvety tightness. Her body gripped my cock as I began to fuck her deeply, and every stroke set a blaze of pleasure through me.

I sped up my pace and savored the sensation of fucking Brianna hard.

“Fuck!” Neko groaned. “Her little whimpers of pleasure feel so good on my pussy.”

Catherine and Natalie made out against one of the smaller desks, and their hands roamed all over one another. My girlfriend slid a hand down to her friend’s pussy, and she gently rubbed Catherine’s clit. Both women groaned, and I could have watched them forever.

“Oh!” Neko whimpered as she tilted her head back. “You’re going to make me cum, Bree!”

“Good girl,” I growled. “Make your beautiful friend cum with your tongue, Brianna. You’ll get my cum deep inside you for being so good.”

Neko’s gorgeous tits rose and fell quickly as her breathing sped up. She whimpered as she gripped Bree’s head and closed her eyes.

“Fuck!” Neko cried out, and she convulsed on the desk.

Her petite frame shook as she came on Bree’s tongue, and it drove me fucking feral to see my women pleasure one another. Brianna finally raised her head up from between her friend’s legs, and she gasped as I rammed into her deep and hard.

“Good girl,” I said. “Do you want to feel my cum deep inside you for being so good?”

“Yes!” Bree gasped. “Please!”

The gorgeous blonde sounded like she could barely talk as I fucked her, and I leaned down over her to play with her heavy breasts. I squeezed her tits and rolled her nipples between my fingers. Bree twitched and moaned with pleasure as I took control of her perfect body.

“This is so fucking hot,” Neko moaned as she leaned back and watched. “Fuck her as hard as you can, Sam. I love watching her eyes roll back every time you drive inside her.”

“Oh!” Bree cried out. “Sam! I’m going to cum!”

“That’s it,” I growled into her ear. “Cum on my cock. Be a good girl, and I’ll fill you up with my seed.”

Brianna writhed under me as I pinched her nipples, and I thrust as hard and deep inside her tight pussy as I could. I fucked her faster and faster until her body shook below me, and she cried out as she came. Her tunnel tightened around me, and the sensation was too much to take. My second climax crashed over me as I shot my cum deep into Bree’s womb and moaned deeply.

I gripped her tits as I emptied myself inside her.

“Fuck!” I hissed. “Yes, take it all.”

“Yes!” Brianna whimpered. “Please, give me all of it.”

The stream of cum just kept going as I stayed buried inside the beautiful blonde. My head spun as complete bliss overcame me, and I kissed the back of Bree’s neck. Her arms shook as the last of my seed emptied inside her, and I slowly straightened up and slid out of her dripping heat. I pulled her up with me, and her legs almost buckled as she turned.

“Whoa,” I chuckled as I grabbed her waist. “Are you doing okay there, gorgeous?”

Brianna opened her mouth wordlessly, and I pushed her hair back from her flushed face.

“I think you broke her brain,” Neko giggled.

“I came so hard,” Bree whispered. “You felt so huge inside me, and I can feel your seed dripping deep in my womb. Oh, Sam. Thank you.”

She fell into my arms, and I kissed her passionately. I gently stroked her back as Catherine and Nat cried out in ecstasy. Bree, Neko, and I watched as Catherine and Nat rode out their pleasure together.

“I think that was a tie,” my girlfriend giggled.

Brianna put her hands on my chest and looked up at me with an adoring smile. I kissed her forehead and looked over to see Nat and Catherine catch their breath as they stayed tangled in each other’s arms.

“Bree’s taken so much of your cum,” Neko said as she slid to the end of the desk. “Look at how much is glistening on her thighs.”

Brianna giggled as she looked down at her legs.

“Are you jealous?” Bree asked. “Do you want to feel Sam’s huge cock inside you, too?”

“Of course I do,” Neko said. “I want Sam to totally take control of me with his cock filling me up.”

She leaned back and spread her legs to show off her soaked pussy. Neko bit her lip and pinched her nipples teasingly.

“Is that right?” I asked. “You want to feel my cock in your tight pussy? You want to be a good girl and do everything I say?”

“I’ll do anything you want me to,” Neko said. “I just want you to be in complete control over me.”

“That’s so hot,” Catherine moaned. “Do it, Sam. Take her hard and claim her.”

I walked over to Neko, and heat built inside me all over again. She loved being taken over and giving me complete power over her.

She bit her lip as I strode over and stopped at the desk.

“Lie back,” I ordered.

Neko slowly laid back on the desk with her slim legs draped over the edge of the wood. I grabbed her thighs and stood between her legs with my cock rock hard once more and ready to be buried deep inside my lover.

Bree still looked like she was trying to catch her breath as she leaned back against one of the smaller desks with her face flushed. Catherine and Nat cuddled around her and watched with wide eyes as I stroked the tip of my dick along Neko’s slit.

The pink-haired beauty fluttered her dark lashes as she looked up at me with a pleading look in her eyes.

“Take me,” she breathed. “Please, Sam. I just want to feel you claim me.”

Her words were enough to make my brain explode, and I ached to be inside her.

“Fuck,” I groaned.

I used one hand to slide my cock up and down her soaked slit, and my other hand explored her beautiful body. Neko gasped as I pinched each of the nipples on her pert tits. I snaked my hand further up until I reached her neck, and I gently but firmly wrapped my fingers around her throat.

Her eyes widened as I flexed my grip, and she needily thrust her pussy toward my cock.

“Bad girl,” I said with a wicked grin. “I decide when I fuck you.”

“Oh, my god,” Catherine moaned. “Sam’s so fucking hot when he’s in charge.”

I leaned forward enough to hover my lips over her ear.

“Grab my hand if you ever want me to stop,” I said gently. “But I’m going to fuck you so hard.”

Neko nodded eagerly. I’d given her a way to signal her needs, and I gently kissed her neck before I gripped it again with my hand.

She was so short, it was easy to pin her neck with one hand as I started to slide my cock into her pussy with the other. Her tightness gripped me as my dick eased inside her. Neko whimpered as my whole cock buried into her tunnel, and I held her firmly down on the desk.

“You feel so fucking tight,” I groaned. “You look good with my cock deep inside you.”

Nat moaned, and I glanced up to see that the other women had started to touch each other as they watched. Bree slid her fingers into my girlfriend’s slick folds, and Nat had her hand between Catherine’s legs.

I slowly slid back until only the tip of my cock was inside Neko, and she whimpered again with wide eyes.

“So needy,” I chuckled as she ground herself against me.

I thrust back inside her deeply, and Neko cried out. Stars exploded in my mind as I started to fuck the Japanese beauty hard and fast. Her petite frame bounced with every move, and her pussy was so fucking tight it made my head spin.

I gripped her neck as I fucked her, and I looked deep into her brown eyes. Her excited little whimpers made me feral as I rammed into her over and over.

A sudden tremble of her body told me her orgasm was close, and a heat built inside me that could have burned the world to the ground.

“Good girl,” I growled. “Cum on my big cock, and I’ll fill you up with my seed.”

“Yes,” Neko breathed. “Fill me up, Sam. Claim me.”

I lost sense of everything around me as I drove into her again and again. Neko cried out as her inner walls clenched around me, and her cheeks flushed with her climax. The sensation drove me over the edge, and a tidal wave of pleasure and heat crashed over me as I came deep inside Neko.

My limbs shook as I spurted my seed deep in her womb, and she arched her back as she gasped. Streams of hot cum shot inside her, and I emptied the last of myself as my heart raced.

“Very good girl,” I murmured as my orgasm subsided.

I gently released her throat and leaned forward to kiss her flushed face. Neko’s chest rose and fell quickly as I pressed my lips to hers. Her tongue met mine as we kissed deeply, and the sounds of my other women climaxing rang out through the classroom.

I gently pulled back from Neko and smiled as I pushed a strand of hair back from her face.

“That was fucking amazing,” she whispered. “Thank you, Sam.”

“You’re perfect,” I said.

I kissed her cheek and stood up to pull out of her tight pussy. Cum glistened as it spilled down her thighs, and I took Neko’s hand to gently pull her up.

“I don’t think I can walk properly,” Bree said.

The blonde beauty leaned against a desk as Catherine played with her long hair.

“That’s what Sam does,” Nat said with a smile. “Fucks us so hard that our bodies forget how to work for a few minutes.”

“Let’s hope you remember soon,” I chuckled. “We’ve got a lot of supplies to take back to Red House.”

“Including a damn cat,” Catherine said. “Bree, holding that thing is going to be your job on the way back.”

We used the sink in the corner of the classroom to clean up as much as we could, then pulled our clothes back on and picked up our supplies. It was time to head back home with even more supplies to rebuild our future.
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The school was silent as we walked back down the hall and swept the last section of classrooms. Dried blood was crusted on the walls, and little reminders of Thaddeus’ destruction were everywhere.

We made it out to the door without any more run-ins, and the deserted town was still and quiet. The wind was sharp and reminded me that we didn’t have long before true winter set in.

We piled back into the Jeep, and our supplies took up every spare inch of space. The cat meowed in her carrier on Brianna’s lap, and I started the car to drive us home.

“The machine gun, ammo, and mounting bracket are the number one priority to pick up on the next trip,” I said. “We’ll need someone with a truck to be able to fit as much as we can.”

“Mary Bess to the rescue,” Lily said.

“We’ll also need someone to offer their truck for using the gun,” I said. “I’m sure one of them will have a truck or know of one we can mount the M2 in the back of. I think Mary Bess is too attached to hers to give it away to be used as an attack vehicle.”

“I bet there will be,” Lily said. “It’s not like folks are using their cars for anything right now anyway.”

“Val said there’s a hardware store just outside Black Betsy,” Bree said. “Do you think we should pick up some supplies for the new farming and greenhouse plans?”

“How much room have we got?” I chuckled as I glanced into the back.

“There’s still space in the back,” Nat said. “Especially if we put a couple more bags on our laps.”

“We can check out the hardware store,” I said with a nod. “That’s our last stop before home.”

“She said it’s on the west side,” Bree said.

“There might not be much left,” I said. “But hopefully nobody picked up too much from the farming section.”

I drove around the school and down the street of deserted houses. There wasn’t any sign of movement as we passed through and headed out of town. A narrow road curved away from the town and led us to a small hardware store that looked like it had been there for decades.

The sign was so worn I couldn’t even read the name, and the white paint outside was chipped to hell. Both windows were smashed in, and the door hung off its hinges.

“Looks like it’s been broken into already,” I said. “There might not be much left, but we can try.”

I parked right outside and grabbed my bat as I climbed out of the Jeep. The girls got out, and Bree carefully placed the cat carrier on the back seat, wedged between supply bags.

“Good little baby,” the blonde cooed as she secured the carrier. “We’ll have you home in no time.”

I locked the Jeep and led the way to the little store that was probably a family business before the world ended. A plant rotted in a smashed pot at the side of the door, and the smell of damp basements hung in the air.

I gripped my bat and kicked the door open to reveal a small shop with glass littered over the floor. My eyes adjusted instantly to the dim lighting, and I was relieved to see the store still had some full shelves and displays. There were bundles of shovels, rakes, and hoes that had been knocked over but not broken. Packs of fertilizer lined the bottom shelves, and my heart jumped at the sight of hundreds of seed packets still neatly arranged on the higher sections of the aisles.

“Fucking jackpot!” I grinned. “This store is way less picked over than the last one we went to.”

“Small business wins,” Natalie chuckled and gestured at the broken glass on the floor. “I guess Thaddeus’ goons just felt like smashing some shit up.”

I carefully patrolled each aisle to make sure we were alone, but there wasn’t a vamp or human to be found.

“Look at all these seeds!” Bree said excitedly. “There’s so many! Should we take some flowers as well as all the vegetables?”

“Sure,” I said. “Make sure we get all the food as first priority, but I’m sure people wouldn’t object to some bright flowers being planted.”

“I read somewhere that some flowers can be helpful in the garden,” Nat said. “They attract pollinators.”

Brianna and Catherine started to carefully pile the packets of seeds into their bags, and I grabbed the five shovels that sat in a tall bucket. Neko and Nat picked up the rakes and hoes, and I checked the register to find it had been emptied.

“Looks like he took the cash,” I said.

“Do you think we’ll really ever use money again?” Brianna asked. “We have so much of it stored away, but it doesn’t seem like we’ll ever really need it.”

“I like the idea of going back to it at some point,” I said. “When Red House really becomes our own self-sufficient little world. Paying people wages for labor seems like a good way to reconnect us with some kind of normal.”

I picked up some scissors and pens that were left on the counter, and I opened the staff door to find a tiny room with empty cupboards. There was nothing left other than a couple of chipped mugs, but every tea bag and sugar packet had been taken.

“He took all the human food,” Neko said as she peered around me. “Do you think he was planning to eventually grow crops to keep people alive?”

“I don’t know if he would’ve thought that far ahead,” I said. “And luckily, we never have to find out.”

“This is probably all we can fit for now,” Natalie said as we rejoined the group. “But we should send people here right away to collect all the fertilizer.”

“We’ll get Mary Bess and her trusty truck on the job,” I said. “I’ll make sure we clean the place out. There’s so much we can use here. Hoses, pipes, chicken feed, tools. Let’s get this stuff loaded up and hurry back.”

I stepped outside to find the sky had started to darken as evening approached. We’d been out longer than I’d anticipated, but distractions were bound to happen when I travelled with my army of super-hot vamp girls.

We had to rearrange our crammed supply packs several times before we managed to get everything to fit in the Jeep. The girls needed to pile several things on their laps for the ride, but they were happy to make sure everything got back to the town quickly.

A footstep crunched behind me, and I spun around with my bat raised and ready to attack.

A skinny vamp stood about ten yards away, and I was impressed with how my hearing had picked up on him despite his quiet steps. I was always on high alert in this new world, but my instincts were sharpest when I was around my women.

“Whoa,” the vamp said. “I’m not here to fight, man. I come in peace.”

The guy must have been in his thirties with bright red shaggy hair that framed his thin face. His blue jeans and gray flannel were clean, and his bright blue eyes didn’t have any red in them. He looked like a healthy vamp who’d recently drank blood, and I kept my bat raised as my women gathered on either side of me.

“What do you want?” I snarled. “Are you one of Thaddeus’ remaining crew?”

“Fuck, no,” the vamp said with his hands raised. “I’m with Frank up in Liberty. My lady really wanted some cardinals, so I thought this place might have some seeds.”

“Cardinals?” Catherine asked. “Like, the flowers?”

“Yeah,” the vamp said. “She says our garden’s depressing, so I told her to pick a flower she wanted to grow, and I’d get her seeds.”

I blinked at the vamp. Every part of me was ready to bash the fucker’s head in, and my instinct was to make sure we were the only vamps left standing. But the guy really didn’t seem interested in attacking, and I couldn’t hear or smell any secret backup anywhere nearby.

Ever since the vampocolypse began back in New York, I’d learned to swing first and ask questions later. Were there really still vamps left who didn’t deserve to have their brains spilled out on the ground?

“You came alone?” I asked. “That seems dumb.”

“I can handle myself,” the vamp said. “Besides, we heard that Red Sam took care of the Thaddeus problem. I guessed there wouldn’t be anyone other than the odd wild vamp roaming Black Betsy now.”

“That’s still super risky,” Catherine said in a suspicious tone. “All it takes is one wild vamp to catch you off guard, and you’re done for.”

“I’ve never met a vamp I couldn’t escape,” the red-haired guy said. “Turning vamp really came with its perks. I share my blood with some of the others because it gives them the same skill I’ve got.”

“What skill is that?” I asked.

The red-haired guy hesitated for a second, then nodded to the Jeep.

“I can show you,” he said. “Can I go near your car?”

“Absolutely fucking not,” I said. “Why do you need the car?”

“I can use something else,” he said. “But I’m going to need to run. Feel free to shoot me if I try to attack you.”

“We will,” Nat said with narrowed eyes.

“I’m Larry, by the way,” he said. “And this is the coolest fucking trick I’ve ever been able to do.”

The skinny guy rolled his shoulders as if he was about to do some Olympic-level flip, and he started to run toward a stack of old barrels near the hardware store. He was fast even for a vamp, but my jaw dropped when he was a step away from the barrels.

Larry bent his knees and jumped, and he easily cleared the stack of barrels that must have been nine feet high. The vamp looked like he was flying, but he descended easily and landed on his feet with one crouched leg like fucking Superman.

He slowly rose and spun around to give us a dramatic bow.

“Sorry,” he chuckled. “I can’t resist the dramatics. This is the craziest shit that’s ever happened to me. I’ve never been physically gifted at anything before.”

“Holy shit,” Neko said. “You can fly?”

“No,” Larry said as he walked back toward us. “I can’t do it for any longer than a few seconds. It’s a super cool jump, though. It’s given me the advantage when I’ve fought vamps three times my size.”

“I’ll bet,” I said. “Shit, that’s really cool.”

“You want some blood?” Larry asked.

He held out his arm, and the temptation to try out the crazy jumping was seriously appealing. But it was still hard to fully trust someone new, and it felt safer to decline the offer until I’d really made up my mind about the other fiefdom of vamps.

“Not today,” I said. “But if it turns out you guys really are willing to be on our side, you bet your ass I’m going to try out that shit.”

“I get it,” Larry said. “It feels impossible to trust anyone now, right?”

“But you guys seem so eager to trust us,” Nat said.

“We are,” Larry said. “But we’re well aware you might gun us all down if you decide to. We know how powerful your group must be to have taken down Thaddeus’ crew. I guess we’re just hoping you’re open to the idea of some friends nearby to help when more shit hits the fan.”

“It’s bound to,” I said.

We stared at each other for a moment, and I wasn’t entirely sure how to end the conversation.

“Sam,” Bree said. “What do we do?”

“We get back in the Jeep,” I said. “Head home and figure out what our next move is.”

“We’re ready to meet with you,” Larry said with a nod. “Whenever you folks are willing, our doors are open to talk this through. Ain’t no rush, but I’d sure like to be allied with Red Sam before the next Thaddeus comes along.”

“We’re thinking about it,” I said. “Let’s go.”

I kept my eyes on Larry as the women piled into the jeep, and I finally got into the driver’s seat. The vamp strolled into the hardware store, and I noticed a beaten-up tow truck parked on the street nearby.

I drove past the truck and through the small town, and my thoughts raced as we headed to Red House.

“That was insane,” Catherine said. “That would be super cool if we could jump like that!”

“He was basically flying,” Neko said. “Imagine leaping over a vamp’s head and bringing your weapon down from above!”

“He could have tried to attack,” Nat said from the passenger seat. “He must have spotted us before we saw him.”

“But he didn’t try anything,” I nodded. “I’m starting to feel hopeful about this other fiefdom. I’ll never put my people in danger, but I think we need to go and properly scope out the place. I want to see this group and their humans for myself.”

It was thankfully an uneventful drive back to Red House, and I knew my people would be excited about the new supplies we had. We drove into the town center, and loads of locals were gathered along with the rest of my girls.

“Something’s wrong,” I said as the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

I parked the Jeep and climbed out to see my women gathered around Celia, and tears streamed down her usually cheerful face.

“Oh, my god,” Bree said as we raced over to join them. “What’s wrong?”

Celia sniffed and wiped her eyes as she turned to face me.

“Sam,” she croaked. “That stupid son of a bitch has gone and fucked up really bad.”

“Who?” I asked gently. “Celia, who fucked up?”

“James,” she said. “He and three other guys wanted to impress you by expanding the border patrol. But they fucked up, Sam. They got themselves captured.”

Catherine gasped, and my heart thudded like a drum in my chest.

“They took James,” I said. “Fuck. Who? The vamps from Frank’s fiefdom?”

“I don’t know who they were,” Celia said. “They were fucking feral. I tried to shoot them down along with some of the other lookouts, but they were too fast. Ross managed to get one of them in the arm, but his buddies just dragged him off with them. They had a big old truck, and they hauled James into it along with the others.”

“They took Jason,” Erika said with a grim look. “And two other younger guys.”

“Robbie and Nate,” Val said. “Young guys who wanted to impress you. Damn fools. They pestered James until he let them pull him along with their stupid plan. Jason was trying to get them to stop…”

“I told them not to fucking wait,” I said as I ran a hand through my hair. “It was barely even a plan! They just wanted to wander off with their guns to try and claim more land past Red House.”

“I think it’s the blood bond,” Erika said. “They weren’t thinking straight, and they wanted to impress you so much it impaired their judgement.”

“Shit,” I said as I paced back and forth. “Which direction did they go?”

“East,” Celia said. “They took the road that leads way out up through the hills toward Lanham, a little town that looks over a lake.”

“Not toward Liberty?” I asked.

Celia shook her head, and I weighed my options for what to do next. A rescue mission was my next priority, but I was going to need to bring backup and scout out the area before I ran in all guns blazing. I was determined and pissed, but I wasn’t fucking stupid.

“How far is Lanham?” I asked.

“Not too far,” Val said. “It’s a really rural spot. I’ve been there a few times on vet calls. It used to be a really nice spot where mostly old people lived.”

“Those vamps weren’t old,” Celia said. “They took our boys! Oh, Sam! What in God’s name are we gonna do?”

“We’re going to get them back,” I said fiercely. “We don’t leave our people behind.”

“Uncle James,” Catherine sobbed. “He can’t be gone! I only just found him again!”

The auburn-haired beauty’s shoulders shook as she cried, and I pulled her into my arms. I stroked her hair soothingly as the other women huddled in to squeeze her arm and comfort her.

“I’m going after them,” I said. “We need to load up on blood to refuel our strength, and we need to head out and scout the town to see what we’re up against.”

“It might just be a few feral vamps,” Bree said with a nod.

“They don’t know who the fuck they’ve messed with,” Neko said.

“I’m going to kill them,” Catherine said between sobs. “If they’ve fucking hurt him, I’ll end them all. I only just started to get to know him again.”

“I want you to stay here,” I said gently. “You’re upset, and I don’t want you getting hurt by acting rashly.”

“I can stay with her,” Nat said as she stroked her friend’s cheek. “We can stay here in case any more of the fuckers show up.”

“Great,” I said. “Is that okay, Catherine? You know I trust you to beat the shit out of anyone, but I think you need to take care of yourself right now.”

“I get it,” the auburn-haired beauty said with a nod. “But promise you’ll beat the shit out of anyone who’s hurt my uncle.”

“They’re not getting away with this,” I said.

Heat and anger rose in my stomach as I turned to face the crowd, and Gary stepped forward with his sleeve rolled up.

“Ya’ll are gonna need my blood,” he said. “And I’m going with you once you’ve had your fill.”

“So am I,” Ross said. “We know the area, we can help scout.”

The people of Red House gathered around, and I had a rush of pride as they all rolled up their sleeves to offer their blood. We’d built a damn good community, and it filled me with hope to see everyone come together to save the missing men.

Looking at the faces of my people, I knew it was possible for humans and vamps to live together. It gave me a spark of hope that Dalton and Larry were telling the truth about the group in Liberty, too.

At the same time, I was furious that those younger guys had gone off on their own, and they’d dragged Jason and James into it, but I knew how much they wanted to impress me. The men had become my devoted followers after I drank their blood, and I knew the bond and their eagerness had clouded their judgment.

Gary stood in front of me as the other locals gathered around my women, and we began to fuel ourselves for the journey ahead.

I took Gary’s arm and raised it to my mouth as saliva collected in anticipation. His arteries called to me as I opened my mouth and found the right spot. My sharp fangs sank through his flesh, and the intoxicating liquid seeped onto my tongue. The razor-sharp vision Gary’s blood provided came around almost instantly.

I drank and noticed the particles of dust in the air, along with the way every individual hair on his arm moved in the slight breeze. The large man stood tall and proud as I slid my teeth out of his arm and closed the wound with my tongue.

“An honor as always,” he said. “Ladies, please fuel yourselves. We’ve got some motherfuckers to bring down.”

We worked our way through more locals until I felt ready to lift a fucking building. Every sense was elevated, and I instructed one of the guys to bring Rhino around to the town center for us. If we were going on a rescue mission into uncharted territory, we were going to need to bring our trusty armored truck.

“I’m leaving the Jeep in your hands,” I said as I handed Nat the keys. “I usually leave Rhino, but there are more of us going than staying on this trip.”

“You take her,” my girlfriend said as she pocketed the keys. “I’ll take care of Catherine. She just needs some time to process. I really hope James and the others are okay.”

“Me, too,” I said. “We’ll do everything we can.”

Nat reached up and planted a kiss on my cheek, then hurried back over to Catherine and Celia. My heart broke to see the women upset, and the other vamp girls looked ready to spill blood.

Rhino roared around the corner, and Ross jumped out with a grin.

“I’ve been waiting for a ride in this thing,” he said.

“It’s your lucky day,” I said. “You know where we’re going, how about you drive? I’ll ride shotgun, so I can keep lookout for anything.”

“You got it,” Ross said with a salute.

“Gary, jump in back with the women,” I said. “That’s enough people for a recon mission. I don’t want to bring multiple vehicles to scope the place out, but we might come back for reinforcements depending on how many vamps we find in this place.”

“We can fit more people,” Lily said as the girls climbed into the back of the armored truck.

“I know,” I said quietly. “But there’s a strong chance the same vamps come back to hit the town again, and I want to leave as many capable shooters here as I can.”

“Got it,” Lily said. “Let’s go and find our guys.”

The Hispanic beauty climbed into the truck and sat between Neko and Bree. A collection of rifles, hammers, and axes sat in the center as the girls and Gary checked their weapons to make sure they were loaded and ready.

“Are we totally sure they went toward Lanham?” I asked Ross as I climbed into the passenger seat.

“Positive,” the former soldier said. “I watched them go as I tried to shoot out their tires. They might not be going to that town exactly, but that’s the first town on that road from here.”

“Is there anything else on the route?” I asked. “Lone houses, stores, ranches, or anything?”

“A few houses,” Ross said.

“We search them all,” I said. “This might be a few lone vamps or a whole damn town of them. We leave no stone unturned until we find our guys.”

“They messed with the wrong town,” Gary growled.

Ross took a moment to get his bearings with the truck before he sped off from the town center. Nat waved as she held Catherine close, and Celia’s face was red from sobbing.

I’d missed being in the armored truck, and the comforting roar of the engine filled the air as Ross drove us toward the edge of the town.

I loved driving Rhino, but I wanted to use my insane eyesight to keep watch for any clue we might pass on the road. Ross was a damn good fighter, and I trusted him to navigate our precious truck safely. He sped past the edge of the town, and the guards on patrol waved as we hit the open road.

Thick clouds rolled through the darkening sky, and the wind picked up as we left Red House behind.

A million different scenarios ran through my mind.

I didn’t want to think about anything other than finding the men alive, but I had to consider the possibilities. Comforting Nat after her psycho brother died had been awful, but it was part of being a leader. I’d really grown to care about James, and I’d do whatever it took to save him if the vamps still had him alive.

“What do you think we’re going to find?” Val asked.

I looked back to see the beautiful vet bite her lip as she drummed her fingers on her knee.

“I think there’s a good chance they’re alive,” I said. “Even Thaddeus had worked out that keeping humans alive is the only way to have a continuous source of blood.”

“He didn’t keep all of his people alive,” Lily said. “Half of the Black Betsy locals were dead when we got there.”

“But he had hundreds,” I said. “These vamps have only taken a few guys. They’ll want them alive for as long as possible.”

I was trying to convince myself as much as the others.

Ross sped around every curve of the road as the land sloped upward, and we wove around the towering hills of rural West Virginia. I kept my eyes on the landscape and spotted the first house on our route a few miles ahead.

“That place has been empty for years,” Ross said. “It went up for sale when the last owner died, but nobody ever picked it up.”

“We’ll check inside,” I said. “But I don’t see any vehicles around. You said the vamps had a truck?”

“A beaten-to-hell piece of shit,” Ross said with a nod. “It sounded like a damn banshee when it sped off. I heard James shouting when I was on patrol with Davey. We raced toward the sound of his voice, but they were bundling them into the truck when we finally got eyes on them. I shot at it, but it was too late.”

“You did what you could,” I said. “We’ve got a direction thanks to you, that’s huge.”

The former soldier nodded as he slowed Rhino down to pull up beside the abandoned house.

“What a shithole,” Neko said as she leaned forward to look.

“Pull up to the side,” I said. “So we’ve got eyes on the front and back doors.”

Ross parked Rhino at the side of the house, and I swung my door open. My gun was slung over my shoulder as I gripped the Louisville Slugger tightly. I sniffed the air, but the strong wind blew past me toward the building. The smell of animal shit and wild grass was all I could pick up, and the house looked like it hadn’t been set foot in for years.

It was the first building I’d seen in ages that didn’t have its windows smashed in due to the black boards inside. Both the back and front doors were shut, and the white paint was so chipped it looked like a deliberate speckled pattern. The steel roof was so rusted that I couldn’t tell what color it had originally been, and black mold grew along the windows.

“Let’s split up to cover both doors,” I said. “Gary, Lily, Neko, and Bree to the back door. Ross, Erika, and Val, with me at the front.”

We broke up into our groups, and I led the way to the front of the old house.

“This place is creepy,” Erika muttered.

“And I can’t smell anything with the fucking wind,” I said. “Stay behind me, be ready to attack.”

I tried the handle, but the door was locked. The others took a step back as I raised a leg and kicked the door with my newly replenished strength. Rotten wood fell apart like paper, and a rancid smell of mold hit my nostrils. I kicked again and shattered the mechanism of the lock, and the door swung open with a creak that sounded straight out of a haunted house attraction.

The dimly lit hallway was quiet, and I stepped inside to see more dust particles than I’d ever seen in one place before.

“I suddenly regret having such good eyesight,” Erika groaned as she followed. “Is it too late to go back to needing glasses?”

“I think it might be,” I snorted. “This place is dead.”

A bang echoed through the house as the back door was busted in, and I walked through the small kitchen to see that Gary had thrown his shoulder into the wood. He’d knocked it damn near off its hinges, and it was impressive strength for a human without vamp powers.

“Lovely,” Lily sighed as she stepped inside. “The smell of rotting wood really adds to the place.”

I swung a cupboard open to find nothing but a dead spider and yet more dust. There wasn’t even a spoon left behind, and there wasn’t even any furniture in the living room.

“Looks like they really cleared it out before they tried to sell,” Ross said. “I guess they’re not here.”

“Doesn’t look like it,” I said. “But we should check the whole place in case there’s anything else.”

I led the way upstairs to find two empty bedrooms with nothing in the closets, and a bathroom that was just as bare.

“Done,” Neko said as she opened the bathroom cabinet. “Nothing. Let’s get going.”

We hurried down the creaking stairs, and the smell of human blood hit me on the bottom step. I froze on the spot and looked around wildly in search of where it had come from.

“What’s up?” Lily frowned as she looked back at me.

“Did anyone else smell blood?” I asked. “I got it for a second there.”

“No,” Erika said. “We’ve checked all of the rooms?”

“Maybe it’s from one of our wounds?” Ross suggested as he lifted his arm. “I know you heal them up after you drink, but maybe you can still pick up the smell slightly?”

I walked back up a few stairs and gradually came back down, and the smell hit me even harder when I slowed my pace.

“Right here,” I said. “It’s definitely blood.”

“Where?” Bree said as she looked around. “Ew, are there bodies stuffed in the walls or something?”

“Or a basement,” I said as I stepped down. “Look over here.”

I hurried to the cupboard under the stairs and opened it to find a set of stairs that led down into blackness. It looked like something from a horror movie, and I was grateful my eyesight could easily distinguish that there was only a coatrack at the very bottom. But the basement veered off to the right out of view of the stairs, and the smell of blood got stronger.

“I hate this!” Bree hissed behind me. “Why do other vamps have to be so fucking creepy?”

“Stay close,” I said. “Gary, you guys got a flashlight so you can see?”

“Right here,” he said as he pulled it from his jacket.

“Then let’s see what the fuck is waiting for us,” I said, and I took a step toward the basement.

The only heartbeats I could pick up on were behind me, so it was unlikely there was anything alive down in the darkness. But I knew never to get cocky with vamp shit. Maybe some vamps had the power to go undetected by others.

We were as quiet as we could be as we crept down to the basement, and I was ready to swing my bat at anything that moved. But as I finally reached the bottom of the stairs, I could see there was nothing alive left down in the darkness.

The stench of both fresh and dried blood was strong as my eyes fell on a gruesome scene that made my stomach lurch.

Several human bodies had been chopped up, and entrails were rotting on the stone floor. Arms, legs, and torsos lay separate from each other across the basement, and five human heads were decaying on a small wooden table. Two women and three men had been chopped up, and the worst part of the scene hung on the back wall.

A man’s torso had been split open, and rusty nails had been hammered through chunks of flesh into the wall to hold it up. Other body parts had been added on around it to create a Frankenstein’s Monster mash-up of all the dead humans. A woman’s skull hung by her brown hair above the torso, and a couple of inches separated her severed neck from the man’s shoulders. Men’s arms were nailed out like he’d been crucified, and women’s legs were stuck underneath the horrific body.

My blood ran cold as I stared at the mess of human body parts, and it felt like the air had been sucked from the room. Val gagged, then spun around and vomited in the corner. Erika held her hair back, and I put a hand on the vet’s back to soothe her.

It took a second before anyone was able to speak.

“What the absolute fucking fuck?” Neko finally whispered.

I’d never heard her voice so filled with fear, but I didn’t blame her. We’d seen a lot of fucked-up shit on the road, but this was a new level of depravity.

“This wasn’t killing humans for the sake of staying alive,” I said. “They didn’t even fully drain the blood from the bodies.”

“This was for fun,” Lily said with horror in her voice. “They did this for fucking fun.”

“What kinda sick fucker could even think of this?” Gary spat. “These were people! Human folk with their own lives, not fucking dolls!”

Brianna swayed on her feet, and Val’s face had a gray tinge as they stared at the gruesome scene.

“Get back upstairs,” I said. “We don’t need to look at this shit any longer. All of you, up.”

The group spun instantly and began to race back upstairs, but I took a second longer to look for any clues or hints to help identify who had done such a gross act of evil, but there was nothing left behind other than a box of nails. I pocketed them before I ran back up to the others.

I swung the basement door shut and stepped out into the hall to find Val crouched down on her heels.

“Are you okay?” I asked as I knelt beside her.

“I’ve been a vet for years,” she said. “I don’t have a weak stomach. Hell, I’ve had my hands inside cows to help them give birth. I’ve been knee deep in shit and blood, but I’ve never seen anything as disgusting as that.”

“Nails through their fucking skin,” Gary muttered. “Through their fucking skin!”

“They just nailed them up,” Bree said. “Like they were ornaments.”

The gorgeous blonde stared at the wall without blinking, and I could tell the sight had seriously fucked up the group. I was disturbed to my core, but I needed to lead the way for us to move on.

I gently pulled Val to her feet, and I put a hand on Bree’s shoulder.

“That was fucking horrendous,” I said. “An insight into what some vamps are capable of. A reminder that we need to get our asses in gear and look for our friends.”

“What if the same thing happens to them?” Gary asked. “What if this sicko is the one who took ‘em?”

“We don’t know anything for sure,” I said. “Other than our friends aren’t here, and we need to keep looking. We can process everything later, but we have to pull ourselves together enough to fight if we need to.”

“There’s no worries there,” Neko said through her teeth. “I’m going to pull apart whatever vamp did that.”

“They won’t get away with it,” Lily spat. “Let’s hunt these fuckers down.”

“That’s the right energy,” I said. “Come on, let's get vengeance for those poor people.”

We raced out of the front door, and my adrenaline was through the roof as I climbed into the driver’s seat. I still wanted to keep my eyes on our surroundings, but Ross’ pale face told me he might need a break from the wheel. The veteran had no doubt seen some fucked up shit in his time, but the sight in the basement had visibly rattled him.

Rhino roared to life as I turned the keys, and I couldn’t get away from the house fast enough. Everyone was quiet as I pulled back onto the road and continued toward Lanham. The image of the mutilated corpses flashed into my mind, and I had a feeling I wasn’t going to forget it in a hurry.

“Does Red House have any therapists?” Bree asked after a while.

“Yeah,” Gary grunted. “It’s called taking a gun out into the hills and shooting the fuck out of some targets. I’ll take ya, girl. God knows I need to do the same thing.”

“You know,” Bree sighed. “That sounds like it might actually help.”

“I want to kill whoever killed them,” Lily said. “I don’t even think I’d need a weapon. I’m pretty sure I could just claw their faces apart with my bare hands.”

“Same here,” Val said. “And I’m not even a vamp yet.”

“Yet?” Neko asked. “Is this your way of telling us you’ve made up your mind?”

I glanced in the mirror to meet Val’s gaze, and a glimmer of happiness broke through the writhing disgust in my stomach. But my eyes flickered back to the road, and I noticed another building just a couple of miles ahead that had an old truck parked out front.

“Fuck,” I said. “Ross, is that the truck?”

“Nope,” he said as he squinted. “But it’s in a similar state to the one I saw. This house did have people living in it before everything went to hell. There’s a small barn out back where they kept a couple of horses and chickens. A middle-aged couple used to sell their eggs and teach horse riding out on their land.”

“I’m guessing they don’t live there anymore,” I muttered. “I know we’re all shaken up, but I need you all ready to fight.”

“Not a problem,” Lily said.

“We’ve got this,” Erika said as she rolled her shoulders.

“Yeah,” Brianna said. “If Val can shove her hands up a cow’s ass, we can do this.”

“It’s ass?” Val snorted. “Do I need to buy you a book about where babies come from?”

Their chatter eased the tension in my shoulders as I slowed Rhino down. I was hyper aware of every shadow as we approached the next house, and I tried to prepare myself for another horror show.

“Whatever is in here,” I said. “We can handle it, okay? We’ve faced much worse threats than a fucked-up, basement creep show.”

“Just give me an enemy to shoot,” Ross said. “Anger improves my aim.”

The house was way bigger than the previous property, and the back door looked out over a huge field filled with overgrown grass. A barn sat at the back with large doors that were closed, and a split-rail fence marked out the horse training areas.

Suddenly, a loud smash came from inside the house.

“We’ve got company,” I said.
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Chapter 9

“Let’s stick together,” I said. “I want to make sure I’ve got eyes on all of you.”

I trusted my group, but it could take a while for them to be completely back to themselves after what we’d all seen. We climbed out of the armored truck with our weapons, and I led the way to the back of the house.

Hollers rang out from a group of vamps who clearly weren’t paying attention to their surroundings. Smoke billowed out of the chimney, and a chair came flying through one of the back windows with a loud smash.

I swung an arm out to hold Erika back, and the piece of furniture skidded through the long grass. The smell of burning wood drifted out of the window, and I gestured for everyone to stay low.

We crouched down as we approached the back door, and someone belched loudly inside.

I got close enough to peer through the window. There were four vamp men inside, and they held a human man in between them. One vamp had a hold of each limb, and they suddenly pulled in each direction hard enough to rip the limbs from his body. He died as his head hit the ground, and the vamps howled with laughter as they drank from his limbs.

Blood exploded in the kitchen, and the vamps screeched with laughter before they messily sucked blood from the ruined stumps of the man’s limbs.

I dove down and signaled for the group to crawl under the window, and we hurriedly made our way to the back door.

“We go in and blast these fuckers,” I whispered. “Get them wounded enough to approach, and we bash their skulls in. There’s only four. We can take them, but I think we keep one alive to see if he knows anything.”

“Got it,” Ross said.

I swung my rifle forward and shoved the bat into the loop at the side of my pack. The vamps inside sounded like wild animals as they snarled and screamed, and I knew they’d be on a high with so much fresh blood in their system.

“Mow them down,” I said as I gripped the door handle. “Then bash their skulls in. Let’s go.”

The door was unlocked and easily swung open as I pushed, and it went straight into the blood-splattered kitchen.

Two of the vamps spotted us right away, but the other two had sunk to the ground to tear into the torso of the dead man.

Both of the more alert vamps were tall and broad, and one of them had a greasy mop of blond hair that was stained with red. The second vamp had a tattoo of barbed wire around his bald skull, and his bare chest was covered in equally shitty ink.

I aimed quickly as my finger hovered over the cool metal of the trigger, and I fired the first shot as the vamps sprang into action. My bullet flew into the blond guy’s chest, and he stumbled back into the vamps on the floor. They yelled as they pushed him off and clambered to their feet, and the bald vamp lunged forward.

Ross and Gary shot at the fucker at the same time, and their combined efforts hit the bastard’s left pec and stomach.

But the fucker didn’t go down.

He snarled and ran forward like a fucking bull at a red flag, and I grabbed my Slugger in a split second. Ross and Gary leaped to the left as the bald man charged, and I swung my bat from the right.

I swung my barbed wire weapon into the side of the asshole’s head. A gross crunch rang out as my slugger connected with his skull so hard that it mangled his ear. I pulled the bat back and tried not to gag as a ruined mess of flesh and muscle pulled away from his head like half-melted string cheese.

The huge man howled as he spun to face me, and there was something purely wild in his eyes as if any trace of humanity had truly left him.

Ross shot at the blond vamp who’d straightened up and charged at him, and Gary joined in shooting the greasy bastard until he crumpled again.

Shots rang out as the women focused on the other vamps, but I wasn’t going to take my eyes off the bald fucker.

He lunged at me with a snarl, and I dove out of his way just in time. But his curled fist connected with my shoulder as I jumped, and the hit damn near knocked me on my ass.

I had a second before he would spin to attack again, and I put all my effort into moving with as much vamp speed as I could muster. My shoulder pulsed with pain as I swung my bat up and launched myself at the back of the bald vamp’s head. I brought the weapon down with a furious snarl, and the Slugger smashed into his tattooed head hard enough to crack it open.

Moldy brain matter and fragments of skull exploded in my face, and my bat was so wedged into his broken head that it went down with him. The huge vamp fell down dead with a thud that shook the floor, and I blinked blood from my eyes as I hurriedly pulled my bat out of his ruined head.

Ross and Gary stood in front of the blond vamp who was crumpled on the floor, and they hurriedly pulled the axes from their belts to finish him off. Both of my men slammed their blades down hard enough to crack through bone, and the greasy fucker went still, face down in his own blood.

The women had fired a flurry of bullets into the two remaining vamps, and they continued to shoot every time the fuckers got close to standing up.

“Which one do you want alive?” Lily asked.

One of the vamps was in his fifties with barely any teeth other than two pointed incisors. His eyes rolled back in his head as he tried to push himself up, and his gunshot wounds slowly started to heal again. Val put another bullet into his shoulder, and he actually barked at her like a rabid dog.

“This one doesn’t seem so smart,” Neko said. “He looks like something that escaped from a lab.”

The other guy looked like he might be able to string a sentence together a bit better. His eyes were almost as dark as his hair, and his pale skin was speckled with blood. He held my gaze as he writhed on the floor and clutched his slowly healing thigh wound.

“Let’s keep this fucker to talk,” I said as I stared at him.

“Got it,” Neko said, and she grabbed her axe.

The Japanese beauty prowled forward with feline grace, and she swung her axe up as she jumped. She brought the blade down on the toothless vamp as he blinked stupidly at her, and she cut right down the center of his skull.

Neko’s strike was perfect and cracked his forehead right down to his nose. She pulled her weapon back, and the vamp fell backward and cracked the back half of his head on a cabinet door.

“And then there was one,” I said as I swung my slugger over my shoulder. “We’ve got some questions for you, you piece of shit.”

The vamp stared up at me with labored breathing as he pushed himself back against the cabinet.

“You got humans,” he said in a deep drawl. “They shootin’ for ya?”

“Yeah,” I said. “If you don’t tear people limb from limb, it means you can keep drinking from them. Stupid fuck.”

“You’re him,” the vamp spat. “I know you’re that Red Sam that done killed Thaddeus’ whole crew. Killin’ another vamp like that ain’t right.”

I crouched down to look the fucker dead in the eyes as my little army stood behind me with their weapons ready to go.

“Where are you fuckers from?” I asked. “Are you with Frank?”

“I don’t know no Frank,” the vamp said with a scrunched-up face.

“He looks too stupid to lie effectively,” Lily said.

“Agreed,” I said. “Who’s your leader? Tell me, and I might let you live.”

The vamp blinked at me, then licked his lips as he looked up at Lily.

“I like that one,” he said. “I tell you ‘bout my town, you give me her.”

My fist flew into the fucker’s face before I’d properly registered what I was doing. I punched him so hard his whole mouth crunched, and two teeth went flying out as he coughed up blood.

“Do not fucking look at her,” I said with lethal calm. “Or I’ll shove my rifle down your fucking throat. Answer my question.”

The vamp drooled out more blood and spat out another tooth.

“I live up in Lanham,” he said. “Don’t know no Frank. Essie runs the place.”

“Essie?” I repeated. “Did she take our people from Red House?”

“Probably,” the vamp said with a shrug. “She’s always talkin’ ‘bout how we need to bring down the other towns. Take all the blood bags for ourselves.”

“How many people live there?” I asked.

“Dunno,” the vamp said. “Loads.”

I stood up and looked down at the pitiful vamp at my feet as blood and saliva dribbled down his chin. He sneered as he looked back up at Lily, and he leered at her as he leaned forward.

“We’re done here,” I said. “And I told you not to fucking look at her.”

I swung my bat down onto the top of his head hard enough to smash it into oblivion. My Louisville Slugger broke through bone and brain and left the vamp with a broken mess dripping down his neck.

“Aw,” Lily said with a grin. “I love it when you defend my honor.”

“I know you can do that yourself,” I said. “But holy shit, it gets to me. Let’s keep going, it sounds like we’ve got a vamp bitch to spy on.”

“I don’t know any Essies,” Gary said as he swung the door open. “Must have rolled in from out of town.”

“You don’t know every person in West Virginia,” Ross laughed.

“Damn close, though,” Gary said as he slapped his friend’s back.

We stepped back outside and hurried over to Rhino. The sun had almost set over the mountains, and the evening sky was navy blue. I climbed into the driver’s seat, and the others piled into the armored truck with blood-stained weapons.

I started the engine and pulled back onto the road, and fresh adrenaline pumped through my veins. My heart drummed in my chest as we sped along the road, and I was ready to take on as many vamps as I needed to in order to get our friends back.

“They were fucking feral,” Val said as she retied her messy bun.

“Did you see the look in their eyes?” Erika asked. “I know we’re not human, but they looked like they were an extra step removed from ever having been human.”

“We’ve seen plenty of wild vamps,” Lily said. “But yeah, those fuckers were on a whole new level. I’m guessing it was them who made that beautiful display back in the basement?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “I think they would have drained the bodies of blood. The basement was some sick arts and crafts shit. It looked like it was done as a warning or for fun rather than to feed.”

“Some vamps must become wilder over time,” Erika said. “The ones who’ve truly lost touch with reality.”

“You think they’ll keep getting worse?” Bree asked. “They’ll become more depraved as time goes on?”

“We’ve seen it ourselves,” Erika said. “The ones who got lost to evil get dragged further down that road with every drop of blood they drink.”

“And we keep getting stronger,” Neko said. “Our skills are improving in a different direction.”

“That’s right,” I said. “Every day we become better able to deal with this shitstorm world. Those fuckers are descending into a mindset that’s going to tear them apart.”

“You must have seen your share of those fuckers in the city,” Ross said.

“I keep thinking I’ve seen it all,” I said. “But I keep getting proven wrong.”

I drove in silence for a while as Val passed around a pack of tissues to mop up some of the blood from our faces. The sun had finally disappeared, and stars poked through the clouds as they drifted by the full moon.

“Tell me about Lanham,” I said. “How big of a town are we talking, and are there any big buildings they might be using as a base?”

“It’s not much bigger than Red House,” Ross said. “There’s a town hall bang in the center.”

“That’s right,” Gary confirmed. “They also got a church on the northern side, and a couple stores by the town hall.”

“Is there somewhere to park without being seen?” I asked. “I want to scope out what kind of shit we’re up against before we announce our arrival.”

“There’s some woodlands that run along the eastern side of the town,” Ross said. “We could park up behind there and use the woods to get to the outskirts, but there’s nothing but the buildings to hide behind once we head into the town center.”

“Got it,” I said. “Remember, we’re probably not the only ones who’ve thought of adding lookouts around town. They’re probably not expecting company, but we need to make sure we’re careful.”

I slowed down as the road curved round, and Lanham came into view in the distance. Having my vamp vision meant I didn’t need the headlights to drive, but I knew they’d be able to hear Rhino if we got too close. The woods ran from the base of one mountain along the whole right side of the road and right up past Lanham.

“We’re going to need to stop here,” I said.

“Seriously?” Ross asked with a raised eyebrow. “You think they could hear us this far out?”

“Probably not for a while,” I said. “But I’m not risking anything. If they know someone’s coming, they could execute our guys as a punishment or warning.”

I carefully pulled off the road and found a big enough gap in the trees for the armored truck to fit through. We could only drive a few yards deep into the woods before we ran out of room where the trees became closer and denser. I spent time carefully maneuvering to make sure Rhino was angled the right way toward the road in case we needed to make a quick getaway.

We climbed out with our weapons, and we started to head toward the middle of Lanham. The temperature had fallen a few more degrees, but I was grateful that the wind blew toward us from town and not the other way. We were silent as we crept through the woods, and I scanned every inch of the shadows. But the only signs of life in the trees were some rabbits and plenty of bugs, and I still couldn’t hear anything as we neared the town.

“It’s very quiet,” Erika breathed.

“Maybe they aren’t here,” Bree said with a worried frown.

“Let’s scout the town,” I said. “We need to make our way to the central points where they could be hiding James and the others.”

The woods kept going and stretched right along past Lanham, but we kept to the edge of the trees as we finally reached the first buildings of the town. Overgrown shrubs helped shield us from being exposed along the line of trees, and we crouched down to get our first initial scan of the place.

The back of the houses faced the woods, and all of them had different bright colors painted on the wooden doors. Hanging baskets with dead flowers hung from a few windows, and the town had probably been really cute before an evil horde of bloodsuckers took over.

“I don’t see anyone,” Lily said quietly.

“No scent of vamp nearby, either,” Erika said as she sniffed the air.

“Looks like we’ll need to get closer,” I said. “What’s the best way to the town hall?”

“Head around the house with the green door,” Ross said. “That’ll take us to a narrow street between houses. It leads down to the town center.”

“Stay together, stay low,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

I got to my feet and jogged out from the cover of the woods toward the house Ross had pointed out. Nothing moved in the windows, and I started to worry that this place really was just a ghost town. But I kept low as I gripped my rifle, and my group followed right behind me as I led the way around the side of the house.

Houses lined each side of the narrow street that led deeper into Lanham, and I was relieved that all the windows without closed shutters had been boarded up.

We ran until the little street opened up onto a small town square, and I slowed down at the last house in the line. The smell of dried blood carried on the wind along with the unmistakable scent of vamps nearby.

A post office and general store sat next to each other to the left, and the town hall was opposite us across the clearing. The building was pretty big for such a small town, and the red brick was worn and chipped all over. The windows were all boarded up from the inside, and voices carried through the open double doors at the front.

“Any side entrances?” I asked as I turned to Ross.

“I’m not sure,” the former soldier said. “But there has to be a staff door, emergency exit, or something.”

“Let’s find out,” I said. “I can smell and hear vamps inside. This might be where they’ve got our guys. Be as quiet as you can.”

I took a breath and raced out from our cover. We kept low as we ran to the left side of the town hall, and distant vamp laughter echoed out from the front door. There wasn’t any sign of a door at the side of the building, so I led my group around the back.

A simple steel door was stationed next to trash cans that overflowed with rotten human food and several limbs. Flies covered the body parts, and the smell of decaying flesh filled the air.

“Holy fuck that stinks,” I muttered.

“One of the few downsides to heightened senses,” Neko groaned as she put her arm over her nose.

“They definitely keep humans here,” Val said. “And it looks like they’re not bothered about keeping them alive.”

“Let’s see exactly what we’re dealing with,” I said. “Come on.”

Bile rose in my throat as I hurried past the trash cans, and the buzzing of the flies drowned out all other sounds. I raced up the three steps to the back door and gently pushed it open a crack.

A kitchen sat on the other side, but it looked pretty untouched and clean.

“This must be the delivery entrance,” I said as I pushed the door open further.

We hurried inside, and Neko shut the door behind us to finally block out the stench of rotting corpses. The steel counters had lost their shine, but everything was neatly in place, unlike the other kitchens we’d been through.

“I guess they don’t need a kitchen if they’re not feeding their prisoners,” Val said.

“Or maybe they’re super tidy,” Bree said.

We made our way around stacks of plates and stock crates to the far side of the kitchen. I slowly pulled the door open and peered through the crack to see an empty hall lined with framed black-and-white photos of old town meetings. The floors and walls were free of any blood stains, but the whiff of vamps got stronger.

I paused for a beat to see if anyone would patrol past, but the voices I’d picked up were all muffled behind more walls.

“Main hall is down to the left,” Ross said quietly. “They hosted a Christmas party here once for neighboring towns.”

“Cute,” Brianna said. “Maybe we can do that again once we take over this place.”

“That’s the spirit,” I said. “Come on, I hear voices coming from the main hall.”

I slowly opened the door and stepped into the hall with my rifle gripped tightly. We followed the hallway toward the sound of voices, and when we turned the corner, we found the door to the main hall was closed.

“Shit,” I muttered. “They’re definitely going to notice if we open that.”

“There was a stage at the back of the hall,” Ross said. “For local bands and kids’ shows. Maybe there’s a stage door or something further back?”

“Good plan,” I said. “Let’s find out.”

We retraced our steps and followed the corridor back past the kitchen until it turned around to the other side of the building. I opened every door we found to reveal mostly meeting rooms or storage closets, but we eventually found ourselves around the back end of the main hall.

I pushed another door open to reveal a changing room with mirrors sitting along a line of vanities. Clothing rails filled with costumes were pushed to the side, and a small bathroom sat at the back of the room.

We piled into the dressing room and raced over to the far side, and the vamp voices were much louder.

I put a finger to my lips, then gently pushed the door open to reveal a narrow, dark staircase that led up onto the stage. There was a black curtain at the top of the stairs with a crack just wide enough that we’d be able to get a peek at what the fuck was going on in the town hall.

The vamps were rowdy, and they cheered and hollered like they were at a party. I gestured for the rest of the group to stay at the bottom of the stairs, and I crept up as silently as possible until I reached the top step. The stair was cast in thick shadows, so I was pretty sure nobody would catch sight of me even if they happened to glance at the small gap in the curtain.

A loud creak came from the stage, and I froze as I realized someone was up there a few feet away from my hiding spot. But as I slowly readjusted my position, I could see she was far ahead and right at the front of the wooden stage.

The large woman had her back to me, but I could see she was built like a fucking brick house. She wore a flowing purple dress, and her black-and-gray hair was pinned into a big bouffant updo on her head. The woman looked like she was as tall as me, and there was no denying that there was a fair amount of muscle that bulged under her arm fat. She was well fed, but clearly was no stranger to manual labor, judging by her biceps as she reached up to adjust her bun.

“Fellas,” the woman said in a sickly sweet, southern drawl. “Now, now then. Let’s all calm down and have a little talk, shall we?”

I didn’t dare breathe as the town hall fell silent, and floorboards creaked as everyone in the hall turned to face the stage. A quick sweep of the crowd showed there were only men in the town hall, but there was no sign of our friends.

“Essie,” one young vamp said from the front of the hall. “You proud of us for our haul?”

“Most proud, sugar,” Essie cooed.

The young man puffed out his chest, and another vamp smirked beside him.

“They’ve been down there for hours,” another vamp said. “How long before we get a bite?”

“Patience, darlin’,” Essie said with a deep chuckle. “We got a few more to collect before the feast. We’re only at eighteen blood bags, and there’s twenty-seven hungry fellas in this room, along with one very hungry lady.”

“But we fed this morning on some of them,” the first vamp said. “Can’t we have another quick snack?”

“You know the rules, sugar,” Essie said. “The blood bags in the dining room are for keeping your strength up. Our collection in the throne room is for the great feast.”

A million questions exploded in my mind as my stomach turned in horror. It sounded like James and the others were safe for the moment, but only until they had enough humans for the vamps to feast on.

“Let’s go back to Red House,” the first vamp said, and my blood ran cold.

“Not yet,” Essie said sternly. “Red House is for after our feast. You got lucky picking up them bags earlier. It’s gonna take all our strength to take down Red Sam.”

“We got a couple more hollers to pick from,” an older vamp grunted. “I reckon we can pick up enough bags to feast by tomorrow night.”

“How wonderful!” Essie said. “Then we’ll make sure the preparations are in place to have ourselves a lil’ party tomorrow. We can celebrate all this town’s done for us.”

“And afterwards,” a young vamp said. “We go hit Red Sam!”

“That’s right,” Essie said. “We claim his land, and we can move ourselves into Red House. Plenty’a space on their ranch to keep blood bags in the barn.”

Red-hot anger swept over me at how casually she spoke about keeping human cattle. This bitch was as rotten as Thaddeus had been, and it sounded like we didn’t have long to hatch a plan. I scanned the room and knew there was no chance we could take them out right then.

We needed backup, but we had an opportunity we had to take advantage of.

Essie and her goons were all in the town hall, and it sounded like she was keeping our friends in her private quarters. I needed to find out where they were before we returned and burned the town hall to the fucking ground.

Essie continued addressing questions from the crowd as I silently crept down the steps and gestured for the others to follow me back into the hall. I waited until the door was firmly shut before I breathed properly.

“Holy fuck,” I said. “Did you guys hear all that?”

“She’s going to feast on our friends,” Bree hissed. “That horrible bitch!”

“She said they’re being kept in a throne room,” I said. “Whatever the fuck that is. We need to try and find them and rescue them before we leave.”

“We’ve covered half the building already,” Ross said. “It shouldn’t take too long.”

“Let’s go,” I said. “Hurry!”

We raced down the hall and took a turn we hadn’t explored yet, but every room was empty apart from furniture. It wasn’t until we had almost looped back around to the front door that I spotted a sign for a basement.

“Not another basement,” Val groaned.

“They have to be down there,” I said.

“Come on,” Neko said. “Let’s check it out.”

We approached the next corner where the sign pointed, but I swung a hand out to slow everyone as the smell of blood and more vamps hit me. Quiet mutters carried around and warned me the basement was clearly being guarded, and we weren’t going to get in undetected.

I turned to lead the group back down the hall, but footsteps echoed from that direction along with Essie’s voice.

The vamp woman approached from one end of the hall, and multiple vamps waited at the other. There were several doors along the hall, and I pushed open the first one to reveal a cleaning closet that stank of spilled bleach.

There was barely enough room for us to fit, but the smell would cover our scent. Everyone crammed inside, and I pulled the door closed right as the sound of Essie and her goons turned the corner. I was crammed between Bree and Ross, and we held our breath as the vamps passed by our hiding spot.

“Make sure those traps are set,” Essie said. “At least fifteen guards outside the basement door at all times, got it?”

Several voices echoed their agreement, and the footsteps trailed off around the corner we hadn’t yet been able to explore. Multiple vamps greeted her, and a door swung open and closed again before things fell silent.

I waited a beat before I pushed the door open and led my group back toward the kitchen. We didn’t hear or see any other vamps on the way, and Val heaved a sigh of relief when we finally closed the kitchen door.

“We still don’t know for sure if they’re alive,” she said.

“I’m pretty sure they are,” I said. “From what she said about keeping everyone for this fucking feast.”

“We’ll need the whole town to come and fight this many vamps,” Erika said. “We don’t even know how many of them are down in the basement.”

“Sam,” Gary said. “Look! The bitch is outside.”

I hurried over to the window where he stood and looked through a crack in the wooden panel to see that Essie had exited through another staff door on the far side of the building. She stood with three vamps as they all puffed cigarettes, and she threw back her head to laugh at something.

“Can’t we just shoot her now?” Gary asked. “I reckon we could take her.”

“We could take her,” I said. “But I have a feeling she’s the only thing keeping all these other vamps from going into a feeding frenzy and draining our friends’ blood in seconds.”

“They do seem kind of scared of her,” Brianna said. “Sam’s right, it would be anarchy if we killed her.”

“The second she goes back inside, we leave.” I nodded.

We waited and watched from the crack in the window as the vamps took their time smoking. The door beside them swung open again, and a huge vamp strolled out with a cigar hanging from his lips. He had a crooked nose, a sagging face, and thinning hair on his round head. The vamp wore a stained green flannel, and his jeans had old blood crusted on the denim.

“Holy shitting fuck,” Gary breathed.

“What?” I asked.

Ross stepped over to take a look, and his jaw dropped.

“Of course that mother fucker joined up with this bitch,” Gary seethed. “I thought I’d seen the last of him years ago.”

“James broke his nose,” Ross said. “I didn’t think he’d show his ugly face near these parts ever again after that.”

“Can someone explain who that is?” Lily asked.

“The biggest piece of shit hated by everyone in Red House,” Gary said. “That’s Celia’s ex-husband.”
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Chapter 10

I stared at the huge man as he puffed his cigar, and my desire to burn the place to the ground grew even more.

“Ew!” Bree said. “Celia told me about him. She said he destroyed her confidence for years.”

“That’s right,” Gary said. “We all hated his fucking guts, but she kept trying to make it work for the sake of the kids.”

“One night he threw a pot at her,” Ross said. “James stormed into her house and knocked the fucker on his ass. That was the night he left without even saying bye to his kids.”

“I’ll rip his fucking head off,” Neko snarled.

“No shortage of folk wanting to help with that,” Gary said with a nod. “No wonder that piece of shit has teamed up with this vamp bitch.”

The group of vamps finally finished smoking and headed back inside, and I waited a minute to make sure they were gone before I opened the back door.

“Let’s go,” I said. “We need to get the fuck back to Red House and tell everyone what’s going on. We’re going to need as many fighters as we can to help us with this rescue mission.”

We raced back across the square and onto the narrow street that led us to the edge of town. The night sky twinkled with stars as we ran into the woods and were enveloped in the safety of the tree cover. We hurried back to Rhino, and I climbed into the driver’s seat.

I started the engine as the others climbed into the back, and Erika claimed the passenger side seat.

My thoughts raced as I pulled back onto the road and started to drive us back to Red House.

“They said they should have enough people to feast by tomorrow night,” Neko said. “Should we come back right away?”

“We’ve got some time,” I said. “But not much. We don’t need much sleep, but the rest of the town does. We’re going to have to wait until our people have had at least a few hours of sleep. Tired soldiers don’t fight well.”

“We’ll need to keep people back to protect the town as well,” Val said as she rubbed her forehead.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ve got all that covered. You need to make sure you get some proper sleep, Val.”

“You won’t need it for much longer!” Brianna said excitedly. “Since you’re going to become a vamp soon, right?”

Val nodded as she stared out the window, but she didn’t seem as excited about the idea as she had earlier. I hoped it was just because she was tired, and not because she’d changed her mind. It was always her choice, but it would be so cool to have all of my lovers as part of my gorgeous vamp army.

I sped down the road around the mountains until Red House finally came into view. Our patrol guards waved as we approached the town, and I knew people would be up waiting for answers.

We drove into the town center, and a group of locals stood smoking outside the church.

“Looks like everyone’s in there,” I said. “Let’s go and spread the news.”

I parked Rhino close to the church, and we climbed out into the cold night. We took our weapons and strode toward the little church and the group of smokers.

“Thank goodness y’all are back,” a middle-aged woman said. “We were so worried! Everyone’s inside, apart from the injured folks resting in their houses.”

“We’ve got a lot to discuss,” I said.

The smokers hurriedly stubbed out their cigarettes, and I followed them into the small church. Catherine and Natalie were in deep conversation in the aisle, and they gasped when they spotted us. Both women raced over and flung themselves at me, and I grabbed them into a tight embrace.

“Sam!” Natalie said. “Fuck! We were so worried!”

“Tell us everything,” Catherine said as they pulled back. “Is Uncle James alive?”

“We’re pretty sure but not certain,” I said gently. “How are you?”

“You were right,” Catherine said. “I needed some time to cool. Now, I’m ready to smash the head of every vamp responsible for this.”

“You’d better address everyone,” Nat said. “We’ve all been waiting for updates.”

She gestured to the pulpit at the front of the small church, and I strode up to it as silence fell over the crowded pews. Celia’s eyes were wide as she watched from the front row, and I knew she was about to have a shit load of bad news to deal with. But I was the leader of Red House now, and I had to motivate my people to action. Even when things were bleak, it was my duty to give hope.

I took a deep breath as I stepped onto the worn red carpet and turned to face the crowd.

“We saw a lot on the trip to Lanham,” I said. “Some really fucked up stuff that’s made it clear these vamps are the worst of the worst.”

“James?” Celia asked with a shaking voice.

“We have reason to believe he and the others are alive,” I said. “We couldn’t get into their holding place to make sure, but we overheard information that supports it.”

“What are they doing to them?” Celia asked.

“There’s a woman who leads the town,” I said. “Has anyone heard of someone called Essie?”

The locals shook their heads and shared confused glances.

“She’s in charge,” I said. “And we heard her speaking about a feast they plan on having tomorrow. They want to drink from all the humans they’ve captured, then come here to storm Red House to take me out.”

An explosion of scared voices and questions rang out through the church, and Catherine’s mouth parted with a horrified expression. I held a hand up, and silence quickly fell over my people once more.

“We need to bring a whole army back to fight,” I said. “But I need to leave enough people in town to protect it. Ross and Gary are going to organize the teams and work out who to keep stationed here.”

The two men nodded from the back of the church, and I was pleased I had enough trusted soldiers to delegate tasks to.

“Are they folks originally from Lanham?” Celia asked. “I thought there were some good people up in that town.”

“We think most folks there have been killed off,” Ross said with a shake of his head. “It looks like the town got taken over completely.”

“I reckon Essie brought them there on purpose,” Gary said. “I think one of her men had been wanting to hit up Red House for some time. Finding out about Red Sam probably just made the idea even more enticing.”

“Why would they want our town in particular?” Celia asked.

“Because of who Essie’s right-hand man is,” Gary said in a gentle tone. “It’s Ronald.”

Taut silence hung in the air as color drained from Celia’s face.

“You can’t be serious,” she said. “Ronald’s back?”

“Right by Essie’s side,” I said with a nod. “I’m sorry, I know that’s not what you want to hear.”

“And he’s got James?” Celia breathed as tears spilled down her cheeks. “James whacked that piece of shit more than once for what he did to me. We need to save him before Ronald takes his revenge.”

“We’re going to go in all guns blazing,” I said. “But I need you all to get some rest before we leave. Tired eyes and muscles aren’t going to be helpful against an army of vamps.”

“Sam’s right,” Celia said as she wiped her eyes. “Y’all need to head to bed for a few hours. Because I need you all ready to bleed these fuckers dry.”

There was a red-hot anger to her tone I’d never heard before. The combination of her good friend in danger with her shitty ex-husband had clearly set fire to her soul.

“Get some rest,” I said to the group. “We’ll head off at seven, so you can have a few good hours to regain strength.”

The crowd began to migrate to the church door, and Celia came forward with my women to join me.

“Sam,” she said. “I can’t thank you enough for tracking him down.”

“Of course,” I said. “I’ll track our people down wherever they need help.”

“I wish we could go storm the place right now,” Catherine said. “But I get why we have to wait.”

“You can stay here,” I said to Celia. “If you think it’ll be too hard to see that piece of shit from your past.”

“Nope,” she replied. “I want that fucker to know I’m part of Red Sam’s gang. He caused my kids and me so much misery. It’s time I returned the favor.”

“That’s the energy we need!” Neko grinned. “Maybe we can arrange it so you’re the one to smash his skull in.”

“That would be appreciated,” Celia said. “Sam, you said you saw some really fucked-up shit on your way. What were you talking about exactly?”

My blood ran cold as the image of the Frankenstein-style corpses flashed into my mind.

“We found something in one of the houses on the road,” I said. “A collection of cut-up corpses.”

“We’ve seen loads of those,” Nat said with a frown.

“Not like this.” Bree shuddered.

“They weren’t just cut up,” I said. “Someone had nailed them up on the wall to create some kind of fucked-up doll. They’d mixed up all the body parts like they were playing a game.”

“They hadn’t even fully drained the blood,” Neko said. “As if they did it for fun rather than even wanting to drink from the bodies.”

“What the fuck?” Catherine asked as her face paled. “Are you serious?”

“Unfortunately,” I said. “I wish I could bleach the memory out of my brain.”

“Even Val threw up,” Bree said. “And her stomach is made of steel.”

“Was it Essie?” Nat asked.

“I guess so,” I said. “We ran into some of her vamps on the road and killed them. They were all super fucked up, more animalistic than usual. It could have just been vamps passing through who did it, but my money’s on Essie’s sick goons.”

Celia rubbed her eyes, and Val looked like she might throw up again at the memory of the basement.

“You both need to sleep,” I said to the two human women. “Get some rest, and we can rally together to slaughter some vamps in the morning.”

“Good idea,” Celia said with a nod. “I’ll see y’all in a few hours. You bet your ass I’m going to wake up refreshed and ready to beat the ever-loving shit out of Ronald and the bitch who took our boys.”

“Sleep well,” I said. “We need your kick-ass attitude at full power tomorrow.”

Celia gave Catherine a tight squeeze on the shoulder before she hurried off to join the others who were leaving the church.

“I’ll head off soon,” Val said with a nod. “I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep just yet.”

“I’m so going to have nightmares about the basement,” Bree groaned. “What kind of monster would do something like that?”

“I’ve got a feeling Essie is utterly ruthless,” Neko said. “She’s got all those men under her thumb and clinging onto every word and command.”

“Men?” Nat asked. “Are there no women in her group?”

“Not that I could see,” I said. “But they could have all been stationed downstairs with the prisoners or something.”

I rubbed my head and sank down onto the pew at the front of the church as a billion thoughts spun around my head.

“We should get some rest, too,” I said. “I know we don’t need as much sleep, but we still have to recharge before we go back out there.”

“I know Uncle James gave us his house,” Catherine said. “But it doesn’t feel right going up there when he’s missing.”

“We can rest here,” Nat said. “There’s plenty of blankets in the back.”

Thirst scratched the back of my throat, and I knew the emotional and physical toll of our trip had used up a lot of my strength.

“I need to drink before going to sleep,” I said. “I just need a little to tide me over until morning, then we can line up the whole damn town to fuel us.”

“I feel a bit too tired for that,” Val said hurriedly. “If that’s okay?”

The beautiful vet flushed pink under her freckles, and an uneasy feeling rose in my stomach. She hadn’t seemed excited about becoming a vamp, and now she didn’t want to offer her blood to us. I never expected her to unless she felt like it, but she’d always been more than willing to share before. The experience bonded us all together, and it worried me that she seemed more distant than usual. But I didn’t want to make her feel guilty or awkward, so I leaned over and planted a kiss on her soft cheek.

“Of course, that’s okay,” I said. “I know things can get pretty heated when we drink, and we need to actually rest before our attack. Let’s pair up and share some blood before we all go and sleep.”

Val nodded and sat at the edge of a pew as Nat plonked herself right on my lap.

“Hey,” she said with a flirtatious grin. “It feels like forever since you had a drink from me.”

“Does it?” I chuckled. “Then I’m sure you wouldn’t mind doing the honors?”

My gorgeous girlfriend arranged herself so her legs dangled together over my thighs, and she tilted her head to present her throat to me. The creamy skin of her neck called to me as a whiff of her coconut conditioner drifted into my nose. She’d clearly been using some of Catherine’s pricey products, and I certainly wasn’t complaining about how delicious she smelled.

I gripped her thigh in one hand and gently squeezed her waist with the other.

Then I leaned in and breathed her scent deeply before I found the perfect spot to sink my teeth into. Natalie groaned with pleasure as I gently sucked her blood, and the warm liquid was like honey on my tongue. Strength and bliss coursed through me as I drank from the gorgeous brunette, and she gently writhed on my lap.

“Sam,” she moaned. “Oh, fuck.”

“Dammit,” Neko muttered from nearby. “We’re supposed to not be getting turned on.”

My head spun as I drank Nat’s blood and felt all of my senses strengthen. Pleasure and heat built inside me, and I fought the urge to throw her onto the floor to undress her.

I softly drew back from her neck and carefully licked over the little wounds. Small white scars grew over the puncture marks, and Nat’s hand gripped my shoulder. She turned to face me and pressed her chest into mine as we kissed.

“Here,” Neko said. “Seeing Nat all hot and bothered makes me want her to drink from me, too.”

“My gorgeous girlfriend,” I chuckled. “Getting everyone turned on and distracted.”

Neko came over and sat on my other knee as Nat made room. Both women leaned in close, and the Japanese beauty pushed her faded pink hair back to expose her throat. Natalie leaned in and kissed Neko’s neck before she sank her sharp teeth into her skin.

Both women gently rolled their hips in my lap, and they ground down onto my thighs as Nat drank from Neko. I enjoyed every second of the show until my gorgeous girlfriend finally pulled back and carefully licked the wound.

The other women drank from each other, but Val stayed quiet as she perched on the pew beside me. We quenched our thirst, and the itch at the back of my throat was replaced with the warm sensation of sweet blood. Nat and Neko both kissed my cheek before they stood up, and I squeezed my girlfriend’s hand as I stood with them.

“I’ll go and grab some blankets,” Bree said after they’d had their fill.

“I’ll help,” Nat said. “We’ll grab a protein bar for Val, too.”

“Thanks,” the beautiful vet said as she pushed a stray curl back. “I think I need some fresh air before I sleep. It’s been a super intense day.”

She stood up and zipped her jacket as the other women strode off to gather supplies. Maybe it was my heightened vamp senses, but I’d gotten pretty damn good at reading people, especially my women.

Val breathed slightly faster than normal, and the sharp movements as she adjusted her jacket hinted that she was on edge. I wondered if the basement had really fucked with her head, and I wanted to make sure she was okay.

“Mind if I join you?” I asked. “I could do with stretching my legs before I get some rest.”

“I was going to ask anyway,” Val said with a tiny smile.

She slid her arm into mine, and we strode down the church aisle and opened the large door to step into the cool air. The sharp wind bit my face, and Val huddled in closer at my side.

“Looks like winter is really here,” I said.

“This is nothing,” Val said. “Just you wait until the snow starts in a couple of weeks. Even you vamps are going to need some better clothing.”

“We’ve already gathered some warmer things from the towns,” I said. “But I’ll make sure we keep up the pace with that.”

We strolled through the church grounds until we reached the small stone wall around the perimeter. Val leaned back to sit on it as we faced out into the town, and a couple of patrolling guards raised their hands in greeting as they passed.

I studied the beautiful vet’s face as she looked out at the mountains beyond the town, and I gently stroked her cold cheek.

“It is really pretty here when it snows,” she said. “It’s fucking freezing, but the view is worth it. The mountains look amazing when they’re covered in white.”

“I’ll bet,” I said. “I never thought I’d end up out in the sticks, but there’s something about the landscape that makes this all a little bit easier.”

Laughter rang out from inside one of the nearby houses, and I scanned the hills for any sign of vamp life. But it seemed like the residents of Red House were the only ones around, and we might actually have an evening without any fucking incidents.

“Did you ever think you’d leave New York?” Val asked.

“I planned to after a couple of years,” I said. “I always knew I wanted to see more of the country, but I didn’t know where I wanted to end up. Nat was always going to be at my side, and that was about as far as our planning went.”

“I’m really glad you came here,” Val said. “We’d probably all be dead by now if you guys hadn’t rocked up in Rhino, and I wouldn’t have met the people I love most in the world.”

She bit her lip and blushed as she hurriedly looked back out at the mountains. I grinned as I put an arm around her shoulder and gave her a tight squeeze.

“I couldn’t be happier,” I said. “Our group was almost perfect before we got here, but now we’re really complete.”

“It’s crazy how well we all work together,” Val said.

“In every way possible,” I said with a wink, and she nudged me playfully.

A guy and girl in their twenties strolled by with cigarettes, but they were so deep in laughing conversation that they didn’t notice us. The girl shrieked with laughter as the guy told some shitty joke, and they walked up and around the convenience store with their happy voices echoing around the town.

“The world keeps going,” Val said as she stared after them. “Hopefully, the kids in this town get to have some kind of childhood.”

“They will,” I said. “We’re still so early into this whole thing, and look at how far we’ve come already.”

Val played with a loose curl and rocked gently as the wind continued to howl.

“Bree was talking about schools,” she said. “Do you really think we’d be able to set one up here eventually? With proper classes and different subjects?”

“For sure,” I said. “Even if no teachers survived, we’ve got plenty of people to lend a hand. I’m sure we can scrape together enough people to cover loads of subjects, including things they didn’t teach us at school.”

“Like what?” Val asked as she looked up at me.

“Vamp killing,” I chuckled. “Kids are going to have to learn how to bash moldy brains in. We’d be really fucking good at running that class.”

“True,” the beautiful vet said, but she didn’t smile.

“Hey,” I said. “It’s super sweet of you to be worried about the future, but I promise we’ll figure it out.”

Val shook her head and gestured out to the mountains.

“They won’t be able to go and play unsupervised,” she said. “I used to race off into the hills and woods when I was a kid. I’d spend hours running around after all the critters I could find. Even back then, I was fascinated by animals.”

“That’s cute,” I chuckled. “There’s loads of space for kids to play in the town. Especially if we keep expanding the border, but not in the stupid ass way those guys tried today.”

Tears shone in Val’s eyes, and she bit her lip as she sniffed.

“Hey,” I said gently as I wiped her cheeks. “What’s wrong? You can tell me anything. You haven’t been yourself all day.”

She took a deep breath before she looked up at me, and I moved my arm down so I could hold her hand.

“I don’t think I can become a vamp,” she said quietly.

My heart sank, but I’d prepared myself for that outcome. I really thought she’d wanted to join the rest of the women in our vamp gang, but it had always been entirely her choice. There were so many benefits to turning, especially out in Red House, where we had to protect our town from other bloodsuckers. But Val was strong as hell, and it was up to her what she did with her life. I lifted her hand to kiss it and gave her fingers a squeeze.

“Okay,” I said. “What made you change your mind? Was it the basement? Because you know you wouldn’t turn evil if you went vamp. You’d still be the same person.”

“It wasn’t the basement,” Val said. “Though that did fuck me up for a moment. It’s more personal than that.”

I tucked a stray curl behind her ear.

“I respect your decision,” I said. “I never wanted you to feel pressured into joining us. We just know how amazing it feels, and we wanted you to be able to experience the same amazing life as us.”

“It wasn’t that I felt pressure,” Val said. “I still really want to be a vamp, I just can’t… yet.”

I frowned at the beautiful vet as my stomach writhed with worry.

“Why not?” I asked. “Fuck, are you sick?”

“Sometimes,” Val said with a small smile. “But for the most amazing reason. Sam, I can’t turn into a vamp because I’m pregnant.”
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Chapter 11

The world spun around me as I stared at Val. My heart thudded in my chest like a drum as I tried to process what she’d just told me.

“What?” I asked. “Are you sure?”

“I’ve taken three tests," she said. “Pregnancy tests were one thing nobody bothered raiding from the convenience store. Plus, I can feel the difference in my body.”

I glanced down at her still-flat stomach and shook my head in disbelief.

“I only got here a few weeks ago,” I said. “Not to be judgmental about your life before that, but are you sure it’s mine?”

“No question,” Val laughed. “The last guy I slept with was almost a year ago. It’s definitely yours, Sam.”

The disbelief and shock were suddenly pushed aside by pure joy. I was going to be a fucking dad.

“Holy shit,” I said, and a massive grin spread across my face.

I stood up and pulled Val into a tight hug as a thousand questions raced through my mind. She sniffed and laughed as happy tears fell down her face, and we held each other for a few minutes as I let the news sink in.

“How do you feel?” I asked eventually. “It can’t feel that different yet? We only slept together for the first time a couple of weeks ago.”

“I feel mostly great,” Val chuckled. “But it’s crazy to think how fast it’s all happened, you’re so important to me after such a short amount of time.”

“And so are you,” I said. “Time moves pretty differently since the vamps took over.”

“How do you feel?” Val asked. “I’ve been so excited but so fucking nervous to tell you.”

She kept her arms wrapped around me as I looked down at her, and I felt like my heart was going to explode with love.

“I’m so happy,” I said. “I’ve got a million questions and things I need to work out, but this is the best news I’ve had since the world ended.”

Val smiled brightly and reached up for a kiss. Her soft lips met mine, and I stroked her back as we kissed in the cold wind.

“Now I get why you were worried about schools,” I said. “We’ve got plenty of time to get that shit sorted before our kid needs one.”

“Our kid,” Val said gently. “I love hearing you say that. What do you think, boy or girl?”

“Either way,” I said. “They’re going to be one badass little kid.”

Val laughed as I spun her round, and I couldn’t wipe the grin off my face.

“You two look happy,” Natalie said.

I turned to see my gorgeous girlfriend and Erika stroll out of the church grounds with throw blankets wrapped over their shoulders. I’d always known I’d eventually have kids with Nat, and I hoped she wouldn’t mind that Val’s child would arrive first. She was so cool with our relationship with the other women, but I wanted to make sure she was okay when we broke the news.

Val must have had the same thought because her smile faded slightly as she squeezed my hand.

“What’s up?” Erika asked. “Now you both seem nervous.”

The two women gathered in close, and I gave Nat a reassuring squeeze.

“We’ve got something to tell you,” I said. “Nat, you know how much I love you and want every aspect of a future with you and the others.”

“What the fuck is happening?” Natalie asked with a frown. “Are you both okay?”

I nodded encouragingly at Val, and she took a deep breath.

“I’m pregnant,” she said. “With Sam’s baby, obviously.”

Nat and Erika’s eyes widened, and silence hung in the air for a second.

“Oh, my god!” Natalie yelled. “Congratulations! This is the best fucking news ever!”

She jumped at both of us and pulled us into a tight hug, and the tension in my chest loosened as she laughed. Erika gasped and jumped into the group hug, and I breathed in the scent of three of the women I loved so much. We eventually broke apart, and Nat wiped tears from her blue eyes as she smiled brightly.

“You’re not mad?” Val asked as she also cried. “Nat, I was so worried. I think you’re amazing, and I didn’t want to take away from everything you’ve planned with Sam. You two have been together so long, and I–”

“Are you kidding?” Natalie asked. “We’re going to have a whole brood of little vamps, I’m so excited my kid will have a big sibling.”

“You’re seriously amazing,” I said as I squeezed my girlfriend’s arm. “We love you.”

“This is so exciting,” Erika said. “But I do have a few questions about logistics and biology.”

“That sounds like the Erikia we love,” I chuckled. “I’ve also got a shit load of questions. Where do we start?”

“Is the kid going to be a vamp?” Nat asked. “Dalton’s kid was a vamp.”

“But his wife got the vaccine and started turning before he was born,” Erika said. “Maybe vamps give birth to tiny vamps, that makes sense. But what happens when the mom is human, and the dad is a vamp?”

“And could I turn now?” Val asked. “I was so ready to join you guys, but I don’t want to do anything that would risk the baby.”

Erika wrinkled her nose adorably as she tapped her foot in thought.

“I don’t think it would do any harm to the baby,” she said. “This is just my theory, of course. But our bodies have become so much more powerful after we changed. I can’t think of any way that would hurt the baby.”

“But we don’t know how it changes our insides,” Val said. “What if my womb gets all vampy?”

“What does that mean?” Natalie giggled.

“I have no idea,” Val said. “I think my brain is broken.”

“How about we go tell the others?” I asked. “We can get all our questions and theories out together, so we’re not repeating ourselves for hours.”

“Let’s do this,” Val said with a nod.

We strolled back across the church grounds and opened the door to find the other women sitting around the pulpit with blankets and cushions underneath them.

“Hey, guys!” Bree called. “Is everything okay, Val?”

We hurried down to the front of the church, and I squeezed Val’s hand before she made the announcement.

“I have news,” she said. “I’m pregnant.”

The church erupted into excited chaos as the women leaped to their feet and jumped on us. Shrieks and sobs filled the air as they took turns to kiss Val’s cheek and throw their arms around me. There was so much love between the women as they congratulated us, and Val looked like she couldn’t stop smiling even if she’d wanted to.

“This is the best news ever,” Brianna said as she wiped a tear. “I’m going to be Auntie Bree!”

“Is it going to be a baby vamp?” Catherine asked. “Aww, that would be so cute!”

“We’re not sure,” I said. “Erika thinks there wouldn’t be any harm in Val turning while she’s pregnant.”

“I want to ask Caroline what she thinks,” Erika said. “But I can’t see why it would be an issue. Especially when we know pregnant vamps can give birth, no problem.”

“Dalton said his wife healed super fast after,” Catherine said. “That’s a reason to do it, Val!”

“I really want to,” the beautiful vet said. “I just want to make sure it’s what’s best for the baby.”

“The baby is possibly already a vamp,” Erika said. “Think about it, Sam’s got vamp running through his genes now. Surely vamp outweighs not vamp genetics?”

“Like eye color?” Neko asked.

“Kind of,” Erika said with a nod. “And if the baby is a vampire, it would surely actually be better if Val turned. I can only imagine her body would be better equipped to carry a vamp if she was one, too.”

“I have a question,” Catherine said. “When it arrives, will you have to bottle-feed it blood? Ah, will blood come out of your boobs instead of milk?”

Everyone exploded into laughter, and my stomach hurt at the ridiculous idea.

“I fucking hope not,” Val snorted. “That sounds awful!”

“We don’t have any vamps who’ve given birth here,” Lily said. “But we know someone who could help answer these questions.”

“Dalton,” I said with a nod. “Maybe we should pay them a visit after we’ve brought down our latest clan of enemy vamps.”

I sat on the front pew with Val as the other women arranged themselves on the cushions on the floor.

“I’m just doing some math,” Lily said as she leaned back against the pulpit. “You guys slept together a couple of weeks ago, right? That does make it prime time to take a pregnancy test.”

“I took three of them,” Val said. “And I don’t know how to describe it, but I can feel the baby inside me. I just know there’s a little tiny life in there.”

She put a hand on her stomach, and I gripped her thigh gently.

“Do you think it will be like a human pregnancy?” Bree asked. “Like, surely Val wouldn’t be able to feel the baby yet?”

“It’s hard to say,” Lily said. “Even a human woman could absolutely feel a change in her body, but feeling an embryo’s movement is wild.”

“I swear I can feel a connection to them,” Val said as she stroked her stomach. “I know that’s insane, but it’s like I can feel this tiny burst of strength inside me.”

“Maybe vamp sperm works faster,” Erika said. “We can run faster, see clearer, and hear better. It would track if our bodies worked faster in other ways.”

“Super sperm,” Catherine giggled. “Good job, Drac. That was some seriously speedy work!”

“Thanks,” I snorted. “That makes sense.”

“It could even go further than just being fast,” Erika said. “There’s so many factors that could come into play. Maybe it could even work past birth control?”

“I wasn’t on it,” Val said. “That little experiment will need to be one of you guys.”

“Count me in.” Neko grinned. “Any experiment that involves fucking Sam sounds good to me.

I grinned as Natalie passed a blanket up to Val, and she tucked it around her lap.

“Do you think vamp pregnancies are shorter?” Lily asked. “If the sperm works faster, maybe the baby grows quicker as well? That could explain how Val can feel it?”

“If that was the case,” Erika said. “It might be dangerous for Val not to be a vamp. If this baby needs whatever traits a vamp womb has, it might not have everything inside a human body. Again, that’s just a theory. There’s so much we don’t know.”

I sat back and tried to figure out what was going to be best for my baby. If Val really was growing a vamp child, maybe a human couldn’t carry the child safely. My stomach writhed at the thought of Val or our baby in danger.

“It’s so hard to make these choices when we don’t have any real answers,” I said as I rubbed my head. “Talking to Caroline and Dalton is a good idea. Val, you can stay back tomorrow and speak with everyone in the town who might have some insight.”

“I can still fight,” the vet said. “Even though I’m pregnant!”

“I know,” I said gently. “But this has been an emotional rollercoaster for you, and you’re going to be distracted by all these thoughts about keeping the baby safe. It’s better if you try and get some answers, and I want some of you to stay and help guard Red House anyway.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Val said, and she studied me for a second before she smiled. “I kind of like you being all protective anyway, it’s hot.”

“There’s going to be more where that came from,” I laughed.

“Do we have any midwives or OBs here?” Bree asked as she pulled a strand of blonde hair.

“Not unless someone from Black Betsy is one,” Val said. “Shit, that’s a problem. I can help a horse or cow give birth, but that’s not going to help me much when this baby comes.”

I kissed the top of her head and rubbed my thumb in a circle on her thigh.

“We have plenty of time to prepare,” I said. “Even if we don’t have a midwife, we’ve got people with medical knowledge.”

“And people close by who have birthed vamps,” Bree said with a nod.

“This baby is going to have everything they need,” Lily said. “Not to mention a group of vamp aunties who will put a bullet through anyone who looks at them the wrong way.”

“I’m so excited,” Val said as she covered her yawn. “It feels like life is just beginning after the end of the world.”

“How poetic,” Catherine giggled. “Come on, sleepy head. Let’s get you the comfiest spot on the floor. I don’t want you rolling off a pew and bumping the baby’s head.”

“I don’t think it has a head yet,” Lily snorted. “But Val gets the comfiest cushions for sure.”

Lily and Catherine set up the majority of the cushions and blankets for Val, and I kissed the vet before she laid down among them. Watching how fiercely my women cared for and protected each other solidified that I’d made the right choice staying in Red House.

I joined them on the ground in the pile of blankets and laid down between Val and Nat. Both women cuddled up to me as I settled on my back, and I stared up at the wooden beams of the ceiling.

There had been a shit load of new things to process since I woke up as a vamp back in New York, but becoming a dad was up there with the craziest of them. I was going to protect this kid with my life, and it made me even more determined to build an amazing future for the people of the town.

Val’s breathing soon slowed as she fell asleep with her head on my chest.

There were so many questions we didn’t have the answers to, but I knew we could handle whatever came next. I closed my eyes and let my body fully relax, and it wasn’t long before I drifted off into a deep sleep.

Gentle movement at my side woke me up, and I opened my eyes to see Nat sitting up beside me. She rubbed her eyes and yawned as Val continued to gently snore on my other side.

“Morning,” I said quietly as I sat up.

“Good morning,” Nat said.

She leaned over and gently kissed me, and I looked around to see the other women waking up with us.

“Looks like we’ve got an internal vamp alarm clock,” Nat said.

Val mumbled, and her eyes fluttered open.

“Sorry,” I said. “You can go back to sleep.”

The vet shook her head and pushed herself upright. Her dark blonde curls were loose and wild, and she looked adorable as she rubbed her eyes.

“I feel weirdly energized,” she said. “Maybe this vamp baby is giving me some of its crazy energy.”

“Maybe,” I chuckled. “You can always sleep again later if you need to.”

I helped her to her feet, and we folded up the blankets on the front pew.

“Let’s get you some breakfast,” Catherine said as she slipped her arm into Val’s. “You’re going to need super strength from this moment on! When exactly can we inject you with the vaccine to become a vamp?”

“After I’ve had time to think,” Val laughed. “I want to see what Caroline and some others say before I take the leap.”

We strolled down the church aisle and flung open the door to find an orange sunrise that made the mountains glow. The air was super cold, but the wind wasn’t as harsh as it had been the day before.

“I am seriously getting used to this view,” Bree said. “I can’t believe we get to wake up to this every day!”

We walked across the church grounds and headed into the town center to find it surprisingly busy. Beaten-up lawn chairs had been set up along with someone’s wooden picnic table, and a couple of coffee pots and slices of toast had been laid out like a very underwhelming breakfast buffet.

A dozen locals sipped from their mugs and looked out at the mountains, and there were a few faces I didn’t recognize.

Gary was in one of the lawn chairs that looked like it might snap at any moment, and he raised his mug in greeting as we approached.

“Morning,” he said. “Some of our Black Betsy folks were startin’ to feel a little homesick, so I thought we’d show them just how beautiful life in Red House is.”

“Can’t argue with the view,” a woman in her fifties said as she blew on her coffee.

“How is everyone?” I asked. “I hope everyone’s recovering okay from the shit Thaddeus put you through.”

“Seems like most of them are doing just fine,” Gary said. “Caroline said she thinks everyone’s gonna make it. Some of them just need a few more weeks of rest before they can move around properly.”

“It’s an impressive level of medical supplies here,” a man in his forties said.

He had a seriously bushy moustache along with a wild beard, and a line of fresh stitches ran down his forearm.

“We’ve been gathering what we can from nearby towns,” I said. “We’ll be hitting Black Betsy again soon enough, but our priority is making sure we’ve got enough food and supplies to see us through the winter.”

“Gary was telling us about your greenhouse plans,” the man said. “My neighbors had a giant fuckin’ greenhouse out back on their property. Don’t think Thaddeus’ goons had any reason to fuck with it. It might still be there.”

“Really?” I asked. “Where was that?”

“I lived on the outskirts of Black Betsy,” the man said. “Technically still part of the town. I can show you the route sometime if you want?”

“For sure,” I said with a nod. “Is your neighbor still around?”

“Nope,” the man said. “Watched one of those assholes slit his throat and drink from him like a juice box.”

“Shit,” I said. “Sorry to hear that. We’ll put his greenhouse to good use.”

“Won’t be nothin’ left alive in there,” he said. “Ain’t been watered in weeks.”

“There should still be things to use left there,” I said. “Any tools and seed packets we can find, and we can use the soil and plants. He’ll be helping us even if he’s not here to see it.”

The man nodded and raised his mug before he drank from it again.

“Name’s Evan,” he said. “Glad to be here with your lot, Red Sam.”

One of the local women handed Val a coffee and a slice of toast, and the vet took them gratefully.

“I take it you’ll be needing breakfast before you leave,” Gary said with a nod to me. “Lemme finish up my coffee, and I’ll be right with you.”

“Take your time,” I said. “Once more people are up, we can gather as many folk as possible to donate some blood. This is going to be a seriously big operation, and we’re going to need as much help as we can get.”

“It really helps power you up?” Evan asked as he narrowed his dark eyes.

“Like you wouldn’t believe,” I said.

“Huh,” Evan said as he scratched his beard. “How come you don’t drain folks like I’ve seen all the other bloodsuckers do?”

“Because we’re not assholes,” Catherine chimed in with a grin. “We think everyone keeps their real identity after turning. If you were a piece of shit as a human, you’re going to be a piece of shit as a vamp.”

“Is that so?” Evan snorted. “Dang. That must mean there were a fuck ton of shitty folks walkin’ around before, judging by what I’ve seen from the bloodsuckers.”

“Sam ain’t like that,” one of the other local men said. “He protects us. Red House needs him. We got a real shot at living up here. Even after everything.”

“I ain’t never been the judging type,” Evan said with a shrug. “If our town savior’s a bloodsucker, I guess that’s just how it is. So long as you protect your people, that’s all that matters.”

“How open-minded,” Lily said with a grin. “I don’t suppose any of you guys have a medical background?”

“Not here,” Gary said as he glanced around the group. “One of you sick?”

“I’m pregnant,” Val said. “I want to round up anyone who’s got any medical experience because I’ve got a shit ton of questions.”

“Congratulations!” Gary said, and he stood up to give the vet a pat on the shoulder. “A bit of exciting news, eh?”

“At last,” I chuckled. “Is there anyone from Black Betsy who was a doctor, nurse, midwife, anything like that?”

“We ain’t got a doctor,” Evan said. “Maureen was a pediatric nurse, though. So you got someone on hand for when the kid arrives.”

“That’s amazing!” Bree gasped. “Now we just need someone who can help with the delivery.”

“I’m sure Maureen can help with that,” Evan said. “She’d be a better help than most folks, anyway.”

“Caroline will help, too,” Gary said. “We got folks on hand who’d do anything to help.”

“That’s awesome,” I said. “Hopefully, delivering a baby vamp is pretty much the same as delivering a human baby.”

“I’m sure they scream and shit just the same,” Gary chuckled as he slapped my back. “You reckon the baby will be vamp like his father?”

“That’s what we’ve been trying to determine,” Erika said. “I assume the vamp… ness will be passed on like a dominant gene. Well, that’s my theory anyway. I would love to speak with our medical professionals about it.”

“That’s what you guys can do today,” I said. “Erika, Bree, and Val will stay here. I want some vamps here in case we get unexpected visitors. We need some of our heightened senses in Red House to pick up any attackers when we’re away.”

“We can use the time to speak with Caroline and Maureen,” Erika said with a nod.

"And maybe we reach out to Dalton when you guys are back,” Bree said in a hopeful tone. “He’s the only vamp we’ve heard of with experience dealing with a birth. I just want to make sure Val gets everything she needs.”

I smiled at the beautiful blonde, and I adored how protective the vamp women were over each other and Val.

More people started to drift into the town center, and some locals brought out more coffee pots and various mugs. The air filled with lively chatter as news spread about Val’s pregnancy, and she had various townswomen telling her all the stretches, teas, and countless other things they recommended.

More Black Betsy locals were up and about, and several of them had arms and legs that were bandaged up from taking a beating from Thaddeus’ gang. Curious faces watched me closely as I spoke to some of the locals until enough people were gathered to drink from.

The sun was still rising over the mountains when Celia and her kids joined us, and she had black bags under her eyes. Gary gave her a hug and handed her a large cup of coffee as the kids hurried off to speak to another teenager from the town.

“I barely slept a wink,” Celia said. “My mind was racing through so many awful things.”

“We’re going to get them back,” I said firmly. “Once we’ve had our morning drink, we’re going to load up our weapons and drive over to slaughter each one of Essie’s vamps.”

“Sam!” Ross called as he strode up to me. “I’ve picked out the men we should bring with us, and I’ve made sure we’ve got a solid rotation of guards on duty when we’re gone.”

“I’m ready to fight,” Clive said with a nod. “Those fuckers messed with the wrong folks.”

I remembered how accurate Clive’s shot had been when I first met him at the school, and I had no doubt he’d be an awesome addition to the team.

“Ross is in charge of the machine gun,” I said. “Until I get a chance to master that thing, I want Ross to be the only one touching it.”

“It does look fun,” Catherine said as she twirled a strand of auburn hair. “But yeah, we probs shouldn’t play with it without knowing how it works.”

“It’s loaded up and secured,” Ross said. “Lacklan and Ryan are joining us.”

The former soldier nodded over at two men I’d spoken to briefly in my time in Red House. Lacklan was a guy in his late twenties who looked like he could fight a bear and win. His dark hair was short under a blue cap, and his huge frame looked threatening even when he was just sipping his coffee.

Ryan was in his forties and much smaller, but I’d seen him practice his knife-throwing skills. He was an amazing shot with the blades, and I had no doubt he’d be just as good with a gun. I trusted Ross to know which men could handle their shit, and I was thankful for his support.

“We’d better line up whoever is willing to donate their blood,” I said as I looked at the crowd.

Someone yelled my name in the distance, and I spun on my heel to see one of the border guards sprinting at me. My heart lurched into my throat as I noticed a bloody rag clutched in his hand.

“What the fuck?” I muttered as I scanned the town, but there was nobody following him.

The guard was fast and skidded to a halt in the town center with his eyes wide and horrified. He held up the bloody rag gripped tightly in his hand, and his face was drained of color.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Are we under attack?”

“Not yet,” the man said. “One vamp approached us with this. He said it was a gift from Essie.”

I tried to steady my breathing as the man unwrapped the bloody cloth with shaking hands to reveal a severed finger. People screamed, and I immediately recognized the pale, thin finger. I’d seen those fingers scribbling down notes just a couple of days earlier.

It used to be attached to Jason.
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Chapter 12

Adrenaline and fury rose inside me as I stared down at the butchered finger. Screams and cries echoed around me as people realized what was going on, but a lethal calm settled over my shoulders.

The guard wrapped the finger back up as I looked out among the crowd. This was a make-or-break moment for us as a group, and it was up to me to make sure this brought us together as a united front.

I raised a hand, and silence quickly fell over the crowd as everyone watched me with wide eyes.

“I know some of you have just arrived in Red House,” I said. “But things move fast these days, and we’re all part of this town now. Essie and her thugs have hurt one of our own, and I’m not going to let these fuckers get away with it.”

“Damn straight,” John snarled.

The mechanic looked like he was ready to kill, and half the town had the same anger in their eyes.

“Some of you are from Black Betsy,” I said. “Your towns were close before all this, and now we need to stand as one united team against these fuckers. I’m going to lead a team to Lanham, and I’m going to deliver justice and rescue our friends.”

Murmurs of approval and a few claps rang out in the crowd as the atmosphere shifted from horrified to angry.

“They’re going to learn what happens when you mess with our people,” I said with fire in my chest. “I don’t expect our newcomers to join in if they don’t want to, but we’re going to need as much energy and muscle as we can get. Anyone willing to donate some of their blood, please line up for the ladies and me.”

The crowd moved so quickly, it looked like we were about to be crushed in a stampede. Every Red House resident made their way forward and hurriedly arranged themselves in front of us. The Black Betsy locals hung back and watched, but I knew it could take a while for them to come around.

Gary stepped forward first and rolled up his sleeve to offer his forearm. I gently took his wrist and raised it to my mouth, and I knew all the Black Betsy eyes were on me. My sharp fangs pierced Gary’s skin, and the familiar warmth of his powerful blood flowed on my tongue. I drank a few sips of blood and immediately noticed my eyesight improving to a crazy degree.

The dirt and dust particles around the town drifted in my vision, and every individual hair on Gary’s arm was noticeable. I pulled my teeth from his skin and carefully closed the wounds over. The little white scars formed quickly as the large man gave me a respectful nod.

“That’s really all it takes?” Clive grunted. “Well, fuck. If it’s gonna help our folks, then take all the damn blood you need, son.”

He stepped forward as he pushed up his denim shirt sleeve, and I smiled at the Black Betsy local. I took his arm and felt his pulse call to me as I sank my teeth into his flesh. Clive’s blood sent a rush of energy through me like I’d just downed five Red Bulls. I closed his wounds over and stepped back with a grin.

The bearded man stared at me for a second before he grabbed my hand into a firm shake.

“I’m at your service,” he said. “Anything you need, son. You just let me know, ya hear? I’m ready to smash the fuck outta some enemy vamps.”

He spun around and started stretching, and I grinned as I turned to my women.

“Looks like the blood bond is as strong as ever,” Neko said. “I think he might rip Essie’s head off with his bare hands if you asked him to.”

Ross recruited Gary to help set up everything we needed for a vamp killing trip while the women and I fuelled ourselves with blood.

One of the older guys in town had offered up his 1990 Toyota Tacoma for the machine gun, and the two men made sure the truck and Rhino were stocked with all the weapons we’d need, along with our walkie-talkies. Lily made sure we had medical supplies packed up, along with some food and water for our rescuees.

“We’re all set,” Ross said. “Lacklan’s old man is thrilled his truck is going to good use. It’s not the most elegant vehicle, but it’s in good working order.”

“That’s all we need,” I said. “Davey is going to drive his truck to help transport the prisoners. He’s got a Glock in case of emergencies, but I’ve told him his job will just be waiting with his vehicle, then transporting folks back as quickly as possible. He’s the evac team, not a fighter.”

I looked over at a bald man in his fifties who leaned against a beat-up old truck with a long bed. It should have plenty of space to save everyone in one run.

“Thanks, Ross,” I said. “It’s amazing having you on the team.”

“It feels good to be part of the ranks,” the former soldier said with a grin. “I’m going to grab some water and get ready for action.”

More locals hurried over, and Black Betsy residents slowly joined in. I’d clearly proven that I wasn’t going to harm them, and every person I drank from became a devoted follower.

The line grew shorter until I felt on top of the fucking world. My senses were heightened, and power surged through my veins. One final figure stepped forward, but she didn’t look like the strongest person to be donating blood.

A Black Betsy woman in her fifties with bandages around her thigh and neck stepped forward. She had long black hair sprinkled with gray, and her gaunt face was pale and bruised.

“Sir,” she said. “I’m Heidi, y’all can drink my blood if it’ll help the cause.”

“I appreciate it,” I said. “Are you sure? It looks like Thaddeus’ bastards did a number on you. Weakening you won’t do any of us any good.”

“That’s why I want to offer my blood,” Heidi said. “I want every evil bastard like Thaddeus to be taken down. If my blood helps y’all, then take what you need. Please.”

I could tell the gesture would mean a lot to her, so I nodded as I gently picked up her thin arm. The women gathered in as I pierced Heidi’s skin and took a small, gentle sip of her blood. My knees twitched as I drank, and a weird sensation shot through my whole body.

I took one last sip before I pulled my teeth from her veins and quickly closed over the puncture wounds.

“Sam?” Nat asked. “You look shocked. Are you okay?”

“Was my blood not good?” Heidi asked. “Shit, I’m sorry.”

“No,” I said. “Your blood is amazing. I feel something weird but good.”

I paced back and forth as the buzzing sensation coursed through my legs. It was like I really wanted to sprint, and every step felt like I had springs in my knees.

“What is it?” Lily asked. “Do you think you’re faster now?”

“Maybe,” I said. “Let’s see.”

The crowd parted to create a path, and I took a breath before I started to run. My feet pounded the ground with my usual vamp speed, but something urged me to keep going. I was as fast as normal, but I didn’t slow down as I approached the red truck with the machine gun fixed in the back.

“Sam?” Catherine called behind me, but I didn’t stop running.

My muscles told me I should keep going, and every atom in my being willed me to run. I let pure instinct take over as I raced at the truck and leaped up at the last second. My legs catapulted me upward, and a cloud of dust kicked up as I jumped eight feet in the air and cleared the length of the truck completely. I jumped clean over the vehicle and landed on the other side in a crouch like fucking Superman.

My heart pounded in my chest as I processed what I’d just done. I shot to my feet and spun around to stare at the truck as excited yells and applause rang out on the other side.

“Holy shit,” I muttered as I walked back around the truck.

I raced back to the crowd, and my women screeched excitedly as they piled in around me.

“Sam!” Bree squealed. “You fucking flew!”

“It wasn’t flying,” I laughed. “But it was the most insane jumping I could’ve imagined! I just knew I could clear the truck without even having to think.”

“That was insanely cool,” Neko said. “Holy fuck!”

“This is like what Larry could do,” Natalie said. “Remember that vamp from Liberty who was getting his wife flower seeds?”

“Wait,” Heidi said. “Did y’all say Larry? He wasn’t a skinny boy with red hair, was he?”

“Yeah,” Neko said. “You know him?”

Heidi’s eyes widened as she nodded.

“Shit,” she said. “That’s my nephew. He moved a few towns away, and I’d pretty much given up hope I’d ever see that kid again.”

“He lives in Harlton with Frank,” I said.

“Fascinating,” Erika said. “This could mean that blood skills run in the family!”

“So, my blood made you do that?” Heidi asked.

“Yup,” I chuckled. “It looks like your blood has a special property. That happens sometimes. Gary’s blood improves our eyesight. Would you mind if a few of my women took a sip?”

“Help yourselves,” Heidi said. “Shit, I’m glad I could do something helpful when I’m all bandaged up.”

My women took turns to drink from Heidi, and Neko immediately started racing around and leaping into the air like a deadly jackrabbit.

“This is amazing,” she said as she jumped clean over Bree’s head. “I’m going to be able to fuck up so many vamps with this!”

“It’s seriously cool,” I said. “Thanks, Heidi. Make sure you get plenty of rest and something to eat after donating your blood, okay?”

“You got it!” Heidi said brightly.

Color had come back to her cheeks, and she stood straighter than before, even with her bandaged neck. It looked like the blood bond had snapped into place as she watched the women with a huge grin, and I knew we were ready to go fuck up Essie’s crew.

“Ross,” I said. “Lacklan and Ryan can ride with you. We’ll travel in Rhino in front, and Davey will be behind you.”

“Got it,” the former soldier said with a nod. “What’s the plan when we get to Lanham?”

“We need to get into the town hall,” I said. “We couldn’t get past how many vamps were guarding it before, so I want to draw as many of them outside as possible.”

“I can mow the fuckers down as they come,” Ross said with a nod to our newest weapon.

“That’ll give me a chance to get inside,” I said. “I’ll leave most of you outside to slaughter as many fuckers as you can. Neko and Nat will come with me on the rescue mission. We’ll bring down the remaining guards and break our people free.”

“Got it,” Neko said.

“This is just the initial plan,” I said. “We’re going to have to wait and see how many vamps we’re dealing with, where our people are, and every other variable there could be. Then we’ll adjust and refine details as needed.”

“You got it,” Ross said with a nod. “I’ll be ready to blast the fuck out of these bastards.”

He saluted and strode over to the truck with the other two men at his heels. Lacklan and Ryan were loaded up with rifles, hunting knives, and enough ammo to take down an army. Davey got into his truck and turned on the engine, and our group was ready for a vamp slaughtering spree.

“I need you guys to keep the town in check,” I said as I turned to my women. “Erika, make sure border patrol is on top of their game, and keep your eye out for any signs of vamps trying to take advantage of me being out of town.”

“You got it,” Erika said.

“And we’ll find out what we can about the baby,” Bree said as she nudged Val.

“Catherine,” I said. “Maybe you should stay, too. Your uncle might be hurt, and I don’t want your emotions to lead you to act rashly and make a mistake.”

“I’m coming with you,” the auburn-haired beauty said firmly. “I won’t let my feelings get in the way of orders, I promise.”

She had a steely fury to her, and I could tell she was over the emotional breakdown and on the other side. Catherine was a firecracker, and she looked like she was ready to bring down a whole town of vamps single-handedly.

“If you’re sure,” I said with a nod. “Then let’s get this show on the fucking road.”

“Be careful,” Brianna said. “I love you guys.”

“You’d better come back in one piece,” Val said. “You’ve got a baby on the way now.”

I took the blonde vet into my arms and kissed her deeply. She melted into my body, and a rush of protectiveness swept over me from knowing my first child was growing inside her.

“I love you all,” I said. “We’re going to get our people back.”

“Sam!” Celia called.

I kissed Val’s forehead before I stepped back from her, and Celia hurried over to us. Her face was ashen, and tears glistened in her eyes.

“Aww,” Bree said gently. “Are you okay?”

“I’m just so worried,” Celia said. “Sam, I need you to bring James back to us. The others, too, of course.”

“I will,” I said. “I’m going to do everything possible to make sure our people make it back safely.”

“I hate to think of James trapped with those fuckers,” Celia said.

“I know,” Catherine said. “Me, too.”

“You just gotta bring James back,” Celia said as tears rolled down her cheek. “I’ve loved that man for a long time, and it’s about time I told him.”

My heart shattered as Celia cried, and Bree’s lip trembled.

“You’re in love with James,” Bree said.

“For years,” Celia sniffed. “I know he might not feel the same. He could get any woman he wanted. I’m happy just being his friend, but he should know how I feel about him.”

Catherine threw her arms around Celia, and the two women hugged tightly.

“Uncle James is coming home,” the auburn-haired beauty said. “And you’re going to tell him exactly how you feel.”

“Give those fuckers hell,” Celia said as they broke apart. “Every last one of ‘em.”

“Help protect the town,” I said with a nod. “We’ve got this.”

Bree took Celia’s hand, and I led my group over to Rhino.

The stakes for this trip were already so fucking high, and Celia’s confession had tugged on my heartstrings. There was so much to protect in our town, and I vowed to make sure our people came back home.

I climbed into the driver’s seat of the armored truck, and Catherine rode shotgun beside me. Neko, Nat, and Lily climbed into the back along with the shit load of weapons we’d picked out. I passed my rifle and bat back to them while I drove, and I started the engine.

Rhino roared to life, and I glanced in the mirror to check Ross’ group was ready to go. The former soldier waved from the driver’s seat, and I drove away from the town center. Border scouts were ready and quickly moved aside the barriers to let us pass. We sped off onto the open road toward Lanham as the sun finally peeked out over the top of the mountains.

“Ready to slaughter some vamps?” I asked.

“I’ve never felt more bloodthirsty,” Neko said. “Sending Jason’s finger like that made me fucking furious.”

“They’ll pay for it,” Lily said fiercely. “They think they can intimidate us like that?”

“It won’t end well for them,” Nat said. “Let’s mow this bitch down along with all her goons.”

“How are you feeling, Sam?” Lily asked. “About becoming a dad for the first time?”

“And definitely not the last time,” Natalie said.

“I feel fucking unreal,” I said. “I knew this was going to happen at some point, but it’s hard to believe it’s actually happening.”

“Out of all the things that’ve happened, this is not the weirdest,” Catherine said with a grin.

“That’s for sure,” I laughed. “But just knowing there’s going to be a little kid around for me to protect, it’s making me even more bloodthirsty for these evil vamps.”

Catherine twirled a strand of hair as she smiled back at the other women.

“I’m sooo glad Val got pregnant first,” she said. “She’s super tough. She can show us what’s in store when a baby vamp is born.”

“I hope she turns before the kid arrives,” Lily said. “Having a baby with our new bodies has to be a better process than in human form.”

“Surely it has to be,” Natalie said. “There’s so many surprises with these bodies. I can’t wait to leap over some vamps as I blow their brains out.”

“The best blood comes from the most random places,” Catherine said. “Except you, Lily, it doesn’t surprise me that you’ve got magic blood.”

She blew the Hispanic beauty a kiss before she turned back to face the road.

Ross kept up the pace behind us, and I grinned as I pictured the bloodshed the machine gun was going to cause. We were going to have fun with the new toy, and it was perfect for blasting the shit out of a crowd of vamps all at once.

“Did you know about Celia, Catherine?” Nat asked from behind us. “That she’s in love with your uncle?”

“Nope,” Catherine replied. “I had a hunch since they’re always hanging out, but I didn’t know for sure. I hope he feels the same because she’d be the coolest person to have as an aunt.”

There was so much riding on us freeing our people from Essie’s prison. I just hoped she hadn’t hurt them past the point of no return.

My adrenaline and determination took the lead over fear, but I reminded myself to keep a level head. Going in with no plan and raw emotions would get us killed, but I’d really started to get the hang of my role as leader. Ever since I’d saved Nat from her work way back when shit started in New York, I’d grown more confident in my skills.

Red House depended on me, and I sure as shit wasn’t going to let them down.

It was a gorgeous drive through the countryside. The sky was icy blue, and there was very little wind rustling the long grass on the hills.

I sped along the road and slowed down as we approached Lanham. There was a chance there would be more lookouts after the finger incident, so I wanted to make sure we parked Rhino further out of town.

I drove off-road when we were a mile out of town and maneuvered Rhino off into the ditch at the side of the road. Ross and Davey followed suit and parked just behind me, and we climbed out of the vehicles to discuss next steps. The women and men gathered in a circle, and I quickly scanned our surroundings to make sure we were alone.

“Okay,” I said. “We want the truck to drive in and blast the vamps to shit, but we can’t just drive in with it and give ourselves away.”

“It’s not a very subtle vehicle,” Lily said with a glance at the red truck.

“Exactly,” I said. “We’ll head in on foot and radio over when we’ve made sure our people are still in the town hall. Then you guys drive in, lure the majority of vamps outside, and blast the fuck out of them.”

“We’ll head into the prison while they do that?” Neko asked.

“That’s right,” I said. “We save our boys, kill off the remaining vamps inside, and head out to help slaughter whoever’s left outside. Use the machine gun to blast the living shit out of them. It should cause enough of a blood bath to keep them at bay until we can get out to help.”

“That’s for sure,” Ross said.

He checked that his radio was working, and Catherine pulled ours out of her backpack.

“Stay vigilant,” I said. “Wait for our message, don’t drive in until you hear from us.”

“Got it,” Ross said. “I’ll get in position in the back of the truck. Lacklan’s a great driver, he’ll get us there.”

“Then let’s do this,” I said. “Remember, blast the fuck out of them to keep them at a distance. Head shots to kill. Davey, be ready to drive whoever we manage to break out.”

The men nodded and strode back to the pickup to get in position, and I turned into the woods with the women. I moved my rifle to my front and gripped it as we began to make our way through the thick cover of trees and underbrush.

“I feel like I could climb one of these like a monkey,” Neko muttered as she glanced up at the branches. “This might be my favorite power we’ve gotten yet.”

“Agreed,” Catherine giggled. “Once we’re done slaughtering these vamps, let’s have a jumping contest. The winner gets pregnant next.”

I snorted with laughter as she threw me a dazzling smile, but we fell silent as we grew closer to the middle of town. We crouched down behind a bush with long thorns and stared out at the street that led into the town center.

It was eerily quiet, like it had been on our last visit. I’d expected vamps to be waiting in the trees, but it seemed like Essie hadn’t bothered to organize border control. Either she was way too fucking cocky, or she had some reason to believe she didn’t need guards on patrol.

A few vamps wandered the streets between houses, but none of them looked particularly alert or armed.

“It should be easy enough to get to the town hall,” I whispered. “We might need to take out some vamps on our way, but we need to do it as silently as possible. No guns until we absolutely need them.”

“Sounds good,” Lily said. “Are we going to head in the same door we used last time?”

“Unless something’s blocking it,” I said. “We scope the place out and make sure the basement is still being guarded, so we know where our people are. Then we give Ross the signal to drive in and cause a distraction.”

“I’m ready,” Catherine said. “Let’s show these fuckers what happens when you mess with Red Sam and his town.”

I did one last scan of our surroundings before I stood up and led the way out of the shelter of the woods. We kept low as we sprinted onto the first narrow street and ran in the direction of the town center.

My ears picked up a set of footsteps right before we reached the end of the house, and a tall vamp turned the corner right into us. His eyes widened in shock, but I raised the end of my rifle and slammed it into his skull with all the strength I could muster before he could do a thing.

The butt of my weapon smashed into his face and knocked him back onto the ground. His nose was shattered, and blood poured out over his face as he tried to scramble away. But I slammed my foot into his skull before he could get anywhere or make a noise.

My booted foot smashed the remainder of his face into oblivion, and moldy vamp brains splattered the ground. I pulled my foot back and grimaced as strings of red and black gunk came up with my boot.

“I know our senses are heightened,” Catherine muttered. “But do you think there’s a way for us to smell less somehow? That brain stench never gets any easier.”

I pulled the corpse further into the shadow of the alley, so it wasn’t sticking out and drawing attention to the bloody mess. Then we stayed still and listened for anyone else before we raced into the open stretch of street. Nobody walked by, and we reached the next row of houses to shield us without being spotted.

I made sure to scan the rooftops and windows as well as the ground, but it seemed like Essie’s lack of security measures was going to be her downfall.

We slowed down as we reached the edge of the next building, and the alley opened out into the town center. There were seven vamps at the front entrance of the hall. I knew we could take down a group that size, but it would draw way too much attention.

The post office and general store were more beaten up than the last time we’d seen them. The windows were smashed in, trash was strewn all over the entrance way, and the doors hung off their hinges.

“We can stay behind the houses until we reach the back,” I said. “Come on.”

We knew there wasn’t a side door into the town hall, so I led the way along the street that curved around our right to keep us hidden from the open until the last minute.

No more stray vamps wandered our way, and we crouched in silence for a moment to study the back entrance of the building. There weren’t any vamps guarding it, and the only movement was the swarm of flies at the trash cans full of rotting limbs. The number of bugs had tripled since our last visit, and there was barely any flesh left on the arms and legs that stuck out of the rusting containers.

“Hold your breath,” I muttered. “This is going to fucking stink.”

I inhaled deeply and raced toward the back door with my women at my heels. Even when I wasn’t actively breathing, the stench of the body parts managed to permeate my nose. The assaulting smell made my eyes water, but I slowed to a halt when I saw the back entrance was already cracked open.

I slowly pushed the door, but there was only the empty kitchen waiting on the other side. We piled in, and I closed the door behind us before I took a full breath.

“So fucking gross,” Neko muttered. “So, we’re heading to the basement?”

“It’s near the front entrance of the building,” I said with a nod. “If it’s as fully guarded as before, I’m going to assume that means our people are still down there.”

“Then I’ll give the signal to Ross,” Catherine said. “And we go save my uncle and the others.”

“Normal vamp killing rules apply,” I said. “Shoot the fuckers to slow them down, bash their skulls in when we get close. Look out for each other.”

“Essie said there were eighteen humans last time,” Neko said. “They probably have more by now.”

“We get them all out,” I said. “We take them all back to Red House. They can leave afterward if they want, but we make sure to take them to safety.”

“If there’s that many left alive,” Nat said with a grim look.

“Let’s hope,” I said. “Come on. Stay quiet.”

We walked around the steel counters and quietly stepped out into the hall. I glanced at the sign on the wall with meeting rooms signposted with arrows, and I led the way toward the front of the town hall.

Voices carried down the corridor as we turned a corner and grew closer to the entrance. Cheers and laughter broke out from a couple of halls down, and we slowed to a halt to listen.

My human ears never would’ve been able to pick out the words being said, but my vamp hearing made every syllable loud and clear as I focused on the group.

They were a couple of turns away, and it sounded like about ten vamps were gathered together.

“I thought Essie said we weren’t ‘spose to eat them,” one deep voice growled.

“Didn’t say nothin’ about slicing ‘em up a bit,” another snorted.

More laughter rang out as furious heat built inside my chest.

“Party is going to be insane tonight,” another voice said. “The feast!”

“Fucking finally,” yet another new voice growled. “I’ve had my eye on that big one for ages. When are we gonna move them up?”

“Not until tonight,” the first vamp said. “The fellas are out on one more run to collect a couple more blood bags.”

I turned to face the women and signaled to move back a few steps. The vamps were talking so loudly I knew it was unlikely they’d pick up our whispers, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

“Sounds like our guys are still down in the basement,” I said quietly. “It’s time. We give Ross the signal and wait until we hear all hell breaking loose out there. Then we move.”

“He’ll mow them down while we break our people out,” Catherine said as she pulled out the radio.

“There’s more vamps in here than I thought,” I said. “I think I should send a couple of you out to help our guys. It shouldn’t take all of us to break our prisoners out, and I want some vamps to be out fighting among our people.”

“I can go,” Nat said.

“I’m itching to try out my new skills,” Neko said with an eager nod.

“You two head back to the kitchen to use the radio,” I said. “Then wait until the truck pulls up to join them. Make sure he knows you’ll be coming to join them, too.”

“So he doesn’t mow us down,” Natalie chuckled. “Don’t worry, we’ll make sure he’s expecting us.”

She took the radio from Catherine, and the vamps laughed like banshees at something down the hall. My girlfriend kissed my cheek, and I lovingly stroked her soft hair before she turned to leave.

“See you soon,” Neko said. “Let’s kick some vamp ass.”

“Be safe,” I said. “If you need me, scream my name, and I’ll hear you.”

Nat and Neko nodded, then quietly raced off down the hall back to the kitchen.

“Let’s see what we can hear before they get lured out,” I said, and we snuck back along the halls until we were one corridor away from the group of vamps.

We stood pressed silently against the wall as we listened to the assholes discussing which human they wanted to drain blood from the most.

“We should be able to kill the scrawny one,” one voice chimed in. “He’s already got a fucked up hand, and we weren’t even allowed to drink from the finger!”

“Jason,” Lily mouthed as her dark eyes widened.

“Essie’s strict,” another vamp grumbled. “But at least we got those blood bags from a few days ago.”

“Yeah,” another voice said. “They were fun to hunt. Essie says when we hit Red Sam’s territory, we can let the humans loose on the hills and have a proper wild hunt!”

“That’s gonna be so fucking fun,” another voice laughed.

I gripped my rifle tightly and had to hold myself back from running forward and shooting their fucking faces where they stood. A creak of a door echoed around the hall, and two sets of footsteps joined the rest of the vamps.

“It’s fucking boring down there,” a new voice drawled. “Especially when we’re not allowed to drink from the fuckers.”

A blaring horn rang out from outside the hall, and my heart thudded as several vamps yelled in surprise.

“That doesn’t sound like our truck,” one of them said. “What the fuck is that?”

A stampede of footsteps ran to the front of the hall, and I nodded at Lily and Catherine before I started to move. We sprinted down the final hall and turned into a wider corridor that led down to the front lobby. Light spilled into the building from the now-open entrance up ahead, and shadows moved as the crowd of vamps ran outside.

“There!” Lily hissed as she pointed to a door to the right.

The basement door was unguarded, and I sprinted over to grab the handle. The cool metal didn’t move when I tried to push and pull, and it seemed the fuckers had been smart enough to lock it before they abandoned their post.

Explosive bangs rang out like fireworks as the machine gun sounded off outside. Screams of pain echoed around the town, and another round of bullets was shot in rapid succession.

I flung myself into the door with all my strength, and the wood shattered easily under my shoulder. The old wood broke into a huge hole that fucked the lock mechanism, and the door swung open to reveal a concrete staircase. A flickering fluorescent light illuminated the basement, and a greasy-haired vamp raced around to the bottom of the staircase. He had a kitchen knife in his hand, and his green eyes widened when he looked up at me.

“You’re a vamp,” he said slowly. “Are you with Essie? What the fuck is that noise?”

My body’s instincts were so fast that I almost took myself by surprise when I sprinted down the stairs at lightning speed. The new sensation in my knees was amplified as I reached halfway down the stairs and launched myself at the vamp.

He barely had time to raise his knife, and I brought the butt of my gun down on his wrist as I fell onto him. His knife clattered to the ground as I knocked him onto his back and landed on his torso. He screamed as I swung my rifle down again, right into his face.

The hit was so powerful that I annihilated his face with a sickening crunch. His nose and cheeks smashed apart like eggshells and sprayed bone shards, blood, and moldy brain matter everywhere. I rammed the rifle down once more to make sure his brain was truly destroyed, and I pushed myself to my knees as Lily and Catherine arrived at the bottom of the stairs.

“Holy shitting fuck,” James said.

I turned from the corpse to see a basement filled with people sitting down with various cords and ropes tying them in pairs. James sat with his back against Jason, and both men looked like they’d taken a serious beating. Catherine’s uncle had two black eyes, and dried blood had crusted under his nose. Jason had a barely healed scab running down his neck and a purple bruise under his chin. His right hand had a bloody scrap of material wound around it, and I realized it was a torn piece of James’ shirt.

The two young men who had dragged them into their plan were also nearby, and their faces lit up when they saw me.

“Uncle James!” Catherine gasped as she raced forward.

She flung herself to the ground and wrapped her arms around her uncle’s shoulders.

“Kitty Cat,” James said. “Holy shit! I’m so fucking happy to see y’all.”

“Are you okay?” Catherine asked as she sat back and cradled her uncle’s face.

“Just about,” he said. “Jason here is gonna need some help, though. The boy’s been in and out of consciousness. I was barely able to move enough to rip some of my shirt off for his hand.”

“Fuck,” I said as I raced toward them. “Jason, are you okay?”

I knelt beside the sandy-haired man as he nodded slowly.

“It hurts,” he said in a raspy voice. “I think I lost a lot of blood. Haven’t been able to clean it.”

“It could be infected,” Lily said as she crouched beside him. “We need to get his hand cleaned and get him back to Red House so Caroline can stitch him up.”

I looked around to see several other people barely able to keep their eyes open. One woman with red hair had half of her face swollen so badly that it was blue with bruises.

My mind raced as I tried to piece together the best way to get everyone to safety.

“The vamps could realize the truck is a distraction any time,” I said hurriedly. “We need to get everyone out the back and into Rhino and Davey’s truck. Let’s get everyone free, and we can start moving.”

I grabbed the rope that bound James and Jason together, and I pulled out the knife stored in a sheath on my belt. It didn’t take long with my vamp strength to cut through the rope. The two men were freed, and Catherine and Lily hurried to start rescuing the others. We cut the ropes and untied the random electrical cables that had been used to tie everyone to each other.

“Thank you,” Nate said as he climbed to his feet with a deep look of regret on his face. “Sam, we’re so sorry about this. We fucked up so bad.”

“We just wanted to impress you,” Robbie said. “We dragged James and Jason off to show them where we wanted the new border. They started to march us back to town when the vamps came.”

“It’s in the past,” I said. “But don’t you ever pull shit like that again. Hear me?”

Both of them nodded like scolded children.

“Right now,” I said. “All we need to focus on is sticking together and getting the fuck out of here.”

I stood up and inspected the group as distant screams and gunshots rang out.

“We’re going to make our way upstairs together,” I said. “James, help Jason walk. Does anyone else need help moving?”

“I can’t see very well,” the woman with a swollen face said. “My left eye’s been beaten so much.”

“I’ll help you,” an older woman said. “Take my arm.”

“Great,” I said. “Take care of each other. We’ve got vehicles outside, but right now we just need to get upstairs and out of this building. Come on!”

I kicked the vamp corpse away from the bottom of the stairs for people to move past, but a shadow appeared from the top of the basement.

“Where the fuck do you think you lot are going?” the figure growled.

I looked up to see a giant vamp grinning down at us.

It was Ronald.
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Chapter 13

He whistled loudly as I swung my rifle up, and I knew it had to be a signal for backup. The huge vamp dove out of the way before any of us could shoot and left us staring up at the destroyed doorway.

“Fuck,” I snarled. “We need to keep moving, come on! Lily, stay at the back and protect the group from there.”

I charged up the stairs and flung the broken door open, but Ronald was gone.

“Shit,” Catherine said as she joined me. “Where the fuck did he go?”

“To raise the alarm, I’m guessing,” I said.

The machine gun sounded off again from outside, along with the pained howls of vamps. Sunlight poured in to our right, where the front entrance of the town hall was open, and it sounded like our people were putting up a serious fight out there.

“Do we go out the back again?” Catherine asked. “Or try and lead everyone out front?”

“We’re going to run into a shit load more vamps out front,” I said. “But there’s a solid chance Ronald knows that, and he could be waiting with more of them to ambush us at the back entrance.”

Every possible outcome raced through my mind as I thought about our next move. Danger waited in every direction, and I just had to make sure we picked the option where we had the best chance of getting our people to the vehicles.

“It’s too risky to lead humans out the front,” I said after a moment of thought. “They could get caught in the crossfire, and most of the vamps are out there. We need to head to the back and be ready to fight.”

I gripped my rifle as I led the group down the hall with every sense on high alert as we went. My ears strained for heartbeats or footsteps, but I couldn’t pick up anything as we turned through the maze of corridors.

It wasn’t until we neared the last hall before the kitchen that the stink of sweaty vamps hit me.

“He’s definitely in the kitchen,” I said quietly as I turned to the group. “No doubt with a bunch of others like him.”

“What do we do?” Catherine asked.

“Sam!” Lily hissed from the back of the group. “I think vamps are starting to retreat inside. I heard a few footsteps behind us. I guess they’re trying to take cover.”

There were enemy vamps in front, behind, and running loose fucking everywhere.

“We have to go through the kitchen,” I said. “We take down these fuckers.”

“I know you’re tough as shit,” James said. “But Ronald is a big motherfucker, Sam. He was dangerous as a human, but he’s fuckin’ ruthless as a vampire. My face is his handiwork.”

His bruises shone under the lights, and I seethed with anger knowing Ronald had attacked James when he couldn’t fight back. It had probably been revenge for when James had swung at him years ago, and my desire to bring down Celia’s ex-husband grew.

Screeches of hurt vamps rang out down the hall, and the sound of dragging limbs told me Lily was right. Injured vamps were coming back into the town hall to get away from the firepower outside. It wouldn’t be long until their injuries healed, and we needed to move before they realized we were here.

If we were suddenly surrounded by vamps on each side, our chances of making it out seriously decreased.

I pushed open a meeting room beside us and gestured for the injured people to head inside.

“Everyone, get in here until we clear the kitchen,” I said. “Go. Stay down. Stay silent.”

The humans piled into the room, but James hung back. He’d picked up the kitchen knife from the vamp corpse in the basement, and he had a deadly look in his eyes.

“I’m fighting with ya,” he said. “I ain’t running from that son of a bitch.”

“Okay,” I said. “But don’t get yourself killed for the sake of revenge. Lily, Catherine, we shoot as many of the fuckers in the head as we can, then get close to finish off any others. James, take this.”

I pulled the Glock stashed in the holster on my belt and handed it to him.

James nodded, and I glanced over him to make sure he wasn’t hiding any major injuries. Catherine and Lily’s beautiful faces were stoic and determined, and I gave them a reassuring nod as I readied my gun. Then I turned to the kitchen and took a breath before I kicked the door open.

Ronald and two other huge vamps loomed in the kitchen with wide grins on their ugly faces. Both of the two other fuckers were almost as wide and tall as Ronald, and they each had an axe held at their sides. One of them had ginger hair scraped back into a greasy ponytail, and the other was bald with a bandana tied around his wide forehead.

“You were right,” the ginger one said. “They did try to sneak out the back.”

“What a shame,” the bald vamp sneered. “They’re gonna meet their end before they see the sun again.”

The three vamps charged at us, and I aimed at Ronald and squeezed the trigger. Lily and Catherine shot at the same time, and our bullets flew through the kitchen to their targets.

I managed to shoot Ronald in the right shoulder, and it was enough for him to falter for a moment and give me time to aim again. My second shot hit him just below the neck, and he spluttered in pain as he dove to the left behind a kitchen island.

Catherine’s bullet had struck the bald fucker right in the stomach, and he doubled over in pain as he dropped his weapon.

Lily had hit the ginger vamp’s crotch, and a horrified scream rang out as the Hispanic beauty took a second shot. Her second bullet went into the fucker’s upper belly, and she quickly put a third bullet into his chest. The onslaught was enough for him to topple over as blood seeped out of every wound, but I knew these bastards wouldn’t be down for long.

The ginger vamp was the most injured, and I knew he’d be the safest bet to take out first. He writhed on the ground in pain, and I carefully aimed and shot the fucker right under his chin. The bullet went up into his skull, and the vamp fell still.

The bald fucker stumbled back and grabbed a block of knives off the counter. He flung it so hard it nearly hit Lily in the head, but she dove down just in time for it to go flying back into the wall.

Ronald still hadn’t emerged from behind the counter, but I heard movement as he crawled toward the cabinets.

Catherine shot the bald vamp in the stomach a second time, and I raced forward as he doubled back over with a snarl. I lunged at him and whipped my rifle around to connect with his ugly face.

His eyes widened for a moment before I slammed the butt of my gun into his forehead, and his skull cracked open. He tumbled back onto the ground and hit the back of his head right on the corner of the stainless steel kitchen island. The metal cracked the back of his skull, and he fell still as his shattered head leaked blood and brains in both directions.

“Fuck!” Lily yelled as the kitchen door flew open, and another vamp raced in with a beaten-up rifle gripped in his hands.

His eyes were wide and feral as he snapped his jaw and drooled like a fucking dog. He swung his rifle around toward Lily, and I didn’t have time to aim my own gun.

I used all the strength in my legs to jump at the vamp with my newfound skill. The bastard stumbled back and tried to swing the barrel of his gun at me, but I collided with the vamp and wrenched the gun from his hands as we both tumbled to the ground.

The kitchen door swung open again as I crashed to the floor, and yet another vamp raced in.

“Motherfucker!” James yelled, and he raised his Glock.

He was half a foot away from the vamp when he pulled the trigger, and a bullet went clean into the vamp’s skull. The bastard’s head popped like a water balloon as he dropped down dead, and the vamp under me wrestled to break free.

“I don’t fucking think so,” I snarled.

I slammed my knee into his stomach to wind him, and Lily stomped a boot straight down onto the fucker’s skull. The body fell still as brain matter and blood sprayed out, and I scrambled to my feet as Catherine screamed.

Ronald was on his feet and had found a lighter in the cabinet he’d opened. His wounds were almost healed, and he stuffed a kitchen rag into a half-empty bottle of grain alcohol. He lit the rag on fire and launched it right at Catherine.

My boots skidded in blood as I bolted forward and grabbed Catherine in my arms just in time to knock her forward. I flung my arms around her waist and rolled so I took the fall, and she crashed on top of me as we hit the kitchen floor.

My elbow slammed into the hard surface and barked with pain as my back followed. Lily and James had dove onto the ground with us, and James stomped out the flames before they could spread.

I pulled Catherine behind the kitchen island before I stood up with my rifle. Ronald had already stuffed and lit another rag in a bottle, and he sneered as he hurled it at me with insane speed.

“Holy fuck!” I snarled as I dove aside barely in time.

The heat of the flames stung my arm as my elbow gradually healed from my fall. I shot at Ronald, but he hurled his fucking axe at me as he lunged toward the door.

“Sam!” Catherine screamed as I stumbled back to avoid the weapon.

The blade caught the edge of my forearm and sliced through my shirt into my skin. Sharp pain seared through me as blood leaked from my arm, and my feet skidded as I tried to steady myself on the growing pool of blood. The kitchen door flew open behind me, and another two vamps launched into the kitchen.

It was utter fucking chaos.

Ronald flung the back door open, and the sound of the machine gun rang out in the air. I steadied myself and shot, but he had already raced through the door and slammed it behind him.

“Fuck,” I snarled.

I spun around just as James, Lily, and Catherine all shot at the two newest vamp arrivals. Catherine shot directly into one of the fucker’s heads, and he fell down dead in an instant.

Lily dove forward and slammed the butt of her rifle into the other vamp’s skull. After a couple of harsh blows, the vamp’s brains were smeared onto the kitchen floor, and his body fell still.

“Holy fucking shit,” Lily gasped as she stood up.

“Get the others,” I said. “We need to keep moving.”

Lily raced through the back kitchen door and swung the meeting room open. The people all looked terrified as they hurried in to join us, and I moved over to the back door. I peered through the open crack but couldn’t see any movement nearby. All the noise came from the front of the town hall.

“We don’t even know where Essie is,” Catherine said as she wiped blood from her brow.

“We need to get these guys to the woods,” I said. “Then we need to go and help the others bring down the rest of the vamps.”

I looked at the group of injured and scared humans, and I knew I couldn't send them off into the woods unguarded. But leading them into the warzone was even worse. The whole town was crawling with vamps and had descended into a fucking madhouse.

Panic rose in my chest, but I inhaled deeply and forced it the fuck down. I was Red Sam, and I would handle this shit. I’d protect my people no matter what, I just had to take one step at a time.

“We need to get the humans to safety,” I said. “We need to get them to Rhino and Davey, and then back to Red House.”

“I can do that,” Lily said fiercely. “I’m fast as fuck, and I’ve got the best hearing out of all of us. They won’t all fit in Davey’s truck, but I can drive them up, then come back down with Rhino to wait for you guys.”

“You can do this,” I said as I hurriedly passed her the keys. “You’re going to need to get some people sitting on each other to fit them all. It’s not likely there are many vamps in the woods, but be alert. Scream if you need help, and Lily, be careful.”

“I will,” she said as her dark eyes met mine. “I’ll bring them to Caroline and come back to park in the same spot for when you guys are done.”

I wanted to be able to protect my vamp women at all times, but I trusted them to take care of themselves. We needed to break apart for our humans to have the best chance at survival, and I knew we had to go.

I swung the door open and stepped out first with my finger ready to fire. Gunshots and screams rang out through the town, and the smell of burning filled the air.

“Go,” I hissed. “Everyone follow Lily’s orders. Help the ones who are struggling to move and keep vigilant out in the woods.”

Lily urged the group to follow her, and the humans ran after her down the street to our left that led to the cover of the woods. Robbie had his arm around Jason to help him run, and everyone teamed up to help the other injured people keep up.

I watched to make sure nobody followed them before I turned to Catherine and James.

“Let’s make our way to the others,” I said. “We should go around back of the houses to make sure we don’t end up on the receiving end of the machine gun.”

We ran toward the nearest row of houses and started to make our way around the back of them as the street curved to the front of the town hall. My boots thudded against the ground as we ran toward the sound of pure mayhem. I stopped at the end of the street, and I peered around the corner that let me see into the center of the town.

It was a complete fucking bloodbath.

Ross was an absolute master of the machine gun, and my jaw dropped as I surveyed the piles of vamps he’d killed from a distance. He’d blown half of their heads clean off with the weapon, and dozens more were so full of bullet holes, they looked like Swiss cheese.

My heart lurched when I spotted Natalie and Neko on either side of the old truck, and Gary, Lachlan, and Ryan nearby. They all had their rifles raised, and it looked like they’d managed to slaughter all the vamps in the town center without needing to get close.

“Nat!” I yelled as I raced forward.

My beautiful girlfriend spun around with her blue eyes wide, and she gasped when she looked at James and Catherine.

“Lily?” Natalie asked with a sob.

“She’s leading the prisoners to Rhino,” I said hurriedly. “Ronald escaped, but we’ve killed a bunch of these fuckers. What’s the update here?”

Another deafening array of bullets was shot from the truck. Ross was the picture of a lethally calm soldier as he steadily mowed down three vamps who raced out of the town hall. He aimed the shots perfectly to blast apart their heads, and their corpses crashed to the ground before they could even reach the bottom step.

“Ross is a machine,” Nat said. “He’s killed so many of them, we’ve only needed to shoot down strays who manage to try and run off down the streets.”

“No sign of Essie,” Neko said. “But we’ve killed so many of her goons, she’s got no hope now.”

“I bet Ronald went to her,” I said. “She could be anywhere in town, or in one of the surrounding hollers.”

The town square was finally silent as Ross paused his shooting, and no other vamps moved.

“Sam,” he said as he finally looked over. “Is everyone okay? James, holy shit, you’re alive!”

“Lily is taking everyone to the trucks in the woods,” I said. “Ronald is somewhere. My guess is warning Essie or hiding out wherever she is.”

“We’ve mowed down a whole town of these shitheads,” Gary said as he lowered his gun. “Can’t be many more of them left other than those two.”

“They’ll be panicking,” Catherine said. “Maybe they could be holed up in one of the houses. There are so many buildings they could be in. It’s going to be hard to find them unless we split up.”

“Nobody is going anywhere alone,” I said. “I doubt they’ve gone back into the town hall, but I think there are more vamps hiding out in there. We need to do a sweep of the town.”

“I can drive the truck through,” Lachlan said.

“Good,” I said with a nod. “Ross, stay with the machine gun, and the rest of us will go in the back.”

“Where first?” Lachlan asked as he climbed into the driver’s seat.

I looked around the town square and tried to think of where Ronald would be.

“We took them by surprise,” I said. “Which is why they weren’t armed with guns when we attacked.”

“There were a few guns among this lot,” Gary said as he gestured to the dead vamps. “But yeah, none of them seemed like they were prepped and ready for an invasion.”

“My guess is they do have an armory somewhere,” I said. “Ronald didn’t look like the kind to give up. I’m guessing he’s gone to wherever they keep their guns, and there’s a fair chance Essie is in the same place.”

“Remember what we heard,” Catherine said. “There’s likely still another truckload of her vamps out in one of the nearby towns. They won’t know this has even happened until they get back from trying to steal more humans.”

“Good point,” I said. “Essie could be out with the scouts, but I kinda doubt she’d do that. Either way, we’re making sure Ronald is dead, and Essie, if she’s here, before we lay low to wait for the last truck of vamps to arrive.”

“There’s a barn out on the west side,” Ross said as he scratched his head. “That would be big enough to store guns and hide out.”

“Let’s go in that direction then,” I said.

We climbed into the back of the old truck, and it was a tight squeeze to get everyone stationed around Ross and the gun. Ryan rode in the passenger seat to make some more room, and we positioned ourselves so we’d be ready to attack from each side.

Natalie sat beside me, and we faced the rear to catch anyone who tried to sneak up from behind. Lachlan started the engine, and there wasn’t any hiding how fucking loud the truck was as we sped off toward the west side of the town.

The wind had picked up, and the stench of fresh blood and vamp brains carried through the streets. Lachlan sped past the houses until we reached the outskirts of town, and he slowed to a halt.

“Why have we stopped?” Natalie asked.

I stood up and turned to see that Ross had been right about the barn, and it looked like another message had been left for me. My stomach turned as I stepped over the others to get a better look at the field beside the barn.

Freshly killed humans had been torn apart, and their limbs and torsos had been strewn across the grass. Just like in the basement, none of the limbs had been fully drained of blood. There wasn’t any pattern or picture made from the pieces. It looked like it was just a display of pure bloodlust and power.

Each person’s head was ripped from their body, and the skulls had been thrown around the field like discarded footballs.

“Holy fuck,” Nat said as she appeared beside me. “Why did they do that? Was that all just Ronald?”

“It could have been,” I said. “Whoever did it, it’s meant to intimidate us.”

“I can see that,” Ross muttered as he wrinkled his nose with disgust.

“Big fucking mistake,” I said with lethal calm. “All it’s done is remind me to make their deaths as slow and painful as fucking possible.”

I studied our surroundings for any signs of a trap or hidden vamps. The sprawling fields were overgrown with grass and wildflowers, and a large farmhouse sat a couple of fields over. It was the last building of Lanham before the land carried on to a distant road and more rolling hills. A dilapidated wooden livestock shelter sat a few yards beyond the barn, but there was no sign of animals being kept around anymore.

The cold wind brought the smell of fresh blood to me, but all it did was make me fucking furious. There were so many bodies on the ground of people who probably didn’t deserve to die, let alone suffer such a gruesome death.

“It’s way too quiet,” Nat muttered. “Is he just hiding in the barn and hoping we don’t come in?”             

“Sounds about right, fucking coward,” Gary snarled.

“I don’t know,” I said as I shook my head. “Vamp Ronald seemed ready to tear anyone limb from limb, including me. There’s a chance he’s set up some kind of trap, or there could be other vamps hiding in there with him.”

“What do we do?” Neko asked. “Blast the barn with the machine gun?”

“There could be prisoners in there,” I said. “We can’t risk killing innocent people to get to Ronald. We need to draw the fucker out.”

“Cool,” Neko said. “Draw him out, and we machine gun the fucker until he’s basically made of holes.”

I stared at the barn and couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more than just Ronald with a weapon waiting inside. My intuition had grown stronger as a vamp, and I’d learned to listen to my gut even when adrenaline was pumping through my veins.

I figured it had to do with how heightened my senses were now. If my brain could gather more information through sight, smell, and hearing, even if I wasn’t fully aware of it happening, it would explain the accuracy of my improved intuition.

“I think we should spread out,” I said. “There’s a solid chance it won’t just be Ronald coming out of that barn, and I want the exit surrounded.”

“We could get shooters over in the shelter,” Ross said.

“You, James, and Nat are our best shots,” I said. “Neko, Catherine, and I are the best at getting close and fast with the fuckers.”

Natalie and Neko nodded proudly. My girlfriend’s upbringing in a hunting family had really set her up for the end of the world, and her aim had only gotten more insanely accurate since she got her new vamp senses. Neko had already been a judo queen before she turned, and now she was like a fucking cheetah on her feet. Along with her ability to jump, I had a feeling she’d be even more deadly.

Ross had always been an expert shooter, but I still wanted him to have a vamp nearby.

“Are you thinking of using the machine gun?” Ross asked. “I’d say for anyone else it would be impossible to work without practice, but your vamp strength might give you a real shot at handling it.”

I stared at the mounted weapon and knew I’d be able to maneuver it with my insane level of strength. But it wasn’t the time to try out new toys.

“I’ll stick to my rifle for now,” I said. “Lacklan, you stay in the driver’s seat ready to haul ass if you need to.”

The young guy in the front saluted in response.

“Ryan,” I said. “Get in the back with Gary and Catherine. Neko and I are going to stand straight in front of the barn doors. You guys shoot as many fuckers in the head as possible, and we’ll run in and smash the skulls of any who don’t get a clean shot to the brain. Let’s finish these bastards off, and let’s hope Essie is in there with him.”

“On it,” Catherine said with a determined nod.

I jumped out of the back of the truck with the others, and Ryan climbed in beside Gary and Catherine. They glared at the barn as they raised their weapons, and Lacklan’s hands gripped the wheel.

Nat, James, and Ross strode over the overgrown field to the wooden shelter and hid around the back. Nat and James each took a side to poke their rifle around, and there was a broken slit of wood in the back that Ross stuck the barrel of his gun through.

I led Neko to stand opposite the barn doors. We’d be able to see head-on whatever came out, but we were far enough away that our people on each side should be able to gun down the vamps and slow them before they could reach us.

I made sure everyone was in position with their weapons ready before I whistled loudly.

“Hey, fucker!” I yelled. “You wanna come out here and fight instead of hiding like a coward? Or do we need to smash the doors in?”

Silence hung in the air for a moment as we stared at the closed doors.

Then a feral howl like a wolf rang out from inside the barn, and the large wooden doors swung open with a loud creak. Ronald stood in the barn with a wide grin on his ugly face. He held about a dozen dog leashes that were attached to the most feral-looking vamps I’d ever seen.

They were huge men with red eyes, and drool spilled from their jaws as they chomped their teeth like rabid dogs.

“What the fuck?” Neko breathed.

Ronald barked a deep laugh, then let go of the leashes, and the wild vamps raced out into the field.
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Chapter 14

My heart was in my throat as the pack of wild vamps raced out and broke off in different directions. We’d seen feral vamps before, but it was like these fuckers had devolved past the point of any human thoughts behind their wild eyes.

“We have to help them shoot!” I yelled as I raised my rifle.

Calling off the machine gun had been the right move. The vamps spread out so sporadically that Ross wouldn’t have been able to use our new weapon without risking one of our lives. I knew if he could find a good opportunity to fire, he would.

Four of the feral vamps sprinted directly for Neko and me, and I inhaled deeply to steady myself as I took aim at one of them. I rested my finger on the trigger and squeezed as the vamps started to close in. It was the cleanest shot I’d ever made, and the bullet went directly into his forehead. He was knocked on his back as blood spurted around him, and I swung around to the next one.

Everyone began to shoot, and half of the vamps hit the ground from their injuries. Someone had managed to kill another one of the vamps with a clean shot through the top of the skull, and he hit the ground with a thud that tripped up another one of the fuckers.

There were so many of the feral vamps, it was complete fucking chaos. We tried to get as many head shots as possible, but it was hard to be accurate when we had to mow so many of the vamps down before they could reach us. We resorted to hitting them anywhere we could a fair amount of the time.

Five vamps continued to run straight at us, and we had seconds before they would be in our faces. Ross managed to get a clean headshot at one of them, and the vamp was dead before it hit the ground.

Gary didn’t quite hit the head of his target, but he managed to get a shot in the neck and another square in the chest. The vamp writhed on the ground in pain as Gary tried to get a headshot before it could get back up.

Two shots brought down two of the vamps enough for them to stumble, and my people continued to shoot the other injured fuckers to keep them down until we could get close enough to finish them with a bullet to the brain or blunt force trauma. The field was a frenzied mess of vamps as my people tried to shoot the fuckers in the brains.

But the two remaining vamps were almost on me, and I took aim at the one on the right’s skull. He raced forward in a frenzied zigzag, and my shot clipped the fucker’s ear. He snarled as blood poured down his face, but he didn’t stop running.

The two vamps drooled from their open mouths as they raced at us with unblinking eyes. I wondered if the smell of fresh blood from the surrounding corpses made the vamps even more rabid. They surely wanted to stop and drink from the body parts, but not when there was an option of fresher meat available.

There was no chance of shooting these fuckers when they’d be so close with Neko, so I switched to my bat as they descended on us.

One of the vamps had thin strands of gray hair that hung from his mostly bald head, and his face was scratched up with old and new scars. The other one was more squat but just as fast, and his dark red hair was matted with blood and grease.

Neko and I leaped away from each other as the two vamps sprinted at us and jumped. I skidded on the dirt as I spun back around to face them, and Neko did the same with her axe raised.

The scarred vamp howled as he turned to face me and ran forward with his arms held out like a fucking zombie. I stood my ground and raised my Slugger as the stench of his rotten breath hit me. The vamp lurched forward, and I swung my bat down onto his outstretched arms.

My weapon slammed into his wrists so hard that bone crunched, and he shrieked with pain as I pulled my bat back. Bits of skin had ripped off on the barbed wire, but the vamp only stumbled for a second before he lunged at me again. His useless hands flailed as he jumped, and I swung my bat forward and slammed it into his head with every ounce of my strength.

My weapon connected with the center of his forehead and caved in his skull. A gross thud vibrated up my arms from the impact as his head was split open, but the fucker still wasn’t dead. His brain was still intact enough, but his red eyes rolled back in his head as he swung his injured arms at me with the bat still lodged in his head.

I darted back and pulled the weapon out as one of the vamp’s bloody hands weakly grabbed my arm. I’d done enough damage that he couldn’t fully grip me, but his fingernails were like dog claws that dug through my shirt and sliced open my forearm.

“Motherfucker,” I snarled.

I brought my bat back down as he lunged forward, and the second hit went down into the crack in his skull. My bat struck hard and slammed into his brain. He shuddered as he died, and he fell to his knees with my bat still stuck in his head.

I pulled at the bat, but the vamp’s long, straggly hair got tangled in the wire. So I put one boot on the fucker’s ruined head and pulled hard to free my weapon. Clumps of bloody hair were pulled from his skull and were tangled on my bat as a gross reminder of my latest kill.

Neko had hacked the stout vamp’s head into oblivion, and he fell to the ground with nothing but streamers of bloody flesh hanging from his neck and what remained of his face.

“You okay?” I asked, and the Japanese beauty nodded as we turned to face the rest of the field.

“There’s more of them!” Catherine screamed.

Several more feral vamps raced out of the barn, and it looked like Ronald had kept a second wave of fighters for this exact moment.

Gunshots continued to ring out as my team shot at the fuckers, and a few bullets managed to go straight into their brains. The rest punched holes in shoulders, chests, and upper abdomens. A couple of the vamps fell down dead from the perfect shots, but the addition of more vamps added to the chaos of drooling targets. Some of the shots went into the chests and necks instead, but they bought time for my people to really focus on finishing off every single vamp.

Neko managed to shoot one of the vamps square in the forehead, and I squeezed my trigger as I sent a bullet right into the side of another vamp’s head.

“Ronald’s gone,” Neko said as she caught her breath.

“Fuck,” I muttered as I looked into the barn.

“Sam!” Nat yelled as she quickly reloaded her rifle. “You want us to just keep shooting?”

“Try and get as many head shots as you can,” I called. “Bludgeon the fuck out of them when they get close enough.”

Three more vamps steadily rose from the ground as their injuries healed over. I aimed and shot at the tallest of them, but they all started to sprint right as I squeezed the trigger. My bullet only hit the chin of my target, and I breathed deeply as I aimed again. The second shot went into his skull, and the fucker tumbled down as his brain was busted apart.

But the other two vamps had managed to clear serious ground in that time, and I was going to need to bash these fuckers brains in.

One had a ginger beard, and the other was so tall and skinny, he looked like the wind could knock him down. They both locked their eyes on me and raced forward, and neither one seemed to have noticed Neko.

I raised my bat ready to swing, and Neko raced at the skinny one from behind as he sprinted at me. The Japanese beauty’s legs moved with lightning speed, and she sprang up with her axe raised.

It really did look like she was flying as she launched herself a dozen feet through the air and landed on the thin vamp’s back. He howled as he tried to spin around, but Neko brought her axe directly down into the back of his skull.

A loud crunch rang out as he folded, and the Japanese beauty hopped off his back to finish the job.

The ginger-bearded vamp ran at me with the same feral focus of the others. It felt like I’d been thrown into a bull fight as the asshole barreled at me with heavy footsteps and sent clumps of mud flying up from the ground.

The wound on my arm had already started to heal up, but the smell of my blood probably added to the vamp’s feral rage.

He snarled as he lunged forward, and my heart sank as he dodged the downward swing of my bat. I hadn’t expected him to move so quickly, but he dove to the right with a snarl as my Slugger slammed down into nothing but air.

“Fuck!” I hissed.

The vamp spun to face Neko, and he launched himself at her instead of me.

I bolted forward with my heart in my throat.

“Get the fuck away from her!” I snarled.

I put all my focus into the newest skill I’d unlocked in vamp form, and I bent my knees before I jumped. Cold wind stung my face as I launched myself through the air and raised my Slugger.

Neko dove out of the way of the vamp, and I landed on his back and knocked him to the ground. I slammed a hand on the back of his head to smash his face into the dirt as we landed, and a muffled shriek rang out underneath me.

His body broke my fall, and he rolled over so violently that I was thrown off his back. I let the momentum carry me and rolled back to my feet before I struck down on his face with my bat.

His skull exploded under my Slugger in a mess of moldy vamp brains, blood, and shattered bone. I shook myself out as I looked out at the remaining vamps.

Two more had been taken out by Ross and Nat’s shooting skills, and we’d made a serious dent in the feral vamp numbers.

“Keep aiming for those heads!” I yelled. “Take these motherfuckers out as fast as we can!”

Nat, James, and Ross strode around the wooden shelter as the vamps on the ground slowly started to rise again. The three shooters aimed and managed to get four killing headshots in quick succession. A couple more vamps managed to duck and dive clear of the attack, and they ended up with bullets lodged in their torsos and limbs instead.

Neko and I raced forward to the closest vamp who had multiple bullet wounds in his chest and upper stomach. His red eyes were wide as I raised my Slugger and slammed it into his face before he could make a move.

Neko jumped over his corpse to reach the next vamp, and she executed him with a swift blow of her axe to the center of his forehead.

Nat slammed a boot down onto another vamp, and James delivered the final kill as he rammed the butt of his gun down into the remaining enemy three times.

Finally, all the feral vamps were dead.

The field was soaked with blood from the vamps and butchered humans, and the stench of vamp brains mixed with the enticing smell of fresh blood. But my mind was fixated on finding Ronald and Essie.

“He must have gone to the farmhouse,” Natalie said as we looked around the quiet fields.

“We would have seen him,” I said. “My guess is he’s hiding in the barn with some kind of trap.”

“Then let’s light it on fucking fire,” Neko said.

“Agreed,” I said. “Catherine, Gary, Ryan. Stay in the truck for now. I need fighters out here, ready to shoot, while we explore inside.”

“You can count on us,” Catherine said.

A woman’s scream rang out from the barn.

“Fuck,” I said, and I started to run as fast as I could toward the open door.

Neko and Nat were hot on my heels, and the sound of Ross and James followed as fast as they could behind us. We sprinted over severed heads and broken limbs until I slowed down as I reached the entrance of the barn.

What we could see of the barn was empty, but stacks of hay bales blocked parts of the inside from our view, and a ladder led up to a second level we couldn’t see.

Neko and Nat appeared at my side, and Ross and James were seconds behind. I was impressed with the speed Catherine’s uncle had managed, and I guessed his hatred for Ronald was driving him.

The barn reeked of blood, and my jaw dropped as I stepped inside and looked up. A wooden ladder led to the second level that ran around the barn walls like a mezzanine.

Ronald stood on the upper level with the same manic grin plastered on his face and a middle-aged woman with dark hair in his grasp. He gripped her wrists behind her back with one hand, and his other hand held a blood-soaked axe.

Everyone froze around me as we stared up at the vamp and his hostage. My thoughts raced along with my heartbeat as I tried to work out how the fuck to kill Ronald without hurting the woman.

“Stupid motherfuckers,” Ronald said with a sneer. “You think you were gonna win just cause you killed some wild vamps? Essie already up and heaved half our town away the moment we stole your blood bags.”

Shit. Essie had been smarter than I’d anticipated. Half of her vamps weren’t even in Lanham anymore, and I was glad I’d had the foresight to leave a capable army back in Red House.

Ronald would be able to kill the woman with a single swing of his blade. He could kill her with his bare hands if he wanted to. There was no way we would be able to get to her before he could kill her.

I couldn’t use my physical skills to save her, so I was going to need to use my brain and outsmart him. There was no doubt I had a fuck ton more of that than Ronald did.

“Pretty smart play,” I said. “I have to admit.”

James spun to face me, but he kept quiet with a gentle nudge from Natalie.

“There must be a reason you’re waiting in here,” I said.

Ronald’s eyes narrowed as he studied me, and I knew I had to put on the acting performance of the century to play it right. He was dumb enough to be fooled by me, but I’d need to play it just right. I had to play to his ego and make it seem like I thought he had a plan other than hiding in the barn with a hostage.

“You must be waiting to offer me a deal,” I continued confidently. “That’s exactly what Essie would want. It’s pretty smart.”

“Yeah,” Ronald snarled. “I am fuckin’ smart, motherfucker.”

“I think this fight has proven I’ve got skills,” I said. “I made the blood bags trust me enough to make them kill on my behalf. Get them, girls.”

I felt all eyes turn to face me, and I could only hope my team was quick enough to catch on and join in the act.

Natalie’s eyes widened as she studied me, and she suddenly reached out and grabbed Ross by the shoulders. She pulled him close to her and pressed her rifle against his head, and the former soldier was smart enough not to fight back. I knew my girlfriend would guess what I was doing first, and Neko quickly followed by grabbing James’ wrist and wielding her axe threateningly.

Ronald frowned as he stared at me, and I could tell he was losing focus on holding the woman firmly. Her eyes were wide with terror as she stared down at me. She’d been a bargaining chip to stop us getting to Ronald, but I swore to myself she wouldn’t meet the same gruesome fate as the people strewn out on the field.

But as stupid as Ronald was, every second was a chance for him to catch onto the lie. I had to keep talking to get him to drop the woman for long enough for us to attack him.

“I was angry when Essie stole my blood bags,” I said. “I’ll admit it, but fighting you guys has made me realize how much potential we’d have as a joined feifdom. I guess if I made a deal with you, you could break the news to Essie and get her on board? You’re obviously her right-hand man.”

I could practically see the cogs turning in his head as Ronald stared down at me with his mouth hanging open.

“You want to join us?” Ronald asked in a suspicious tone. “After what y’all did to ours?”

“We can get loser vamps like that anywhere,” I said with a shrug. “I kill off weaker vamps of my own from time to time to remind them who’s boss. You guys should try that out, too. Why don’t you come down here, and we can talk properly?”

I pushed down the fear in my stomach as everyone around me froze, and we waited for Ronald’s reaction.

“I ain’t fuckin’ stupid,” he growled. “Y’all better drop your fucking weapons before I move a damn muscle, and I’m gonna need a gesture of goodwill.”

“Sure,” I said as my throat went dry. “What do you need?”

“I need to kill that motherfucker,” Ronald said as his gaze locked in on James.

We could kill Ronald before he got to James if he would only let go of the woman. If agreeing to offer James up would get him to finally step away from her, then that’s what I would do. I just prayed James still followed the plan I was laying out, and when I caught his eye, he gave me the tiniest nod that confirmed he understood.

“Sounds fair,” I said. “Let me check these humans don’t have anything hidden on them.”

I made a show of setting my rifle and bat on the ground before I stepped over to Ross. The former soldier stayed still as I removed his rifle, but he slipped the Glock in his belt further around so it stayed hidden behind his back. I still had a throwing knife hidden from view, and I knew Neko did as well.

Sweat beaded down my back as we placed all weapons down and stood back with our fake hostages still held tightly by my women.

“Done,” I said as I raised my hands. “Ladies, move away to give him some room.”

Neko and Nat walked the men back a few paces, but I knew Ross would be able to take a solid shot from where he stood. I made eye contact with the former soldier, and Nat nodded from behind him.

Ronald seemed to have lost all interest in his hostage. He shoved the woman aside, and she hit the wooden loft with a wince. The fall could have fucked up her arm, but she’d survive.

I’d done what I needed to do, and now I just needed to get Ronald down the ladder so we could kill the fucker.

The huge vamp didn’t even use the ladder. He flung himself off the second level and bent his knees as he hit the ground so hard the whole barn shook. Nat had moved subtly when he jumped, so Ross had a clear shot, and I nodded at the former soldier before I dove for my weapons.

“Down!” I yelled, and Neko and James hit the deck.

Ross swung his Glock around and fired a bullet right into Ronald’s spine. The huge man howled in fury and pain, and Ross sent a second shot into the base of his neck.

Ronald crumpled, and I grabbed my bat as I moved over to the hunched-over vamp. I took a swing at the fucker, but even bent over, he was a head taller than me. My bat connected with his chin hard enough for him to stumble, and Ross raised his Glock once more.

“Wait!” James called. “Can I do the honors?”

“Motherfucker!” Ronald snarled.

I swung my bat again and caught the fucker in the face hard enough to knock him off balance.

Ross put another bullet in his back, and it was enough to make the vamp crash down onto his back on the barn floor. The back of his skull thudded against hay and packed dirt, and he groaned in pain.

It would be so easy to take another hit and finish the fucker off for good, but it would mean so much more to James if he had the honors. Catherine’s uncle stared down at the vamp with so much fury in his eyes, and his heartbeat was going a million miles an hour.

“Nobody fucks with Celia and gets away with it,” James said as his eyes darted up to meet mine.

“Nobody fucks with Celia,” I said with a grin as I passed my bat to him.

Ronald writhed in pain on the floor, and Ross shot his shoulder to make sure he stayed down. James gripped the handle of my Louisville Slugger as he inhaled deeply and stepped toward the vamp.

“You’ve always been a piece of shit,” he growled. “You made Celia’s life a living nightmare. You fucked over the best damn woman in West Virginia.”

Ronald snarled as a loose tooth slid out of his mangled jaw, and he made a weak attempt to swipe a hand at James’ ankle. James smashed his boot down on the vamp’s hand, and bones crunched under his filthy sole.

“Fuck him up,” Neko said with a feral grin.

“Do it for Celia,” Natalie said.

James raised my bat high as he spat on Ronald’s face.

“Go to Hell,” he growled, and he brought the slugger down with seriously impressive force for a human.

The barbed wire and wood smashed into Ronald’s face so harshly, it broke straight through to the brain. His face was obliterated as the bat caved his skull in and made both eyes bulge out sickeningly. Black brains oozed out onto the ground, and James pulled the bat back out with a satisfied nod.

“How did that feel?” I asked with a grin.

“Pretty fucking good,” James chuckled. “About time that asshole got what he deserved.”

“Damn right,” I said. “But I think we’ve got some more brains to bash in before we can go home and celebrate.”

We quickly checked behind the hay bales to make sure there weren’t any humans or vamps hidden, and I climbed up the ladder to the woman on the second floor. She had pushed herself right up against the wall and stared at me with a petrified look. Her arm was badly bruised, and she smelled like sweat and blood.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said gently. “My name’s Sam, I’m from Red House.”

“I’ve heard of you,” she said in a mousy voice. “You’re not really going to hurt your humans?”

“Nah,” I said. “Good humans turn into good vamps, and I’m not a piece of shit. What’s your name?”

“Janice,” the woman said. “Essie captured me weeks ago.”

“Let’s get you down,” I said. “Can you climb? I can carry you if you need help?”

“I can make it,” Janice said quickly, and I had a feeling she didn’t fully trust me yet.

I made my way down first and gave her space as she slowly climbed down and winced every time she moved her injured arm.

“Hey,” Nat said gently as the woman reached the ground. “You’re going to be okay. Sam saved every one of us and everyone Essie had locked up in the town hall. He isn’t going to hurt you.”

“We’ll get her into the truck,” I said. “Do you have any idea where Essie could be? Ronald said she’s taken half of the town away. Do you think she left with them?”

“Maybe,” Janice said. “But I don’t know which town she went to.”

“Did Essie only pick up men?” Neko asked. “How come there weren’t any lady vamps in the whole town?”

“She never lets the female vamps out to fight or do labor,” Janice said. “She’s already moved all of them to the next town. I think she wants them to start having babies.”

“She wants to breed her vamp army?” Neko asked with a scowl.

Janice shuddered as she cradled her injured arm.

“I guess so,” she said.

“What about those feral vamps?” I asked. “Did she do anything to them? We had a theory that wild vamps get more animalistic over time, but they seemed so detached from any trace of human thought.”

“I’m not sure,” Janice said. “Sorry. I don’t know much.”

“You don’t need to apologize,” I said. “Come on, we’ll get you into the truck while we try and work out where Essie is.”

We walked out of the barn into the cold chill of the wind, and the whole town was eerily quiet. Janice whimpered as she looked out at the bloodbath of the field, and Natalie gently put an arm around her shoulder.

“Don’t look at that,” my girlfriend said. “Come on, let’s get you in the truck with Lacklan.”

The two women walked over to the truck as I stared out over the fields, and Catherine jumped down to help comfort Janice.

“There’s still the farmhouse to check,” I said. “Along with countless other houses in Lanham. But I suspect she wouldn’t have lingered around here.”

“I thought Ronald came this way to get her,” Ross said. “But he was just in the barn to use the feral vamps to attack.”

I ran a hand through my hair and tried to decide what would be the best move. It seemed likely that Essie was in her other town by now, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that she could still be lurking nearby.

“I say we check the farmhouse,” I said. “If she’s not there, we do a final sweep of the town and head back to Red House. We’ve got people who need medical attention, and we know she’ll be in a town nearby at least.”

“Let’s go,” Nat said with a nod.

We climbed into the truck, and it was extra tight with Janice in the passenger seat. Lacklan spun us around and drove by the bloody corpses toward the farmhouse. The windows were all boarded up, and the grass around the building was overgrown and covered in weeds.

Lachlan parked beside the front door, and a steady squeaking carried on the wind.

“Drive around the back,” I said. “Get ready to shoot. I can hear something.”

We raised our guns as the beaten-up truck slowly pulled around to the back of the house that faced out to the fields and mountains beyond. The steady squeaking carried on, and my stomach turned when I saw the rocking chair sitting on the dirty porch. A figure sat slumped in the chair, but it wasn’t a vamp or human.

It was one of the Frankenstein’s Monster-type things, like in the basement we’d found on the road. A woman’s body with a man’s head sewn on, and limbs from various-sized others. Nails and messy stitches had been used to hold the skin together, and Natalie gasped.

“Holy fuck,” she breathed. “This is what you guys saw before?”

“Pretty much,” I said as the truck stopped. “Janice, don’t look.”

The woman in the front of the truck had her head in her hands, and Lacklan and Ryan’s faces paled at the view on the porch.

“The rocking chair isn’t moving with the wind,” I said quietly. “And that sound only started a couple of minutes ago. Someone’s inside and trying to fuck with our heads.”

“It’s working,” James muttered. “What kind of sick freak makes something like that?”

“The same bitch who wants to breed vamps,” I said. “From everything I’ve seen in this town, Essie knows how much fucking with people’s minds can weaken them. She’s smarter than other vamps we’ve come up against, and we need to be ready for anything inside.”

“What’s our move?” Gary asked.

“I want most of you out here with the machine gun,” I said. “Ross, be ready to mow down some fuckers. Everyone else, be ready to shoot. Lacklan, move the truck a little further away from the house, so you guys have time to react if anyone runs out of the building. Neko and Nat come with me inside.”

“Got it,” Lachlan said through the rolled-down window.

I climbed out of the truck with Nat and Neko, and Lacklan maneuvered the truck to sit with the machine gun facing the house a few more yards out. The chair rocked the collection of body parts back and forth, and the man’s head lilted forward and back with every movement.

“Stay close,” I said. “We’ve got this.”

The two women nodded as I took the first step up to the porch and strode past the chair to the door. It sat slightly ajar, and I pushed it open to step inside.
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Chapter 15

I knew something was wrong the second I opened the door to the dark kitchen. The smell of bleach hit me hard, and the floor glistened with the thick cleaning chemical.

“Is that to make us slip, or to mask a smell?” Neko asked quietly.

“I’m guessing both,” I said. “Be careful.”

I took a moment to scan the room before we moved in, but there wasn’t anything out of place other than the thick coating of bleach drizzled on the linoleum floor. It was impossible to pick up any other smells, and that put us at a disadvantage.

I slowly stepped into the kitchen between patches of bleach and swept my rifle to either side as I inspected our options. The open kitchen led into a large living room to the left, but there was nothing but old furniture and an ancient bubble TV. A staircase sat on the right that led up to the next floor, and a door under the stairs was closed.

“Probably another basement,” Neko whispered. “We all know how this bitch loves a basement.”

“True,” I said. “I just don’t like the idea of going down there when she could be in the house. That feels like a very good way to get trapped and burned to death.”

“Help!” a woman screamed.

The sound made us freeze, and my blood ran cold as a muffled scream of pain followed the cry for help.

“That came from the basement,” Nat said. “Sam, what the fuck do we do?”

I stood still for a second, and I strained my ears as I tried to make out any other clues. A tiny creak of a floorboard came from upstairs, and we froze when it immediately stopped.

“Help!” The woman’s cry rang out from the basement.

I frowned as I stared at the basement door.

“That sounded exactly the same as her first scream,” I said. “I think it’s a recording.”

“You’re right,” Nat murmured. “The muffled bit after had the exact same cadence, too.”

“Are you sure?” Neko asked. “What if someone’s really in trouble down there?”

“She’s trying to lure us down there,” I said. “I’m fucking sure of it.”

“Why don’t we just burn the place down?” Neko asked.

“Because there’s a chance there are other people here,” I said. “I won’t risk killing innocent victims. Stay behind me.”

I carefully moved across the bleach-covered floor as the powerful stench stung my nostrils. The same scream for help rang out from the basement, and the identical sound just confirmed my theory that the noise was a recording. My vamp hearing picked up every detail of the voice, and it was identical to the first two cries we’d heard.

Nat and Neko followed behind me as I carefully put a foot down on the first step.

Something swung down from the ceiling, and I threw my hands back to knock the girls down with me. We landed on our asses on the bleach-covered floor as a can of paint with nails sticking out of every side swung on a rope right through where my head had been.

“Everyone okay?” I asked.

“My ass hurts,” Neko grumbled. “But not as much as this bitch is going to hurt when we get done with her.”

I helped the women up, and the slimy liquid stuck to our pants as I studied the Home Alone-style paint can trap.

“She’s up there for sure,” I said. “Come on.”

I moved around the paint can and held my rifle up to knock away any other objects that got hurled my way. But I walked up the next few steps silently without anything else coming at my face. The staircase had a small landing and then turned to the left, and three more steps led up to the next floor.

My vamp eyes picked up every detail of the top landing, and there were four closed doors along with an attic entrance on the ceiling. I stopped before the last steps, and we stayed silent to listen for any hints of where our enemy was hiding.

The faint thud of multiple heartbeats came from the attic, and I pointed up at the closed attic door above us. Nat and Neko nodded as I spotted the wooden ladder leaning against the wall nearby.

There was no way to get up without being noticed. Part of me wanted to throw caution to the wind and just burn the building down, then make our escape. If Essie was up there, then she’d finally be dead with whatever other vamps she had with her.

But was her death worth risking the possibility of a human life being lost?

I wrestled with the morality of the question for a moment. There had been plenty of human deaths I’d witnessed since I first left my apartment in New York City. Dozens of people had been killed in front of me that I couldn’t save without risking myself or my women. But this would be a conscious choice. A choice to risk killing innocent people, and I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

We’d brought down so many powerful vamps, and I knew we could do the same with Essie. I had responsibility as the lord of my fiefdom, and letting people die wasn’t an option anymore.

“I’m going up,” I said. “You both stay down here.”

“No!” Nat hissed. “Sam, we can’t let you go up there alone!”

“She’ll know you’re there,” Neko said.

“She already does,” I said. “I can do this. Wait here and be ready for anything.”

“Be careful,” Nat said. “Say the word, and we’ll be right there.”

I nodded and walked up the last steps to the landing. Creaks from above told me that whoever was there was no longer trying to hide, and I grabbed the wooden ladder from the wall. I leaned it up to sit in the groove of the attic door, and I used one hand to climb as the other held my rifle.

My adrenaline skyrocketed as I reached up to the attic door, and I pushed against the wood to open the ceiling.

“Welcome, sugar,” Essie said.

I flung myself up from the ladder and into the attic as my eyes quickly adjusted to the new lighting. The attic was large and dusty, and light flickered from two lanterns with candles burning inside them.

Essie sat on a large armchair with six huge vamps flanking her. The large woman smiled widely, and it was the first time I saw her straight on.

She had deep bags under her dark eyes, and her teeth were yellow and crooked. Her face was set in a wide smile, and her blue dress was splattered with blood.

Two dog crates sat behind her, and each one had a human woman kneeling inside with tear-stained faces. Their clothes were bloody and ripped, and they looked out at me with complete terror in their wide eyes. They were both somewhere in their thirties with bruises covering any exposed skin.

“Don’t mind them,” Essie said with a wave of her hand. “They’re just my little experiments. I’m hoping I can train human folk to be nice and docile for me, so I can drink from them any time while keeping them alive.”

Disgust and rage boiled inside me as I took in every inch of the attic and vamps to calculate my next move.

The six vamps looked like they’d been jacked with steroids, and muscles bulged under their short sleeves. They all had various knives stuffed in their belts, and I knew I would be outnumbered if I tried to shoot in such close quarters. My eyes caught a glimpse of something shimmering in the dark, and I followed a length of thin fishing wire from around the women’s throats to the wrists of two of the huge vamps.

“We thought you might want to talk,” Essie said in her sickly sweet voice. “I hear you’re a soft touch with humans, so I thought we should have some leverage in case you try anything stupid.”

Her smile widened to expose more yellow teeth, and violent rage burned through me.

“You shoot, they die,” Essie said. “Now, how about we have ourselves a little conversation, Red Sam?”

I slowly lowered my rifle and tried to steady my breathing. Essie wasn’t going to be fooled half as easily as Ronald, but I needed to get those women free before we started to fight. I didn’t know if she was aware of Neko and Nat below, and I was pleased that they had remained still enough not to make any floorboards creak and give themselves away.

“What do you want to talk about?” I asked without giving any emotions away on my face or in my voice.

“I know you’ve killed a lot of my folks,” Essie said, but there was no trace of sadness or anger in her tone. “You got yourself a real good little army there, don’t ya?”

“What do you want?” I asked. “You think I’m going to team up with you or something?”

If I was going to pull the same angle I had with Ronald, I was going to need to act with more resistance for Essie to believe it.

“I know you won’t be giving over your fiefdom,” Essie said. “But the problem is, I’m going to take it from you unless we can come to an agreement.”

I stayed silent as I stared her down and tried to work out what the fuck was coming next.

“You got something I want,” she said. “And I know it won’t be as easy to take from you as humans or supplies. You got the strongest female vamps I ever heard of.”

“What’s your point?” I asked.

Essie leaned forward with her wide grin still in place.

“I’m building a new world,” she said. “And the female vamps I got ain’t nearly strong enough for the kind of babies I want from them. I want those strong ladies of yours to come and help with my project, and I’m sure you’d be able to help, too.”

It took every ounce of self-restraint not to shoot her on the spot, but the terrified whimpers of the imprisoned women held me back from acting rashly.

“I’m not sure I follow,” I said through gritted teeth.

“I need vamp babies for my new world,” Essie said. “Strong vamp women are bound to make strong lil’ ones, don’t ya think? I’m not a monster, I’d let you be the daddy for them all.”

“You want my kids?” I asked. “You want me to impregnate my women and hand our children over to you?”

“You’re making it sound so heartless,” Essie said with a chuckle. “I want to keep you alive, Sam. Because I know you and those women will make the kind of vamps who’ll rule this world soon enough. You can have your ladies back in your fiefdom after they’ve given birth. We both keep our land, everyone wins.”

The world spun around me as I tried to force my face not to show the extent of my rage and disgust. But I didn’t think there was an actor on Earth who could have convinced Essie I wasn’t sick with fury.

I needed to break those fishing lines, and I’d have to fight these fuckers in cramped quarters. There was no way I could convince her I’d give over my women, but I’d have to bring the two vamps with fishing wire down without them pulling hard enough to choke or partially decapitate the caged women.

“This is fucking insane,” I said as I pretended to think about her offer. “What exactly would be in this for me?”

“I’d leave Red House alone,” Essie said with a shrug. “I mean it when I say I want you alive, Sam. You’ve proven to me how powerful and smart you are, and I need those genes.”

“And if I decline this offer?” I asked as I inched forward.

“Then I got no choice,” Essie said with a dramatic sigh. “I’d have to kill ya and take the women for myself by force. I’d mourn not having your DNA to pass on, but I’d find some other men to make those babies.”

Something snapped inside me, and my adrenaline and fury unleashed every ounce of my vamp power. I swung my rifle up and shot the fucker right between the eyes. He crumpled down in a heap, and I kicked his body closer to the cage to slacken the fishing wire attached to the woman’s neck.

I dove in front of Essie’s chair and aimed at the second guard’s head.

“Guys!” I yelled. “I need you!”

Neko and Nat appeared up the ladder in the next second and opened fire at the line of male vamps. I squeezed the trigger and sent a bullet into the second guard’s jaw. A bloody mess of teeth and gore exploded, and I took a second shot that hit clean through the center of his forehead. He fell, and I shoved the body back toward the second cage to make sure the fishing wire stayed slack.

“Big fucking mistake!” Essie snarled as she launched herself up from her seat.

I swung my rifle toward her, but one of the huge vamps lunged at me.

He grabbed a knife from his belt, but I shot him in the chest before he could reach me. The hit made him stumble back with a growl, and I squeezed the trigger again to send another bullet into his brain. His skull was shattered, his moldy brains splattered out, and his body collapsed on the ground. The drop of his corpse gave me a view of Essie as she jumped past the ladder without stepping on a single rung.

“No!” Neko yelled as she raced after the vamp woman.

“Neko!” I shouted. “Don’t go after her! Leave her!”

But the Japanese beauty kept running at the attic door and didn’t see the vamp pull a knife out behind her.

“Behind you!” I yelled as I swung my rifle up and shot the fucker.

My bullet hit his back, but he managed to lunge forward and swing his knife down into Neko’s shoulder. She screamed as she stumbled, and I saw fucking red.

I used my newfound power to jump at the vamp hard enough to knock him right out the attic door. He hit the floor below with a thud as I spun to Neko.

Natalie was a fucking superhero as she made shot after shot at the remaining vamps to kill them. The sound was deafening in such close quarters, but nothing mattered to me other than making sure the women were okay.

“I’m fine,” Neko said through gritted teeth. “It’ll heal in a moment. I’m sorry, Sam. I just wanted her dead.”

“Let’s hope Ross gets her,” I said. “Stand aside until you can fight.”

Neko nodded with a wince as I jumped back into the action. I knew if I left the attic, the two caged women would be killed by the vamps. There were two left in the attic, and the one at the bottom of the ladder. Neko aimed down at the fucker through the open door and shot him until he was dead.

Nat had managed to shoot one of them straight through the skull, and she’d managed to wound the others enough to stay down. She looked so badass, with her shotgun as she confidently delivered blow after blow to the huge vamps.

“Nice work,” I said. “Let’s finish them.”

Nat nodded at me with lethal confidence as she lowered her rifle, and we each stepped up to one of the remaining fuckers on the floor. They both had chests filled with bullet holes, and they scrambled to get up in pools of their own blood.

It was like a deadly synchronized dance as Natalie and I leaned forward with our rifles. We both brought the base of our guns down onto the vamps’ heads, and we slammed down twice until vamp brains went flying around the attic.

The room fucking reeked, but all I could think about was freeing the women.

“Get them out of there,” I said as I gestured to the cages. “I’m going to check if the guys outside are okay. Neko, are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” the Japanese beauty said. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen, Sam. It was just everything she said. I just wanted her dead.”

“I know,” I said gently. “I don’t blame you. Help Nat, okay?”

Both women hurried over to the caged prisoners as I climbed down the wooden rungs onto the corpse of the fallen vamp. Neko had managed to shoot him in the head, but I stamped down on his skull to make sure he couldn’t come back.

Then I raced down the staircase and carefully over the bleached floor until I burst back through the house.

Relief washed over me to see Catherine and all the guys at the truck, but there was no sign of Essie.

“Sam!” James called as I ran over to them. “We saw that bitch leave at lightning fucking speed out the back. Another car sped by and hauled her in. Lacklan wanted to chase after it, but I told the boy we ain’t going chasing the head bitch without Sam’s approval.”

“Good call,” I said with a nod. “You see which way she drove off?”

James pointed to the far road beyond the overgrown fields, and I spotted the tire tracks left behind by the getaway car.

“Down that way, headed west,” James said. “There’s a fork in the main road and about a dozen towns she could’ve hauled off to.”

“That’s our next mission,” I sighed as I stared off at the mountains. “We’ve slaughtered half her crew, but it sounds like there’s some vamp women in her town who are going to need our help.”

“Holy shit,” Catherine said. “More prisoners?”

She looked over my shoulder, and I turned to see Neko and Natalie with their arms around the two freed women. Both humans had trouble walking, and they stumbled every few feet. They’d probably been trapped in those cages for so long that it had taken a toll on their leg muscles, and red cuts bled around their necks.

“Is everyone okay?” I asked as the women reached the truck.

“Just about,” Natalie said. “But these guys need medical attention for sure.”

“I can’t really feel my legs,” one of the women said in a raspy voice. “Walking feels weird.”

“Can I help you into the truck?” I asked, and she nodded weakly.

Ross helped me lift the women onto the back of the truck, and Gary pulled off his jacket to provide some cushioning underneath them. They rested their heads on one another and watched me warily. I knew coming with us didn’t mean they trusted me. It meant I was their only option, but that trust would probably come once they’d been welcomed into Red House.

I turned to Nat and Neko and put a hand on both of their shoulders.

“I’m so proud of you,” I said. “Let’s head back to see if Lily’s returned, and we can get the fuck out of here.”

“Agreed,” Nat said. “This was a fucking crazy day.”

“Did she explain the fucking horror show in the rocking chair?” Catherine asked as she nodded to the porch.

“We didn’t get round to that,” I said. “But I’m sticking with my theory of psychological warfare. I’m guessing that’s how she’s been able to trap so many people, by freaking them the fuck out to lower their defenses.”

We climbed into the back of the truck, and Neko had to sit on my lap for there to be enough room. She leaned her head against me as Lacklan turned and drove us away from the horror show of the farm and back toward the center of town. It was super cramped, but the injured human women would have more space if Lily had returned with Rhino.

We sped past the hacked-up bodies and passed back through the streets lined with boarded-up houses. Lanham was still as we drove through the ghost town, and we passed the town hall and the pile of bodies that had been mowed down by Ross.

“When we’ve had some time to rest,” I said. “You’re going to need to show me how to use this machine gun.”

“Fuck, yeah,” Ross chuckled. “It would be good to have someone else who knows how to operate this thing. Like I said, your vamp strength is probably going to help you get used to it faster than a human would.”

Lachlan slowed down slightly as we turned each street to make sure we didn’t miss any sign of life left in town. But our truck engine was the only sound as we eventually reached the edge of Lanham and sped along the woods until we reached the area where Rhino was hidden before.

Neko got to her feet, and I hopped out of the truck to run into the wooded area. I could have sunk to the ground with relief when Lily came into view with a rifle gripped in her hand as she leaned against the armored truck.

“Sam,” she gasped as I ran toward her. “Holy fucking shit, I was so worried about you guys.”

She threw herself into my arms and planted her full lips on mine as I spun her around. I put her down with a grin, and Neko and Nat pulled her into a hug.

“Everyone okay?” I asked. “Did anyone come by this way?”

“Not a soul,” Lily said.

“Did you get everyone back okay?” I asked.

“They’re all being treated as we speak,” Lily said. “Caroline said we did the right thing by taking them to her right away. Davey stayed back to help carry people from his truck to the medical center, and I went as fast as Rhino would let me to come back for you guys.”

“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” I said. “Do you think all the survivors will make it?”

“Everyone’s going to be okay,” Lily said. “There’s going to be some slings and stitches needed, but nothing life-threatening. Jason is the most injured for sure, but Caroline swore he’d be okay when she fixed him up.”

We helped the injured women into the back of Rhino, and Catherine hurriedly passed around bottles of water and beef jerky. The women guzzled the water, and I wondered how long it had been since they last had a drink.

Nat and Neko climbed into the back with them to ride home, and Catherine slumped down with her head resting on my girlfriend’s shoulder. Lily got into the front with me, and I sighed with relief as I sank into the familiar comfort of Rhino’s driver’s seat. I turned the keys and pulled back onto the road with Ross and his truck.

It had been a bloody fight, but we’d saved our people along with multiple others. Essie was still out there, but we wouldn’t stop until we hunted her down.

Getting the injured women back was priority number one. I took a deep breath and wiped blood from my brow, and the triumphant drive back to Red House began.
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Chapter 16

The drive restored some energy in my body as we passed the stunning landscape of looming mountains. I knew there was still a fight ahead of us, but we’d saved James and the rest of our people, along with some new faces, and we’d wiped out a lot of hostile vamps.

That was reason to celebrate for the night, but it wouldn’t be long before we’d need to head out on another vamp extermination mission for the cockroaches that got away.

Natalie filled Lily in on everything that had happened in Lanham, and my mind raced with a million different plans we needed to begin.

“We’ve got a lot to discuss with the others,” I said. “Essie got away, but we’ve taken down a good amount of her followers.”

“Including Ronald,” Neko said from the back. “The worst of all of them.”

“Celia is going to be happy about that,” Catherine said. “She gets James back, and her shitty ex is no more! That’s a pretty good victory.”

I glanced at the injured women in the back, and they looked slightly brighter after some water.

We finally drove into Red House and found the border lined with teams of armed guards. I grinned as I waved at Evan and John, and they cheered as they stepped off the road to let us by.

“You’re back!” John called as I rolled down the window. “You get our boys back?”

“Every one of them,” I said. “Along with a few extra faces, too.”

“Everyone’s gathered in the town center,” John said with blatant relief and joy on his face. “We couldn’t take the suspense, so folks got together to stick it out until we got news.”

“That’s the Red House residents I know.” I grinned. “Come join us once your shift’s over!”

“Yes, sir,” John said.

I drove past the outskirts and into the center of the small town to find that half of the people had set up camping chairs and old cushions to hang out. More coffee mugs and blankets were strewn around, but everyone jumped to their feet as our vehicles pulled in.

My heart leaped as the rest of my women cheered and waved, and they raced over to Rhino as I parked. I climbed out of the armored truck and was piled on by Bree, Val, Catherine, and Erika.

“James!” Bree gasped. “You’re okay! Oh, we were all so worried about you.”

“Your face is so bruised,” Val said. “Those fuckers.”

“I’m just fine,” James said. “Don’t you worry, Sam saved our asses back there. I’ll heal up in time.”

“Everyone is back in one piece,” I said. “We’re going to need help getting three more ladies to the store for medical treatment.”

Dozens of locals from Red House and Black Betsy hurried over to the truck and helped our newest residents climb out. My people comforted them, and I could see a lot of tension ease at the sight of healthy and happy humans living in the town. My words and actions in freeing them would only build so much trust in the newcomers, but the evidence of my human community thriving would go a lot further.

“Celia is with Caroline,” Bree said. “She was losing her mind with worry about everyone, so she wanted to go and help the medical team to take her mind off it.”

“That makes sense,” I said. “I’m sure she’ll be out as soon as she realizes we’re back.”

“Tell us everything,” Erika said. “Is Essie dead?”

“Not yet,” I sighed. “It’s going to take a while to explain everything. It’s a wild fucking ride.”

“Oh, my god,” Val said as the women who’d been tied around the neck were helped past. “What happened to them?”

“Fishing wire around their throats,” I said grimly. “Part of the fucked up story we have to tell you. Did anything happen here? Any signs of an attack or scouts?”

“Not that we saw,” Erika said. “We had a very rigid border control, and lookouts posted all over, but nothing was reported. It’s been quiet.”

“James!” Celia screamed as she emerged from the crowd.

Her face was pale, and her eyes were rimmed with red. She sobbed as she hurried forward, and James raced over to meet her. They grabbed each other into a tight hug and held one another for a long moment.

“I was so worried,” Celia sniffed as she stepped back. “Especially when I knew Ronald was with those vamps. Are you hurt? God, I could strangle him!”

“It’s alright. Just a few scratches,” James said as he squeezed her shoulders. “I’m okay. I set things right with that piece of shit, Celia. Bashed his fucking brains in. He ain’t never gonna bother you or anyone else ever again.”

“He’s really dead?” Celia gasped. “Oh, James! You have no idea what this means to me.”

She sobbed again and pulled a tissue from her dress pocket to blow her nose.

“You dry those tears,” James said. “How come you’re this upset over a stupid old man like me, huh?”

Celia stuffed her tissue away as a smile broke out over her face.

“You stupid man,” she chuckled. “How could you not know?”

She stared at him with love in her tear-filled eyes, and he just looked back at her like she was home.

“I love you, James.” Fresh tears spilled down Celia’s cheeks.

I grinned as Bree squealed with delight, and Catherine’s jaw fell open.

“I know you might not feel the same,” Celia continued. “I’m just happy to have you in my life, but I had to let you know. I’ve loved you for a long time. Ever since you first knocked the shit out of my ex-husband.”

James stared at Celia with wide eyes, and he slowly grinned as he grabbed Celia’s hand. The same deep-seated affection that shone in Celia’s eyes suddenly lit up like a blaze in James’ eyes, and he gazed at her with pure joy on his face.

“I hope you’ve enjoyed having me stay with y’all,” he said. “Because I think us living together should be a permanent thing. I’ve loved the bones of you for years, Celia. You’re the most beautiful woman in West Virginia.”

He pulled her into a kiss, and I chuckled as I turned to face my women.

“Aww!” Catherine giggled and turned away. “But also, ew. I really don’t want to watch my uncle make out.”

“I think it might escalate quickly,” Neko said with a raised eyebrow.

“They’re in love!” Bree said as her eyes filled with tears. “Isn’t that so wonderful? After everything that’s happened to the world, people are still falling in love.”

“It’s super cute,” Val said. “But I’m more interested in everything that happened to you guys.”

“We’ll fill you in,” I said with a nod. “How about we go into the church and go through everything?”

The women nodded, and we started to make our way through the bustling crowd. I wanted to address everyone eventually, but it would take a while for the initial chaos to calm. People were being led to get their injuries treated, and the locals hurried around with offerings of food and clean clothes for everyone.

Pride swelled inside me to see how welcoming my people were, and I hoped the newcomers would decide to stay with us. The more people we had in our town, the stronger we were against any outside threats. Not to mention how good it made me feel to help people stay safe in this insanely violent new world of ours.

We made our way across the church grounds and inside, and I was grateful to be out of the piercing wind.

The women had already arranged more cushions on the floor down at the front near the pulpit, and I sat down in the front pew with Nat and Val at my sides. Everyone else took a seat on a cushion, and I leaned back as my women cozied up to me.

“Get comfortable,” I said as I ran a hand through my hair. “This is a wild fucking ride.”

“Don’t leave out any details,” Bree said as she adjusted her cushion. “I want every badass moment and drop spilled blood.”

“Your wish is my command.” I grinned. “The great news is our machine gun is fucking awesome at mowing down large groups of vamps, especially when in the hands of a trained soldier. Ross wants to train me on how to use it next. He thinks I’ll be able to handle it pretty easily.”

“You’re going to look so hot operating that huge weapon,” Catherine purred.

“I can’t wait to get my hands on it,” I chuckled. “We started off by luring as many vamps as possible out of the town hall with the truck, and then busted out the prisoners from the basement.”

“We were awesome,” Neko said with a proud grin. “Sam broke everyone out, and Lily drove all the injured people back up to town with Davey.”

“The town sprang into action when they arrived,” Val said. “You should have seen Caroline organizing everyone and making sure the most injured were treated first. She really understands the triage process.”

“Her military roots were very obvious,” Bree giggled. “It was so cool watching her work, and I got to help with some stitches!”

“Bree’s got a real knack for it,” Val said with a nod.

Brianna threw the vet a glowing smile, and my chest swelled with pride.

“That’s amazing,” I said. “The more of you beauties we have trained in medical stuff, the better!”

“Celia almost fainted when I told her James was safe,” Lily said. “But I didn’t stick around for long. I drove right back to the pick-up spot once everyone was safe.”

“We had a round of hide-and-seek with Ronald,” I said. “He had a whole pack of feral vamps he let loose, and Janice was his prisoner to try and keep us away.”

“Sam used his charm to lower that asshole’s defences,” Neko said. “We eventually killed the fucker, and we found Essie hiding out in an old farmhouse.”

“Complete with one of her corpse dolls out front,” Nat said with a shudder. “She tried to lure us to the basement with a recording of a screaming woman, but Sam knew it was a trap.”

“Of course he did,” Bree cooed. “He’s brilliant.”

“We found her in the attack,” I said. “She had two women in cages to try and keep us away, and saving them was my main concern.”

“We killed off her guards,” Nat said. “The women were safe, but the bitch vamp got away.”

“She told me she’s breeding female vamps,” I said grimly. “She wanted me to work for her and force you and the other women into the breeding program. So there’s a bunch of trapped vamp women out there, and I’m determined we’re going to break them out. Because fuck that shit.”

“Holy shit,” Bree. “That fucking bitch!”

“She sounds very dangerous,” Erika said. “It doesn’t even sound like she was super upset about how many of her people were killed? That must mean she’s got plenty more in this second town, wherever that is.”

“Those poor vamp women,” Val said. “I can’t believe she’s trying to breed a new vamp army.”

“We’re going to do everything we can to find them,” I said. “I’m guessing these vamp women will be as eager to escape as any remaining humans who got moved to the second town.”

“What about those feral vamps we fought at the barn?” Catherine asked with a shudder. “Are we sure that’s just what happens to vamps over time? Or did she do something to them?”

“I think our theory is right,” Erika said. “Eventually, the more wild vamps will descend into full animalistic behavior.”

“Think of those things out in the wild,” Neko said. “Packs of them are just hunting like rabid animals all over the country.”

“So, what’s our next move?” Natalie asked.

“We’re going to find Essie,” I said. “James said there’s a good few towns out in the direction she escaped. We’ll probably need to go on several scouting missions before we figure out where she’s gone.”

My skin crawled to think of her out in some town with a bunch of female vamps she was desperate to breed. Maybe some of them wanted to be part of her plan, but I suspected the majority of them were being held against their will.

“We spent a lot of time in the medical bay,” Erika said. “Caroline was amazing with her advice about Val’s vamp situation.”

“She thinks turning would be a great idea,” the beautiful vet said with a bright smile. “She agrees with Erika that my body will only grow stronger with the change, and a vamp baby would likely be safer carried in a vamp body.”

“She was worried about Val carrying as a human,” Bree said. “Especially because now we’re pretty sure vamp pregnancies are way faster than human ones.”

I turned to face Val as excitement pulsed through my veins. Having her turn vamp would complete our little crew, and I wanted to make sure she and the baby were safe and healthy during the pregnancy and birth.

“How do you know it’s progressing faster?” I asked. “Do you feel okay?”

“I feel fine,” Val said as she gripped my hand. “But the point is that I can feel the baby. I’m aware of the embryo, you know?”

“There’s a woman who’s delivered several babies,” Bree said. “She’s not a nurse, she’s just helped a few women who couldn’t get a doctor out to the town fast enough, but she has real-world, human-baby experience.”

“She agrees that I should change,” Val said. “So it looks like I’m going to join you guys in this adventure.”

After all the horror we’d seen that day, this news was exactly what I needed. A huge grin spread over my face as I squeezed Val’s hand.

“Holy shit,” I said. “This is happening.”

“She’s going to be one of us!” Catherine said.

“And we have the vaccine ready to go,” Bree said. “We wanted to wait for you guys before we did it.”

“I’m ready,” Val said. “It feels right, and I want to get my body ready for this little one as soon as possible.”

I kissed her forehead and got to my feet as I gently pulled her up with me. Adrenaline raced through me for the hundredth time that day, but now it was for the most amazing reason.

“Let’s do it,” I said.

“I might react badly,” Val said. “Maybe I should be in the back room, so you guys can leave if I get violent?”

“I’m not leaving you alone,” I said. “If you react badly, there’s enough of us to deal with it. The turning phase won’t last too long, even if you do react badly.”

Bree opened her bag and pulled out the vaccine injection. She handed it to Lily, and the Hispanic beauty smiled as she took it.

“Let’s get her nice and comfy,” Lily said. “Get some more cushions and blankets on the seat.”

The women hurriedly set to the task of making the pew as comfortable as possible before Val sat back down. I sat beside her and took her right hand in mine as Lily knelt down by her left side.

“This is going to be amazing,” Catherine said. “All the badass women are going to be vamps! We’re going to be even more unstoppable than we already are.”

“Does it hurt a lot?” Val asked.

“It didn’t hurt,” Erika said. “I just felt super warm for a while, but it passed.”

“Close your eyes,” Lily said as she cleaned Val’s arm with an alcohol wipe. “It’ll be over in a second. You’ll just feel a little pinch, okay?”

Val nodded as she closed her eyes, and I squeezed her hand as Lily confidently and efficiently injected the beautiful vet’s arm.

“Great job,” Lily said as she pulled the needle out. “How do you feel?”

Val opened her eyes and looked down at the small drop of blood that oozed from the tiny injection point. I lifted her arm to my mouth and gently licked across the mark, and a shudder of pleasure ran through me from the taste of her blood. Her skin began to slowly heal over with white scarring, and Val blinked slowly.

“I feel okay,” she said. “I don’t feel any different yet.”

“It might take a while,” I said with a nod. “Let’s sit for a while and see how things go. We’ll keep you company while you wait.”

I kept Val’s hand in mine as she leaned her head on my shoulder. The other women watched her closely, and it was cute how protective they were being. Bree hummed softly as we waited quietly for any signs of change, and I was close enough to Val that I could start to smell the change in her body as she turned. The faint human scent of her skin faded, and very slowly the distinct smell of vamp became stronger.

I stroked her hair gently, and Val raised a hand to her throat.

“I feel odd,” she said. “Not bad, just weird.”

I inspected her closely and noticed her breathing had quickened. There was a pink tinge to her eyes, and she bit her bottom lip.

“I think it’s happening,” I said softly. “I can smell the change in your scent.”

“Typical badass Val,” Catherine said. “No tantrums or violent outbursts. Just casually changing into a vamp like a champion.”

“My throat feels dry,” Val said. “Like it’s all scratchy and raw?”

“You’re thirsty,” Erika said with a smile. “Looks like it might be time to feed.”

“Here,” Lily said as she sat beside Val. “This will quench your thirst and also help your new vamp powers even more. Your senses are about to go crazy.”

Val nodded silently as she took Lily’s arm and raised it to her lips.

“Find the veins,” the Hispanic beauty said gently. “Your body knows what to do. Sink your teeth through the skin and drink.”

Val parted her lips to show off two new pointed canines, and I grinned at how adorable they looked. She hesitated as she stared down at Lily’s arm, and the beautiful vet’s gaze flickered to me.

“It’s okay,” I said. “Go for it. We’re all right here.”

Val nodded as her brown eyes darted back to Lily’s arm.

“It’s happening!” Bree squealed.

Val’s teeth hovered over a vein, then she sank her teeth into Lily’s olive-toned skin. Both women moaned gently as Val began to drink. I could tell she was being as gentle as possible, and the pink around her eyes faded with every sip. Lily’s eyes fluttered shut as she tilted her head back, and I knew a wave of pleasure was washing over her.

“That’s good,” I said as I squeezed Val’s thigh. “Don’t take too much at once.”

Val slowly pulled her teeth from Lily’s arm and licked a drop of blood from her lips.

“Now seal the holes closed,” I said. “A gentle lick over the wound.”

The beautiful vet ran her tongue over Lily’s skin, and I grinned as the familiar white scars began to form. Val let go of Lily and turned to me with a wicked grin on her face.

“Holy fucking shit,” she said. “I feel like every sense and atom in my body just regenerated.”

“Has it already happened?” Nat asked with wide eyes. “That was faster than any of us!”

“No doubt about it,” Val said as she stood up. “Holy fuck! I thought I had good eyesight before, but this is insane. My body feels so much more powerful. I want to go and run up a mountain, is that nuts?”

“That’s not the only thing that’s nuts,” Lily said. “Look at your stomach.”

My jaw dropped as I looked at Val’s midriff. Her previously flat stomach now had a gentle swell to it that made my heart ache with love.

“That was flat twenty minutes ago!” Catherine said as we all jumped to our feet.

“How do you feel?” I asked as I put a hand on Val’s stomach.

“Amazing,” she replied. “I feel fitter than ever!”

“This is incredible,” Erika said. “I knew the vamp form would be better for your pregnancy, and it looks like our theory about a speedier timeline was right!”

Val looked up at me with a bright smile, and I pulled her into my arms by the waist. I kissed her deeply as I rested a hand between our bodies on her stomach. The small bump was home to my very first baby, and I couldn’t believe how lucky I was.

There was a frenzied knock on the door.

“Sam!” Ross called. “We need you out here!”

“Fuck,” I said. “What now?”

We raced down the aisle, and I swung the door open for the former soldier.

“Sorry to disturb you,” he said. “Dalton is back. He says he’s got some important news for you.”

“Is he alone?” I asked as we hurried out of the church.

“As far as we can see,” Ross said. “We’ve got him surrounded at the same spot he came from last time, but he seems genuine. I don’t get any hints that he’s trying to fuck us over, but that’s just what my gut’s telling me.”

“Your gut is often trustworthy,” I said.

I kept a hold of Val’s hand as we hurried between the houses of Red House. She couldn’t seem to stop smiling, and her joy was infectious even as we rushed off to meet the outsider vamp.

Dalton was out near the river again, and I studied him as we walked over the old railroad tracks to where he stood surrounded by six of my men. All of my guys had guns pointed at him, but the dark-haired vamp didn’t look phased as he offered me a small smile.

“Hey,” he said. “Sorry to barge in on you again, but we’ve got information I thought you’d want to know.”

“We?” I asked as I scanned the nearby mountainside.

“My people aren’t with me,” he said with a reassuring wave of his hand. “But we agreed to share what our scouts found. I think Frank’s hoping that sharing this with you will help prove ourselves as a potential ally for your town.”

“What is it?” Catherine asked as she folded her arms. “This better be good. We were in the middle of something important.”

Dalton’s eyes glanced down to Val’s stomach, and the instant flash of territorial rage inside me took me by surprise.

“Congratulations,” he said. “Let us know if you need any help with anything. I’m sure Amy would be happy to talk to you about her experience with vamp birth.”

“What did you want to tell us?” I asked instead of confirming anything.

I agreed with Ross that I didn’t get any sense of threat from Dalton, but I wasn’t close enough to the guy to discuss fatherhood or my pregnant lover. He seemed to take the hint because he nodded politely at Val, then turned back to me.

“Frank has a strict scouting schedule set up in town,” he said. “He knows how quickly things can change around here, and he wants us to always know which towns are occupied.”

“Makes sense,” I said. “Is this about our raid on Lanham by any chance?”

“Partly,” Dalton said with a grin. “We must have missed you guys by a few minutes. I drove by with one of my buddies and could smell the stench of fresh blood from a mile off.”

“We brought down as many as we could,” I said. “But Essie got away, and apparently half of her people have been taken to another town.”

“That’s what I’m here to tell you,” Dalton said. “We know where they are. We kept driving after we saw the state of Lanham, and we kept real far out from the next few towns as we scouted them.”

“How far away are they from here?” I asked. “What did you see exactly?”

“They’re further down the road past Lanham,” Dalton said. “It’s a real good spot for hiding out.”

I thought about the remaining humans and female vamps being held there, and I knew it wouldn’t be long until Essie tried to make another move to claim Red House. Eventually, her vamps would need to feed again, and with the way she and her goons ripped through their meals, it wouldn’t be long before the humans under my care would be the only ones around for hundreds of miles.

She was a threat that needed to be taken down, and another town full of allied vamps could potentially make all the difference.

Unless it was a seriously elaborate trap, Dalton had just saved us a lot of time by sharing this information. If we didn’t need to waste time scouting, we could get straight to planning our next move.

“I appreciate you telling me this,” I said. “I want to set up a meeting with Frank.”

Dalton’s eyes widened as a smile spread across his face, and there was real warmth in his eyes.

“He’s gonna be pleased to hear that,” he said. “Can I ask what changed your mind?”

“The world has gone to shit,” I said. “I’ve seen vamps do things that should make me lose hope, but I don’t. Because there are still stubborn bastards out there like us who refuse to let the motherfuckers win. If I’m going to make this the strongest fiefdom I can, having some allies doesn’t sound like a bad idea.”

“I’m guessing you don’t want to come to Liberty?” Dalton asked. “You want the meeting on your home turf?”

“Not for the first meeting,” I said. “We should meet on neutral ground, somewhere between our two fiefdoms, where neither of us gets or gives up an advantage. If Frank protects his people as fiercely as I do, I’m sure he’ll understand and respect that. I’m not walking into any situation that could result in Red House losing me.”

“How about the intersection right by Lefferton’s farm?” Ross asked with a nod to me. “That’s just about halfway. It’s big and open. The road is pretty flat there, and there aren’t any buildings to hide in or behind.”

“It’s empty for miles.” Dalton nodded in agreement. “Poor folks who lived near there didn’t make it when Thaddeus did one of his sweeps.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “Maybe after our first meeting, we can let you into our town, but trust is going to take time and effort to build. On both sides, I’m sure.”

“I’d be damn happy to have y’all on our side,” Dalton said. “I’ll make sure we bring some baby supplies. We got more than enough. I can bring Amy along in case you wanted to ask her anything about vamp babies.”

“I do have questions,” Val said with a nod.

“Is blood going to come out of her boobs?” Bree asked with wide eyes.

Dalton stared at the blonde for a moment before he burst out laughing. It wasn’t at Bree’s expense. It was a laugh that reminded me what it was like to hang out with close friends.

“I can confirm there were no bloody boobs,” Dalton said. “But she’s gonna love that idea. Baby vamps drink blood from living beings just like the rest of us vamps, but they need way less of it. Just like human babies.”

“Another reason to have so many locals on our side,” Val said. “We’ll need a strong supply of people to offer donations.”

“Everyone is going to want to donate to the little baby Drac!” Catherine said.

The wind blew so harshly that a shiver ran down my back. Having another town to share provisions with would be smart, too. As long as Frank’s people really were decent, it could be the best thing that could happen to both our communities.

“I better head back,” Dalton said. “When should we meet?”

“Give us two days,” I said. “That gives me time to discuss everything with my people and set up preparations. I know you’ll want to make sure Frank’s protected, but let’s agree to one vehicle each. We can bring four of our people, but nobody hiding out in the woods.”

“Smart idea,” Dalton said. “Any other requests for us?”

“We want this to work,” I said. “I just hope he’s really got the same morals I do. Let’s say eight in the morning out at the intersection in one week. Sound good?”

“I’ll let Frank know,” Dalton said. “Stay safe, Sam.”

The vamp nodded and made his way back to his car. I watched him climb inside and turn, and he gave us a wave before he headed off back to Liberty.

“I think I trust him,” Natalie said as we watched the car vanish around the mountains.

“So do I,” I said. “Having another town on our side could be just what we need to keep this place as strong as possible.”

A guitar strummed back in the town, and a crowd cheered as an upbeat tune carried out over the houses.

“Sounds like people are celebrating,” Ross said with a grin. “It’s been a while since I heard that kind of happiness.”

“Let’s go and join them,” Catherine said. “I think we all deserve to chill the fuck out for a little while.”

“Agreed,” I said.

We left the guards to continue their patrol of the border, and Ross walked with us back toward the town center.

But before we could reach the lively crowd, one of the doors nearby swung open, and Caroline stepped out with her usual stern expression.

“Sam,” she said. “I saw you pass by earlier. Jason wants to speak with you.”

“Jason?” I asked as I glanced at the house. “Shouldn’t he be at the medical center?”

“He was,” Caroline said. “But I wanted him to have a real bed after his stitches were done, so I took him to my house. There’s a few folks who’ve been taken into homes to rest, but they’re being watched over like hawks.”

“I’d expect nothing less,” I chuckled. “Is he okay?”

“He will be after some more rest,” Caroline said. “But he insisted he needed to talk to you.”

Nat threw me a raised eyebrow, and I had no clue what the young guy could need to speak with me about so urgently.

“Then let’s go and see him,” I said. “Lead the way.”

Caroline turned and led us into her home, and it was just as pristine as I would imagine. Every shelf was free of dust, and the floor was spotless. She led us upstairs and gestured for us to go into the room at the end of the hall.

Jason was propped up on the bed with his eyes half open behind his glasses, and a clean bandage was tightly wound around where his finger had been and the rest of his hand.

“Hey,” I said. “How are you feeling?”

“Better,” he said with a weak smile. “You got me out just in time.”

I perched at the edge of the bed as the women gathered around, and Caroline hovered in the doorway.

“What did you want to talk about?” I asked. “Everyone got home safely, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

Jason breathed deeply and nodded.

“That’s good to hear,” he said. “But I wanted to pass on something I heard back in the town hall. They dragged me upstairs to cut off my finger, and I guess they thought I’d never make it out alive to spread what I heard after they cut my finger off.”

He winced as he glanced down at his hand, and I knew it would take a while before he got used to having one less digit.

“Go on,” I said with an encouraging nod.

“It was four of Essie’s goons that did it,” he said. “They were talking about this other town she has, and they kept mentioning another location she’s clearly using for something.”

“Using for what?” Natalie asked. “Is this a third town she’s claimed?”

“I don’t know what she’s using it for,” Jason said. “But it’s not a town. They were talking about Smokey’s Way.”

Caroline gasped as I raised a confused eyebrow. I glanced at my women, and they looked equally as confused.

“What’s Smokey’s Way?” I asked.

“It’s a cave system,” Jason said. “It’s pretty far from here, and it’s not some tourist trap spot. It’s natural caves that aren’t safe enough to turn into businesses.”

My blood ran cold as I thought of all the fucked-up shit she could use a cave system for. She could be using it to store people, resources, or to use as a getaway location in case we attacked her again.

“How big is this cave system?” Erika asked.

“It’s got to be thirty miles long,” Jason said.

“Did you hear anything else?” I asked. “Any more hints about what they could be using it for?”

“I don’t remember much else,” Jason said. “I started to lose blood, and I got dragged back down to the basement to be tied up again.”

“Essie is such a troll,” Catherine muttered. “No wonder she’s got a cave.”

I rubbed my eyes and stored yet another mental note away to build a picture of Essie’s plans. The vamp bitch clearly had multiple cards up her sleeves, but it just made me more determined to bring it all crashing down around her.

“Thanks for telling me,” I said as I got to my feet. “Make sure you rest up, we’re going to need you once you’re feeling better.”

Jason gave a tired nod as his eyes began to close again, and the rest of us piled back out into the corridor.

“I’m going to make him some food,” Caroline said. “I hope you figure out what the fuck this Essie is doing, Sam. I’ll do everything I can to help.”

“It’s amazing having you here,” I said. “Keep up the great work.”

Caroline nodded and led the way back downstairs before she hurried into the kitchen. I led the women out the front door and shook my head in disbelief.

“Great,” Bree groaned. “Now she’s got some creepy ass cave? Ew, what if she’s filled it with her corpse dolls like that basement in Jeepers Creepers?”

“Aaah!” Erika shuddered.

“It could be where she’s planning to hide pregnant vamps until they give birth,” I said. “Whatever the reason, we’re going to find it out. For tonight, let’s enjoy celebrating today’s victory. Our people are safely back home because of us.”

“Sounds good to me,” Lily said. “Let’s join the party!”

We continued to the center of town to find it was alive with music and laughter.

More people had joined, and food and drinks were passed around as one young guy strummed a guitar. Ross strode over to speak with Gary, and I stood with my women to watch the lively crowd laugh and tap their feet to the music.

“Look at how happy they are,” Bree said. “It really feels like home, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Neko said. “I never thought I’d be so happy living out in the middle of nowhere, but I fucking love our life.”

“Me, too,” Catherine sighed.

“I’ve got a question,” Bree said. “Which one of us do you think will get pregnant next?”

“With the rate Sam fucks us?” Neko grinned. “I don’t think it’s going to take long for the next baby to start cooking.”

“Cooking?” Catherine giggled. “How cute, a little vamp bun in the oven.”

“I can’t wait for my turn,” Nat said. “We’re going to make some badass little babies.”

“And vamp pregnancy feels unreal,” Val said as she stroked the small swell of her belly. “This little one will have the best brothers and sisters once you guys catch up.”

“Better get to work, Spike,” Catherine said with a wink. “We need as much of that vamp sperm as possible.”

“Tonight is for celebrating,” I said. “I think that means I’m obligated to fuck all of your brains out later.”

“I like the sound of that,” Nat said as she slid into my arms.

I kissed my girlfriend as the music got livelier, and I stroked her cheek as she stood back to smile at me.

“Sam!” James called as he strode over through the crowd. “There he is! The hero of the day!”

“We were all pretty damn heroic,” I chuckled as he slapped my shoulder.

“I’ve got a question for y’all,” James said. “I’d really like to keep my stay at Celia’s a permanent thing. Her kids are happy in their home, and I don’t wanna make them move, there’s enough crazy shit for them to wrap their young heads around right now.”

“That makes sense,” I said.

“So what do you think?” James asked. “Can I trust you kids to take care of my place? I’d like to offer it to you permanently as your home. I got a feeling you’re going to need all the space you can get when that baby vamp comes along!”

I grinned as I pictured James’ huge cabin crawling with tiny vamp babies. It was the perfect spot for us to live, and there was so much room to start raising little badass kids.

“Are you serious?” Catherine gasped. “Is the cabin really ours? Officially?”

“I don’t have any documents for you to sign,” James chuckled. “But I’m a man of my damn word. If you kids take care of the place and allow me to come up for some peace and a whisky now and again, she’s yours.”

“You’ve got yourself a deal,” I said.

James chuckled as we shook hands, and Catherine gave him a tight hug.

“What’s the next step, Red Sam?” James asked. “Anything you need from me right now?”

“We’re meeting Frank in a week,” I said. “I’d like you to come with me for that, if you’re up for it?”

“Damn straight,” James said.

“One other thing,” I said. “Do you know where Smokey’s Way is?”

The bearded man frowned as he scratched his chin.

“Sure do,” he said. “You want to go do some cave exploration in your spare time?”

“Essie’s hiding something in there,” I said. “Jason overheard the vamps talking about it. I’ll need a team of guys to take me out there to check it out.”

“You got it,” James said. “We’ll need to take plenty of flashlights for us folk without magic eyesight. Damn, lots of shit to do, huh?”

“Yup,” I said. “Not to mention the rest of our winter plans, but for tonight, I want you to go and enjoy the celebration.”

“I’ll do just that,” James said. “Thanks, Red Sam. For everything.”

He tipped his hat then headed back across the town center to join Celia and another local woman in conversation.

“Meeting with another fiefdom will be interesting,” Nat said. “I wonder what Frank’s like.”

“As long as he’s not Essie,” Lily said. “Then he’s already ahead of the game.”

“We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us,” I said. “Winter is going to be tough, but not as tough as us. Having another town to trade supplies, tools, and medical equipment with will be important.”

Val linked her arm through mine and rested her head on my shoulder.

Red House had come so far in such a short amount of time thanks to me and my lady vamps, and I was so fucking proud of everything we’d accomplished.

Essie was still out there, and she still had prisoners who needed saving, but our people were safe, and we understood her better now.

Depending on how my meeting with Frank went, there was a chance we’d have a whole other town to support our next attack.

I had no idea what winter would bring, but I knew I would be able to handle it. This was Red Sam’s land, and nobody was going to take that away.

End of Book 7
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