
        
            
                
            
        

    







How to Succeed in Evil:

A Consultation With A Vampire




By Patrick E. McLean
  



Since the dawn of time, men have stood on high places and looked down on what they have intended to conquer. Darius looked down upon the stubborn city-states of the Greek plain; Caesar considered Gaul from e superior loco; and Machiavelli, as he composed in his high tower, considered what manner of man it would take to unite the fractious city-states of the once-mighty Roman peninsula.  

Cliffs have been replaced by buildings, buildings by cathedrals, and cathedrals by skyscrapers. Now, powerful men stand atop mountains of arrogance and steel and glass so high that they seem to tower over heaven itself. 

Such a man was Edwin Windsor, and the building he stood upon bore his name. This tall man did not wear armor or a scarlet cape or the cap of a Renaissance scholar. Instead, he draped his frame in the trappings of all modern conquerors: an impeccably cut suit. 

From his great height, Edwin could smell spring. He was not the kind of man who would talk about such things, but he could feel that electric something in the air. The green fuse that drives the flower was lit, and there was no going back. The winter was over, and a new season had begun.  

Edwin leaned on the railing of his executive balcony and rubbed his eyes. Although winter had been difficult, he was sad to see it go. He was more at home in a season that rewarded careful planning and judgment. The orgy of spring? How wasteful. 

Edwin was a unique kind of consultant, an Evil Efficiency Consultant. His clientele consisted exclusively of Supervillians Super-villains and Masterminds. But, for all their superlatives and self-love, they never seemed to be as super or as smart as Edwin had hoped. The way his clients practiced Evil was often senseless, dangerous, and expensive. Which made Edwin like a sports agent who hated the game of football. 

Edwin was the kind of man who could see no point in taking chances when it was so much more profitable to create opportunity.   

Which is why he was so excited about the two documents sitting on his desk. Very soon, he hoped to have accumulated enough capital to leave the madness of consulting behind him. Of course, it had been a profitable and easily exploitable niche. But when you got right down to it, what he really did was charge people for advice they didn’t listen to. It was, Edwin realized from this great height, beneath his dignity.  

The documents were investment prospectuses. Although the opportunities they presented couldn’t be more different, they both represented the chance for him to become something more than a consultant. And because that was something he so ardently wished for, he was being especially cautious with his enthusiasm. 

The first was from a telecommunications company that was developing a novel method of high-resolution conferencing. Edwin dismissed it as matter of principle. The problems of communication had nothing to do with technology and everything to do with people. Increasing the speed or quality of the exchange, therefore, would not create more value, just more confusion — as had been amply demonstrated by the Internet.  

The other offering was from a construction company with an interesting niche and method: It used a clear, acrylic carbon-fiber mix to blow a bubble of material within the Earth. This created a round bunker many times stronger than steel at a fraction of the cost of conventional underground construction.

Edwin was certain there would always be a market among the paranoid and militaristic for such a product, but he did not believe that bunkering was a good strategy. When someone comes to strike at you, the best defense is not to be there at all. A bunker, or base or secret lair, was simply an expensive place to be cornered. 

The pitch was not without merit. It was a market that could be served fast and cheaply, and that was no small thing. But still, he had been swayed away from the opportunity by the fact that bunkers, like all real estate, simply weren’t productive resources. 

Agnes, his faithful and constant secretary, called to him from the doorway. “Edwin, do you intend to stand out there all night?” Her voice, proper, clipped, and heightened in its efficiency by her upper-class British accent, seemed the very tone and commandment of order and sensibility. She was a woman of formidable years, presence, and intellect — less of a battle-axe of a woman and more of a battleship.

Edwin turned. Her face was worn by the years and eaten with care. He wondered, tenderly, how many springs she had seen and how many more she might have. 

The approaching night whipped up the corners of Edwin’s suit with a cold wind. Agnes was right. The dark was coming and with it that ever-present reminder of the final terminus to which we all must arrive. 

The wind scraped a few dead leaves across the marble of Edwin’s high gallery. The sound of it disturbed him, and he hastened inside, chased by that chill wind coming off the river. Spring had not won yet, the leaves seemed to say. Only death, only death, only death.

It had been nearly two years since Edwin had appropriated this magnificent building from its rightful, yet terribly inefficient, owners. He had promptly occupied the top floor, turning it into the temple of an office through which he now strode. The windows, three stories tall, offered an unbroken view of the sky and the city below. In addition to Edwin's gigantic office, the space featured several conference rooms, a suitably imposing lobby, and the balcony that Edwin and Agnes had just left. 

Edwin had finally managed to construct for himself a place in the world that was on his scale. No more ducking under doorframes. No more squeezing his seven-foot-tall frame into furniture or architecture designed for smaller, more common men.  

“Come, Agnes. I will walk you out,” Edwin said, gallantly offering his arm to her. As the elevator doors closed, Edwin enjoyed one last glimpse of the office he loved so well. As Archimedes had said, “Give me a place to stand and a lever long enough and I will move the world.” In his heart, Edwin knew that this was his place to stand. Now, all he needed was the lever. 

Agnes’s arm felt small and frail upon his. She was getting older and had been old for as long as Edwin had known her. Now, as the elevator sucked them down through the tall building, Edwin considered the possibility she might die. As odd as it might seem, he had never thought of it before. Of course she was aging, weathering like a fine ruin that retained the proportions of its original dignity, but there would come a day. There would come a day. 

At least her mind was intact, Edwin thought, masking his own fear that illness or accident might take clear and coherent thought away from him. 

The express elevator settled heavily, and its acceleration pressed them into the floor. Agnes gave a tiny grunt of pain or discomfort. It was the kind of thing another person might miss. But Edwin had known her a long, long time. Long enough to know that the kindest thing to do was to call no attention to it. 

Instead, Edwin escorted her through the main lobby and past the one feature of his building that he truly could not stand: a useless reflecting pool. “We should have drained and removed that,” he said as they advanced toward the street.

“You speak of it as if it were a swamp,” Agnes said. “I like it. The serenity of nature, the calm of the water, a balance, if you like.”

“It’s a waste of space,” Edwin said. “And even if you like the aesthetic effect of water, it is proportionally too small. It is nearly as bad as a carp pond.”

“A koi pond.”

“Giving something ugly a beautiful name doesn’t change the fact that it is still ugly.”

The good-natured argument ended as he put her into a cab and closed the door. As he watched the cab disappear into the flow of traffic, he realized that whenever and however she left him, it would be too soon. What would he give to have Agnes with him for another year? For another five years? Until his end?

He stood on the sidewalk beneath his building, listening to the squeal of brakes and the endless arguments of the taxi horns.







Despite his insistence otherwise, Topper Haggleblat, Edwin’s lawyer and friend, was technically a dwarf. He had attempted to overcome his lack of height by going at life with the gusto of at least three much larger men. In fact, if medical science had time to waste on such an unusual study, it might have concluded that, because of the ratio of hormones to body mass, Topper should be classified as a gland with feet.  

He had serious debauchery in his sights that evening, a world-class surrealist bender that would remove him so utterly from the concerns of the world that, for a brief, weightless moment at the top of the rollercoaster of absurdity, he would know peace. It was not understanding or enlightenment that the little savage was after; rather, it was to forget, if only for a short time, that for lack of a more nuanced psychological description, Momma had never loved him. 

To this end, he was now cranked up on enough cocaine and whiskey to kill a man three times his size. 

He moved through the darkened club, kicking the backs of the knees of people who blocked his way. A normal-sized person wouldn’t have gotten away with this, but, for many reasons, Topper was disorienting. Plus (and this is no small plus), he had pure crazy in his eyes. 

He was in a foul mood tonight. He hadn’t gotten laid in a while. This was a serious enough problem for a normal person, but Topper had been blessed (or cursed) with prodigious appetites for vice. Vice was something easily procured with money. As a fearsome and highly paid defense attorney, he had no shortage of money. He kept several brothels on speed dial. If this were to be the evening that finally killed him, one of those brothels would go out of business. 

His current problem wasn’t one of means or desire; it was one of decision. As Topper would say in his crude, high-pitched, jangly slang, “Nothin’s been trippin’ my trigger lately.” It wasn’t that he didn’t see anything he liked. It was that he didn’t see anything he hadn’t done before. 

Until her. 

Her long black hair melted into a dress that rode the line between formal and obscene in a way that suggested this woman’s presence in a room would be attended by Consequences with a capital “C.” In the mottled, moody light of the nightclub, her curves suggested that marriages would be shattered, friendships would turn rotten, ships would be launched, and all hell was generally about to break loose. 

Full, red lips contrasted with impossibly pale, cold skin. And her eyes, Topper thought, Jesus Christ, those pale blue eyes. They held such indifference, such ancient contempt for the world and everything in it that Topper’s black little soul cried out for her to treat him badly. 

In short, she was the girl that Topper’s mother would have warned him about had she had not abandoned him, naked, on the steps of that crooked orphanage. But that didn’t really matter. Because, just like a pistol, when Topper’s trigger was pulled, there was no taking it back.

Topper knew he would never stand a chance with a woman like her. Sure, he had bought (well, technically, rented) many beautiful women, but that was different. That was commerce. This was an untamed creature, free in the wild. To have the thrill of the hunt, the chase, the kill. To be a bold hunter on a safari of debauchery!

He sucked his scotch and racked his brain as he watched her sway in time to a song that wasn’t playing. Who was she looking for? A friend? More drugs? More beautiful people like her? Just more? Topper had always liked more, whatever it was: booze, drugs, girls, speed, violence. Topper didn't have any tattoos, but if he were to get one, it would read “GIMME MORE!” across his entire back.

What could he do to get her attention? Not just to attract her notice, but to get her attentions and to keep them for a night or longer. 

It was in moments like this that Topper's jealousy of taller, more conventionally attractive men grew into a perverse hatred for almost anyone and anything. He wanted to break something. To start a fight and to lose. To scream at the top of his lungs and to have the music stop and all attention turn to him.

But the fact was, the top of his lungs just wasn’t high enough for a woman like that. And neither was anything else about him. Some tall idiot with good teeth and half a brain would catch her eye, and then they would spend the rest of the evening violating each other in every way possible. 

If Topper has been on speaking terms with God, he would have cursed Him for giving him the lust of a linebacker and the body of a lima bean. Ah, screw it, Topper thought; life doesn't work unless you force it to.

Topper had a good track record for forcing things. Most everybody flinched when an obviously insane dwarf charged at their nuts, arms flailing and teeth gnashing. Topper made up for lack of size with an abundantly applied dose of insanity. However, in amorous matters, going berserk is a terrible strategy.  

She seemed to feel his gaze upon her. She turned gracefully and looked above his head for the taller man who should have been there. That really pissed him off. 

But then the unthinkable happened: She smiled at Topper. Not the shocked, oh-my-God-I've-got-to-cover-up-how-insensitive-a-person-I-am smile that people so often gave him. No, this was a smile that exuded warmth, understanding, and yes — could it be? — even longing.

Her pale legs scissored through the darkness toward Topper. She bent down and, as her strange perfume clawed its way into his lungs, she whispered in his ear, “Mon petit hors-d’œuvre!”

The French bypassed his brain and went straight to his loins. “Oh, baby. I love it when you talk dirty!”

“Dir-tee?” she asked, punctuating the thought with laughter that somehow managed to be high and glittery, yet ominous and dark at the same time. She narrowed her eyes like a predator, and, in the very next instant, opened them like an innocent little girl. 

As Topper listened to her laughter, he realized he was already following her outside. Low-altitude, bipedal gland that he was, he had never remembered wanting a woman – hell, anything – as much as he found himself wanting this mysterious, French-speaking woman. She seemed impossibly young and yet decadent in the way that only the world-weary could be. 

The back of her thigh flashed as she passed beneath a spotlight. She opened a door to the alley, and Topper followed her. He plunged into the darkness with no thought of damnation and no care for redemption. 

It was even darker outside. Topper couldn’t see anything, but he could hear her voice, could feel her touch as she pinched and tickled him as one might play with a small child. Normally, this would have driven Topper right over the edge. Comments about his size caused him to explode with rage. But with her soft, foreign words raining down on him like snowflakes, Topper couldn't bring himself to care. 

“Yeah. Oh yeah, baby. I'm your bad little boy,” he said as he tipped his head backwards. He felt her breath on his neck and realized that in the darkness of the alley he could make out a single star, twinkling and impossibly distant. Topper realized it was blue. Blue and cold and beautiful, like her eyes. 

Whatever this drug was, Topper loved it. He wanted more. He would have given everything he had to overdose on it right then. Yes, more than anything, he wanted to give himself. 

“STOP!”

The voice shattered the fantasy for Topper. The rollercoaster plunged towards the earth, and reality came rushing back. A brilliant light assaulted Topper’s eyes. He realized that his beautiful star was really a streetlight clamped to the side of a decaying brick building. And the alley of midnight black, the ideal place for an amorous interlude, was now, in the harsh light of that false star, revealed to be an utter shithole. 

A man in a velvet cape strode over to them and asked the woman, “What are you doing?” He spoke English but had a thick French accent. 

“Quoi, il n'est qu'un tout petit apéritif,” she protested. “Il est venu à moi pour que je le soulage de sa douleur.”

Topper lolled in her arms, more obedient and compliant than he had ever been in his life. “Yeah, baby. Whatever you want.” 

The man in velvet, whose hair draped across his face so dramatically that it completely ignored the line between terrifying and absurd, said, “’E is not an appetizer! He is un otage précieux!”

The woman pushed her lips together in a way that was in danger of breaking both Topper’s heart and his zipper. “Un otage ? Est-il mon otage ou bien le vôtre ?”

“Madeleine, I command you to release him at once. He is an associate of Edwin Windsor.”  

She dropped Topper on the pavement of the cold alley, jolting him back to his old self. “Hey, Buddy. Ya bothering my lady friend here.”

“M’sieur, I assure you she is not your friend.”

“Whattya mean?” Topper asked. “She loves me.” 

“Qui est ce Ween-dzor?” she spat. As she did, her fangs retracted slowly, reluctantly, and, as with all actions vampires take, melodramatically.

With that, the last of Topper’s spell wore off. “Hey! What’s with the cold shoulder? Baby, I was going to make all your dreams come true. Wait a minute, were those fangs?”

Madeleine put a finger to Topper's lips, and he almost forgot about everything again. She smiled a sad, strange smile and said, “Je suis désolée, mon petit amuse-gueule, mais tu devras encore endurer ta douleur... pour l’instant.”

"Wait. Wait? What does that even mean?"

She turned away and looked to the man in the velvet cape. 

Topper decided that he didn't like this fruitcake, whoever he was. As the man threw aside a long lock of black hair from his face, Topper realized that the guy was wearing way too much eyeliner. As far as Topper was concerned, any eyeliner on a man was too much. And this guy was so SERIOUS when he opened his mouth. 

“Monsieur Topper. You are in grave danger."

"Hey, I don't know what it's like where you're from, Frenchy, but where I'm from, you don't Scotch another guy's play."

"Eh? Scotch? I do not understand. You are in grave danger,” he said as he put his hand on Topper's shoulder. 

"You don't get it, pal. You are interrupting." Topper moved between the man and the girl with whom he had so recently and irrevocably fallen in love. 

“She means to harm you.”

“She could harm me a little, right? I mean, just a little nibble. She's totally into me.” Topper argued, unaware that he was arguing for his death. 

“[The only pleasure I would take is in your death],” Madeleine said with a smile that twisted Topper’s tortured heart in knots. 

“You see! You see what she said? Now leave us alone so we can pitch some woo!” Topper said, jumping up and down and waving his arms in frustration. 

“That’s not what she said.”

“C’mon, she used the word ‘pleasure.’ I heard her, and you heard her.”

“Not exactly. Now, I require a meeting with your master.”

“Master? I don’t have a master.”

“Edwin Windsor.”

“Oh no, Frenchy, you’ve made a mistake. I don’t swing that way. Now run along and play with your collection of imported cheeses.”

“My little friend, please. You have no other choice. You must come with me.” 

That did it. Topper lunged right for the man's crotch, which was tightly encased in leather. With blinding speed, yet an air of nonchalance, the man in velvet brought his hand down on top of the advancing dwarf’s head.

There was a thud, then a thump, and Topper lay unconscious on the dirty pavement of the alley. The man looked down and said, "You did not listen. You are in grave danger." He looked to the girl and said, “This is all your fault.”

She stuck out her tongue and then pouted. If Topper had still been conscious, his loins would have burst on the spot.

The man tucked Topper underneath his arm and walked into the night.

Topper came to and asked, “Are you going to carry me through the air?”

“Heavens no. We will take the limousine,” he said, pointing at the car that waited for them at the mouth of the alley. 







The next morning, at precisely 8:30, Agnes answered the phone. What is remarkable about this is that the phone had been ringing since she had walked in the door at 7:30. With great and customary restraint, she had ignored it for an hour. After all, business hours are business hours. Standards must be maintained. 

“Good morning. Windsor and Associates. How may I be of service?”

Topper’s voice shrieked from the earpiece. “Agnes! Jesus Christ, Agnes! Why haven’t you answered the phone? I’ve been calling since 7:30. Hell, I’ve been calling all through the night. Don’t you check voice mail? Shouldn’t you have a hot line or something?”

Blasphemy, what a wonderful way to start the day, Agnes thought. 

“Good morning, Topper. Aside from the obvious and unavoidable, what is the matter with you this morning?”

“I’ve been kidnapped!”

“Really,” Agnes said with a total lack of concern. “I would’ve thought you lacked the requisite air of child-like innocence that the term calls for. And yet ‘dwarf-napped’ doesn’t work either. It somehow loses all urgency and merely suggests a low-to-the-ground, saccharine-cute kind of sleepiness.”

“Agnes, I have been kidnapped by Vampires!”

“Well, of course you have,” she said in the tone a favorite aunt would use when encouraging her nephew’s pirate fantasy. “Hold the line for Windsor.” With a gleam in her eye, she placed the phone on hold and bustled into Edwin’s office. 

When Edwin looked up from behind the vast expanse of his desk, Agnes said, “It appears that your lawyer,” she said, uttering the word “lawyer” with obvious and practiced distaste, “has run afoul of a pack, a coven, a herd, a flock – whatever the plural may be – of vampires.”

Edwin raised an eyebrow. 

“Even now, he insists that he is in their foul, sinister, and quite possibly imaginary grip.”

“Vampires?” Edwin asked, trying to understand.

“Line one,” Agnes said with great mirth. As Edwin reached for the phone, she asked, “Shall I set up interviews with other law firms?” 

Edwin’s hand paused on the handset. Again, his eyebrow climbed his forehead. 

“Edwin, I beg of you. Leave the debauched dwarf to his just (and evidently drug-addled) deserts. Surely, you deserve legal counsel that will match your own professionalism.”

“He has talent, Agnes,” Edwin countered logically. 

“But at what cost, Edwin? At what cost?”

Edwin picked up the phone, ending their exchange. “Windsor here.” Edwin held the handset away from his ear as Topper shrieked, “E, you'll never believe it. I have been kidnapped by Vampires!”

“You are correct. I do not believe it.” Edwin used measured tones that in another person would sound like boredom. 

"Okay, okay. I know how crazy it sounds, but Vampires! Edwin, I swear. They're real."

From the phone in the lobby, Agnes said, "Have you confused pale skin and an overabundance of eyeliner with mythological creatures?”

“No, I SWEAR! C’mon, E. You gotta talk to these people; otherwise, they are going to kill me.”

Agnes fired another salvo: “You have only yourself to blame. Don’t come crying to me now that you must sleep in a coffin of your own making.” 

“Honest, Edwin, it wasn’t my fault,” Topper said.

As Edwin listened to the banter between Topper and Agnes, he detected a note of true fear in his lawyer’s voice. 

“They said they couldn’t get an appointment any other way. The guy... what’s his name? Something French. Da Chevy, Da Shoe, nah, nah. DeChevue, that’s it. He said he called and called, but Agnes never answered. She never returned his messages. He said he lost patience, and then he told me a long, boring story about how he’s immortal and how he has patience on a scale that I would never understand. Blah, blah, blah. And let me tell you, Edwin, this guy has to be immortal to take that friggin’ long to tell a story. You know, if the sun hadn’ta come up, I think that lispy French faggot would still be talking.”

“Agnes, do you know anything about this?” Edwin asked.

“I simply assumed the man was deranged, or a teenager playing merry hod with telephonic high jinks.”

“You did not deliver a message to me?” Edwin asked. 

“Edwin, people who call for an appointment in the middle of the night are not serious people. Business hours must be maintained.”

“Agnes, people who call for an appointment in the middle of the night can be serious people in other time zones.”

“Yes, well, he was French, and I didn’t like the sound of him. It is a secretary’s job to interpose.”

“Interpose?” Edwin asked.

"Yes, like a faithful squire diving in front of a crossbow bolt to save his lord and master, I interpose myself between you and the absurdities of the world," Agnes said, her voice rising to fever pitch.

“Hey! HEY!” Topper interjected. “I don’t mean to interrupt your office meeting here, but I’m in trouble.”

“Oh, Topper,” Agnes said. “When are you not in trouble?”

Edwin pinched the bridge of his nose. “Topper, are you unharmed?”

“Unharmed? E, I’ve been kidna– taken hostage! My dignity is wounded. Very, very wounded.”

“Physically, are you in good condition?”

“I think this ordeal is going to stunt my growth. C’mon, what do you want me to say? I’m pissed. And they ain’t got nothing to eat in this joint.”

“What are their demands?” Edwin asked, hoping to bring this conversation to some kind of actionable conclusion. 

“Oh, right. They want to schedule an appointment. They say they’re not going to let me go unless you meet with them. I told them Edwin Windsor does not negotiate with terrorists. I mean, I know you negotiate with and for terrorists all the time, but it just seemed like the thing to say.”

“Fine,” Edwin said. “I will meet with them. We will stand by for a call after—” Edwin could scarcely believe that he was going to utter such a word for such a reason. “Sundown,” he said, to finish the thought.

“You gonna give in to their demands?” Topper asked.

“Here, I must agree with the foul little man,” Agnes said. “You must not reward their behavior.” 

“For all we know, this is a simple misunderstanding. It will not hurt me to meet with these people,” Edwin said. But somewhere, deep in the recesses of his brain, the dark thought that it might hurt them surfaced. Edwin shook his head to clear it of such nonsense. Vengeance was not an activity in which a serious man partook. There was no profit in it. 

When the call was concluded, Agnes said, “I will not, I will not, allow you to go gallivanting off into the darkest night for some midnight rendezvous with disturbed individuals who believe themselves to be vampires. And I especially will not allow it with French vampires.”

“But what about Topper?”

"The Half-Hostage? Let him rot, I say. Good riddance to the small nuisance."

"Hmmm," Edwin said.

"You do not agree?"

"No, no," Edwin said. "It's not that. I was just wondering how long they could manage to hold on to him."

"We are discussing Topper, are we not? That vile little creature, lawyer, scurrying piece of vermin extraordinaire? You believe he can put up some kind of credible resistance?”

"There is a saying common among the Japanese: ‘Even an inchworm has half an inch of spirit.’ And while it would not surprise me if I found that Topper had been banned from that nation of polite, restrained people."

"Well, they are decent people; of course they would," Agnes muttered.

"But if Topper were an inchworm..."

"He certainly is a pest of some stripe.”

“He would find some way to have an entire foot of spirit, not merely half an inch." 

In spite of herself, she had to agree. It was grudging admiration, but admiration all the same. 







After Topper hung up the phone, he looked at the fat, shaven-headed man who had brought him into the room to make the call and said, “Y’know, you are ugly. Some people say that kind of thing as a joke, but you? Sunshine, you are sloppy-bucket-of-ragged-assholes ugly. I mean, you –”

The man’s expression did not change as he walked across the room and matter of factly clubbed Topper across the side of his head with one of his fleshy arms. “Quiet” was all he said.

“Owwwwwww! You prick; that was my ear!” Topper shrieked. 

The second blow knocked Topper from the chair. The fleshy man stepped on the middle of Topper’s stomach, slid a fabric bag over his head, and pulled the drawstring tight. Predictably, Topper reached towards the bag. When he did, the big man bound the small lawyer’s hands together with a zip-tie. It was all very efficient and matter of fact, as if the large man had done it a thousand times before — which, of course, he had. 

As the fleshy man watched Topper struggle to catch his breath, he said, “You no talk now.” 

Topper struggled to his knees, turned to where he thought his captor was, and said, “You hit like a girl.” 

The big man grunted. It might have been a laugh. He picked Topper up with one hand; carried him to a small, windowless room; and threw him in. 

As Topper landed, he smacked his head on a cold tile floor. A river of obscenity poured from his mouth. This stream of invective was so vile, so powerful, that it is a wonder it didn’t light the bag on fire. 

The fleshy man shut the door and locked it. He didn’t pay attention to the little man’s shrieked curses. He knew that a day or so without water would shut him up. But the big man had underestimated Topper. 

Most people who’ve been kidnapped, blindfolded, zip-tied, and thrown in a cold, dark room would give up hope. But not Topper. You see, he didn’t really have much hope to begin with. For his whole life, he had been made fun of and beaten on because he was different. 

It wasn’t just his size. If you’re small and cute, everybody loves you. But Topper was small and smart. Worst than that, he was born to make an argument. So, argue he did. He’d fought his way through every major obstacle in his life, regardless of whether or not that was the best strategy. So, his current situation wasn’t a problem. It was an inconvenience. 

He worked on the plastic of the zip-ties. Back and forth, little by little, wiggle by wiggle. Even when the edges of the cheap plastic cut into his wrists and drew blood, he kept on. 

Another person might have worried that he was being watched. But Topper didn’t care. If they were watching, that was their problem. He’d masturbate just to make them uncomfortable. And if they weren’t watching, that was their problem too. Because he wasn’t going to stay put. In fact, Topper was so pissed, it was all their problem. 

Eventually, Topper stood up, lifted his hands above his head, and slammed his wrists into his stomach. The zip-tie flew from his wrists, making a snapping sound. He clawed the fabric bag away from his head and looked around the room. It was pitch black so, for Topper, his visual situation hadn’t changed much. 

“This is just great,” he said, not despondent, but just pissed off. Just getting warmed up. He patiently felt his way around the floor. Well, patiently for Topper, which means he crawled until he smacked his head into something. A moment’s inspection revealed the obstacle to be drywall.

“Really?” Topper asked. “You gotta be shitting me. Drywall? You’re gonna trap a guy with drywall? You’re not gonna trap this guy with drywall.” Then he put his fist through the wall. Light streamed through the hole. Topper saw an empty hallway lined with doors. “Better than here,” he said. Then he clawed at the hole until it was big enough for him to squeeze through. 

Almost as angry as he was the day he was born, he fought his way free through an opening that was just a little too narrow for him. Then he stood up and dusted himself off. “Okay, assholes, now it’s time for some serious mayhem.”

Topper walked down the hallway, opening all the doors as he went. They were all hastily constructed holding cells. But the only people they would hold would have to be pretty damn docile. Not tough-guy survivors like him. Behind the last door on the left, he found another captive. 

The Good Lord helps those who help themselves, but Topper was feeling more generous than God. He ripped the hood off the captive and was greeted by a pale, squinting, scared face.

“What’s ya name, Sportsfan?” Topper asked.

“What?”

“I said, what’s your name?”

“My name is Sam,” Sam said, very confused. 

“Okay, Sam. Do you want to die here?” 

Sam’s eyes focused on a point behind Topper’s head. “But she was so beautiful. Where did she go?” For a moment, Topper felt a pang in his heart. She was beautiful. She was beautiful, peaceful, everything Topper had ever wanted. But then the anger flared up in his heart. He thought of the flabby man who had thrown him on his ear in that crappy cell. He got angry, and the anger washed him clean. 

“Yeah, she was a real looker. If we see her, we’ll be sure to rape her on the way out. Now, c’mon, we’re going.”

“But Madeleine, she told me to stay.”

“Yeah, yeah, dopey, but we got an appointment, a very important appointment.”

“Okay,” Sam said. Topper understood why they didn’t waste money on bars. What kind of mumbo-jumbo, hocus-pocus bullshit was this? Is this what they tried to work on Sam? Topper wasn’t having any of it. He stayed angry. Because if there was one thing Topper liked more than getting laid, it was getting revenge.

With a massive hard-on for revenge, Topper pushed through the heavy metal door at the end of the hallway. Docile as a lamb, Sam followed behind him. 

Topper soon reached a wall made of large, gray stone blocks. “Jesus, they upgraded a castle? C’mon, Sam. We’re gonna find a window or some stairs.” As they wandered through the maze of the remolded interior, it became evident that the interior had been redone many times over the years. The crappy, modern, drop-ceiling holding pens surrounded by drywall reminded Topper of office cubes. The older, more substantial plaster and lath walls had wooden doorways and transom windows. The battered wooden floor was sometimes covered with carpet and sometimes bare. 

Topper wasn’t afraid he would run into the fleshy guy who had thrust a bag over his head. He wasn’t woozy anymore. He had sobered up and was eager to share the pain of his hangover. But the big man was nowhere to be found. No doubt he was off somewhere gorging himself on a six-pound sack of gummy bears. 

When they found the stairs, Topper figured they were home free. Sam began to whimper, “No, no. They’re down there. Definitely don’t want to go down there.”

“Shh, ya crazy bastard,” Topper whispered. Sam’s eyes rolled around in his head wildly, but he shut up. 

As they came to the next floor, Topper heard a muffled voice in the distance. He crept along a hallway, coming closer and closer to the speaker. A flickering light streamed out through a half-opened oak-paneled door. When Topper got close enough, he recognized the voice as belonging to that French bastard who had kidnapped him. Vampires. Fucking vampires, Topper thought. His thoughts swerved dangerously close to Madeleine again, and he found himself going loopy and soft in the brain. He needed the anger back. 

Farther down the hallway was the next flight of stairs. This meant he would have to pass by this doorway to get out. But, really, why go? She had to be around here somewhere, didn’t she? Sam whimpered, and Topper’s anger flashed up again. “Shhhh,” he hissed. 

Topper peered around the doorway. There sat DeChevue, in a room filled with velvet and candelabras. He was talking on an ornate, old-fashioned telephone. The divan on which he rested himself faced the hallway. If he hadn’t been looking at his manicured nails, he would have been staring straight at Topper. 

Heart hammering madly in his chest, Topper slid back into the darkness of the hallway. As he struggled to get ahold of himself, he heard DeChevue say, “No, no, no, Monsieur. Your office will not do at all. No one of my kind would run the risk of being trapped in a large glass box in the sky, waiting for the sun to rise. I am comfortable only in the Earth.” 

There was a pause, and Topper could imagine Edwin’s tired, reasonable tone as he tried to talk sense to this nut. But dammit, this wasn’t the time to be reasonable. This was the time to show up with the cavalry. With sunlamps and stakes and garlic and flamethrowers. 

DeChevue continued. “Very well. I shall hold onto the mi-ghey until you have arranged a satisfactory place for us to meet.” Mi-ghey. Midget. Again, that word. 

Inside Topper, Anger had a quick fight with Fear. At the end, Fear was carried from the ring on a stretcher while Anger danced around the arena singing the long, vowel-laden, adrenaline-fueled song of Victory. 

Topper crept back down the hallway and tried another door. It opened into a room paneled with white plastic. In the center of the room was a floor drain. But none of that interested Topper. He was fixated on the casement window built into the far wall. “Hot damn, Sam. We’re getting out of here!” 

“No!” Sam said. “This is the bad room. Bad room.”

“Ya know, pal, you really need to work on that negativity,” Topper said as he walked to the window. He climbed up on the wide sill that was cut into the thick exterior wall of the building. The window opened easily, and Topper saw that he was six stories up. Far below was the river. “Ah shit, Sam. That’s a long way down. Even into a river.” 

Sam whimpered. Topper shook his head. Sam just wasn’t any fun at all. The way Topper looked at it, just because you were a hostage slated to be an appetizer for a vampire who had purchased Liberace’s entire collection of candelabras didn’t mean you shouldn’t enjoy yourself. 

“What do ya mean you can’t swim, Sam? Ya big baby, the fall is probably what will kill you,” Topper said with a wry smile. He took another look at the drop. Yeah, they were going to have to find another way out. 

Behind him, Topper heard DeChevue say, “But why do you want to fly, my little bird?” Topper turned and saw that the velvet-robed vampire held Sam in his clutches. Poor Sam’s eyes were wide and crazed. He gave another whimper. 

“Ah, crap,” Topper said. 

The vampire’s eyes glittered like daggers. “I have very good hearing, mon petit otage.”

Topper opened his mouth to crack a funny, very acerbic insult. Oh, this insult was going to be the best. It had everything: sodomy, necrophilia, velour, and the true horror of DeChevue’s taste in home furnishings. But, unfortunately for you poor reader, Topper’s devastating and profane conversational riposte was cut short when DeChevue bit into Sam’s neck and ripped his head off. 

Topper’s was going to begin with ‘y’know’, but when he saw Sam’s blood fountaining off the ceiling,  his scream came out, “Y’oooooollly Shit!” Topper’s arms and legs shot out to the stone that surrounded him, and sheer terror pinned him to where he stood. He couldn’t turn away. He couldn’t even close his eyes. Blood was everywhere. While drinking from Sam like a man guzzling from a fire hose, DeChevue no longer seemed meek and silly. 

When the stuff of Sam’s unhappy life had pumped itself out, DeChevue slung his blood-soaked hair over his head and turned his attention to Topper. He advanced upon Topper, picking at a piece of skin stuck between his teeth. When he spoke, his tones were measured and even, as if nothing had happened. “Now, you will come away from that window and return to your room.”

Something about the vampire’s eyes made Topper feel he was falling into a dark void. His arms and legs loosened their pressure against the wall. Part of him knew that it would be a terribly wrong thing to do, but the rest of him, including parts like feet and legs, moved back towards the room. They seemed bent on obeying the vampire’s will, against every instinct of self-preservation Topper possessed. 

“Yes, come to me like the good, trained mi-ghey that you are.”

The word “midget” broke the spell. Topper’s anger flared bright and hot again. He stopped moving, and DeChevue knew something was up. The vampire made a desperate grab, but he was one lunge too far away. Topper didn’t think. He just turned and jumped out of the open window. 

DeChevue still managed to grab his ankle. Unable to fall, Topper was swung in an arc and slammed into the side of the building. Now, fear had the upper hand once again. Topper kicked, twisted, and fought against his captor. 

“M’sieur, stop fighting. You will fall to your death.”

It was hard enough to get Topper to listen to reason on a good day, but now? Forget about it. “MOTHERASSFAGUNTSUCKER!” he screamed as competing obscenities bottlenecked in his larynx. 

Topper kicked and fought and spit and clawed at the stone wall of the building so hard that several of his fingernails came off. Finally, he got lucky. He heard a crunching sound as the heel of his shoe connected with DeChevue’s hand. Gravity took over. He was free. Free and falling to his death. 

The profanity turned into a scream.

Topper hit the water like a tiny artillery shell. To him, it didn’t feel like water at all. It felt more like pavement. As he plunged through the surface, all of the air was concussed out of his lungs. His ears rang in the cold and the dark. He clawed for the surface. Even as his body fought to reach the surface, his mind recoiled in horror from what he had seen. 

He broke the surface and gasped for air. The smart thing would have been to stay low in the water. Swim for the opposite shore. Move fast. Get home safe. But this was Topper, so the smart thing was overruled by ego and anger. “Yeah, AND THERE’S MORE WHERE THAT CAME FROM!” he yelled, even though it made no sense. Or perhaps because it made no sense. 

He swam for the shore. Although he was dripping wet, he managed to hail a taxi. As he slopped himself into the backseat, the driver’s eyes grew wide and he groaned. Topper threw a fistful of damp bills into the forward compartment and barked his address. “And if you’ve got a dry towel up there, there’s another damp hundred in it for you.”

The driver opened his mouth to say something, but Topper cut him off. “You want the story? You want to know what happened? It’s the oldest tale in the book. Boy meets girl. Girl turns out to be a vampire. Boy makes a daring escape from the clutches of the foul creature, hails a cab, and goes home to drink dry martinis with cloves of garlic in them. Now drive.”




Even after three showers, Topper could still not get rid of the chill. He poured himself four fingers of scotch. So armed, and wrapped in a bath towel up to his armpits, he paced through his apartment and tried to talk himself out of his fear.

“Yeah, no big deal. Happens all the time. Of course it does. Well, less often in the suburbs, but, you know, the city is a dangerous place. And so am I. Dangerous, I mean.”

He looked at himself in the mirror and recognized his own bullshit. Scotch went down the hatch. He climbed up into his king-sized, overstuffed feather bed, closed his eyes, and tried to put the whole thing out of his mind. But as soon as he was asleep, his dreams betrayed him. 

It was Madeleine, and he was drowning in her hair. Her long, black, fragrant tresses kept them apart. He tried to climb through them to be with her, but the more he struggled, the more he got caught. He had to be with her, to give himself to her so completely that he would be a part of her. In the dream, he fantasized about how his blood would feel as it pulsed out of his neck. What it would be like to become weak and lightheaded. And how wonderful it would be when overwhelming peace finally washed over him.

That was what he wanted. The coolness of peace and love and acceptance that he could never seem to find in life. A stillness in death and — could he believe it? — one girl, just one girl. 

For the first time in his life, Topper found himself in love. And, as befitted the odd logic of the odd little man, he was in love with someone who would surely kill him. Whattya gonna do? Cupid is a motherassfaguntsucker.







The next morning, Edwin arrived at work with a set of hastily drawn plans. He called Agnes into his office and announced, “I have a solution to the problem of the meeting place.”

“Oh, Edwin, I was hoping a night’s sleep would have brought you to your considerable senses. You simply cannot give in to their demands!” Agnes protested.

“But what if their demands are to my advantage?” Edwin asked.

“It is the principle of the thing. One should not negotiate with hostage takers, or terrorists, or blackmailers.” 

“Agnes, in one way or another, that would disqualify most of our client base.”

“Edwin, you know what I mean.”

Edwin showed Agnes his plans. “You see, we will remove that useless koi pond at the front of the building.”

“Edwin, there are no koi in that pond. It’s a reflecting pool, a marvelous architectural feature, and I refuse to let you remove it.”

“It simply is not functional.”

“Yes, and that is the point. All function and no form, as they say, makes Windsor a dull boy.”

“I have no need to be interesting,” Edwin said. But Agnes was already focused on the sketch. 

“This will not do,” she said, looking at Edwin's crude plan. "This will not do at all. There is no reception area.”

Edwin raised an eyebrow. 

“You cannot answer the door yourself.”

Edwin’s gaze of strained credulity did not slow Agnes down in the slightest. 

“For the same reasons that a gentleman does not carry his own luggage. Edwin, it is not fitting. It is not seemly. If you are to treat with this diminished class of people, you will do so with the proper deportment.” She looked up at him, eyes brimming with pride. “You are above them, in every conceivable way.” 

She leaned down and with one quick stroke of the pen drew a small antechamber onto the main room. “I will sit here. To get to you, they shall have to go through me. And I assure you, that is something for which centuries of sleeping in moldy catacombs can not have prepared them.”

“Agnes,” Edwin began, trying to get the proverbial word in edgewise or any other way he could manage. But Agnes had the bit in her teeth and wasn’t giving it back. 

“Really, Edwin, all of this trouble for some disturbed Frenchman who is, most likely, not supernatural in the slightest. Some sort of mal vivant with a penchant for too much eyeliner, no doubt. You can’t believe such creatures actually exist.”

“Mal vivants? An usual description, but likely enough,” Edwin said, staring at the lines Agnes had drawn on the plans. 

“No, Edwin. What I am saying is there are simply no such things as vampires.”

From across the room, Topper said, “Oh no, Sweetcakes, they’re real. Believe me.”

Agnes looked up, and there he was. Like a bad penny, she thought, or, to be more correct, a ha’penny. A frown clawed at the corners of her mouth. 

“There, there, sweet Agnes,” Topper said. “I know you were worried sick about me, but here’s ya Topper, all safe and sound.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be doing something useful? Being held hostage, I believe it was,” Agnes said.

“Ah, I released myself on my own recognizance.”

Edwin said, “It is good to see you safe and sound.”

“Yes,” Agnes said. “Hale and half, and your adventure has left you no worse for the wear?” 

“Easy, ya mean old bat. I got feelings, you know.” Topper clambered up on a chair and looked at the drawing in the center of the desk.

“So, E, is this a plan to get the miserable bloodsucking bastard?”

“No, this is a room in which to meet with him. Now, Agnes, for the construction of this room.”

“A-hem,” Agnes said. “Two rooms.”

“Very well, Agnes, I will humor you, although I am not sure why.”

“A reverence for hallowed antiquity,” Agnes said, smiling at Edwin.

Topper barged in. “Wait a minute. What the hell is going on here? Seriously, I can’t believe me pointy little ears. You’re still talking about this guy? Screw him. I’m out. I’m free. I mean, look at me.” Topper climbed up on the desk and danced a small jig that ended with a flourish: “Ta daaaaaaa! So, screw them. Screw them right to the sticking post out in front of a beautiful new day. Seriously, we will drink mimosas and watch ’em go up like dry Christmas trees in a trailer park. Then we’ll go get brunch.”

“Brunch?” Edwin asked.

“Yeah, it’s breakfast for lazy people. I love brunch.”

“Brunch does not interest me,” Edwin said. 

“Yeah, but, E. We gotta get these fangers. We gotta. I know bad people, and they’re bad people. They’re even worse; they’re not really PEOPLE!”

Agnes found herself in the unlikely position of agreeing with Topper. “Edwin, you should have some idea of how loath I am to say this, but he does have a point.”

“Death is such a waste,” Edwin said.

“Oh no, you don’t,” interrupted Topper. “Look, this is one time that we don’t need your patient, planning bullshit. We need torches. We need... We need a shitload of garlic and a bunch of retard-strong villagers. Right? Right? I mean, I’m not the public service type, but we gotta get these bloodthirsty bastards. And by get ’em, I mean kill ’em. And by kill ’em, I mean stake ’em through their cold dead hearts.”

Edwin’s face remained unchanged. 

“Oh, come ON! Agnes.” Topper turned towards her in his desperation. “C’mon, Agnes. You know this is the right play here. Dontcha? You know how hard it is for me to do the right thing, right?”

“I can scarcely imagine the fortitude of will you must be exerting right now,” Agnes said. “And I am also surprised that you were able to locate your single strand of moral fiber.” 

“Whatever that means. They are vampires! Ya get me, E? Stake through the heart!”

Edwin took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Halfway through his exhalation, he began to speak. “If the time comes for getting them, rest assured, Topper, we will get them, thoroughly and well. But for now, we shall see what advantage we may derive from these people.”

“Creatures!” Topper protested. 

“Whatever the case may be,” Edwin said, “I will meet with them.” He handed Agnes the investment prospectus from the underground bunker construction company. “Agnes, please contact them and make the arrangements. You may keep your koi pond. But we will still place our nocturnal meeting room below it.”

Agnes nodded. “Very well. But I still fail to understand why they can’t meet here like proper, decent clients.”

Edwin just looked at her.

“Well, perhaps proper and decent are awkward choices of adjectives...”

“Delusional or not, they have a deep-seated fear of being trapped in a glass building high in the sky when the sun comes up.”

“Oh, ho, ho, ho,” chortled Agnes, “really?”

“Indeed,” Edwin said, a rare hint of a smile twisting the corner of his mouth. 

Topper opened his mouth, and the fear spoke. “Oh, you arrogant bastard. You don’t know what you are dealing with here. You think you’re cool? Well, they’re cold. And they are heartless. You don’t stand a chance. They’re Evil. Evil. Evil.”

Agnes stared at Topper with her mouth open. She had never heard Topper speak to Edwin that way before. In fact, she had never heard a note of fear in his voice at all. Edwin’s mouth remained closed, but he looked at Topper in a way that made Topper feel as low as he had ever felt in his life. Was this a kind of hypnotism? Topper wondered.

After a moment of silence, Topper said, “I’m, uh, sorry, I guess. I’ve been through a lot.”

The line of Edwin’s jaw tightened. Topper was glad to see that Edwin wasn’t mad at him. 

“It is understandable,” Edwin said. “You should get some rest. And so you will rest easy, I will promise you that I will take the necessary and prudent precautions.”

Topper smiled weakly. He nodded a couple of times and dragged himself from the room. Edwin did not know what his lawyer had been through, but it impressed him that it was enough to make a reckless ball of screeching irresponsibility like Topper urge safety. 

Meeting concluded, Edwin straightened his tie, adjusted his shirt cuffs, and stood by the window. He looked down on a world on the verge of spring and knew a kind of hope. Of course, not hope for the meeting with whatever unrestrained and appetitive creatures these “vampires” might be. But, at the very least, this would prove a good test of this bunkering technology. Who knew? With a few smart investments, perhaps he could make this his last client meeting. 

From the great height of his magnificent tower, on this early spring day, he could almost see a way to be something more than Evil. 







The day of the meeting arrived. 

As the sun dipped below the horizon, Agnes sat a vigil at what she had come to call her auxiliary desk. Of course, the late hour of this appointment was past her usual bedtime, but rising to deal with unexpected adversity was bred deep in her bones. When the yawning started, she went in search of caffeine. 

Eschewing her customary tea in this time of expediency, she returned to the main building. Somewhere in the deep, dark-roasted heart of every ’round-the-clock operation, there burbles a pot of coffee. It was to this squat chemical idol that the security guard brought Agnes. He watched with wide eyes as she diverged from the customary ritual. Ignoring the tower of Styrofoam cups, she reached into her large brown handbag and produced a flawless china teacup and saucer. 

Agnes paid no attention to the guard. To her, he was just another savage American in a uniform, looking for any excuse to let the veneer of civilization slip. If Agnes had had the time, she would have tried to explain to him that, when the hour is at its blackest, when the circumstances are the most dire, and the straits are at their narrowest, it is even more important to preserve the manners and niceties of the civilized world. 

So it was that she had a china cup for foul coffee in the middle of an unexpected night shift. To Agnes, this was as natural and as important as saying, “Excuse me” while pushing your way towards a lifeboat. Abandon the china, and next it would be the silverware. Shortly after that, the cry would be “Women and children second!” and then the masses would revert to cannibalism and football. 

Bitter drink in hand, Agnes exited the building and walked to the nondescript shed on the minuscule side lawn. It was the kind of shed one would expect to be filled with an assortment of yard and garden tools. Which, to Agnes’s way of thinking was a noble purpose for a shed. Gardening was a fine pursuit, one of inestimably more value than whatever foolishness was about to transpire this evening in the bowels of the Earth. 

As a general rule, she did not approve of dealings that took place below the ground. Let us out with it! Fresh air and God above as we bring the King to account on the field of Runnymede. 

As she descended the steps, she carried the cup and saucer in the palm of her left hand and steadied it with the other. She was careful not to brush against the bare earthen walls. “Bloody undercroft!” she muttered. 

At the bottom of the stairs was a strange kind of airlock. It was mounted into a sphere of transparent material that formed the underground reception area. She activated it with her elbow and it dilated obediently. Although the aesthetic of this place was deeply abhorrent to her, she took a moment to marvel at its construction as she walked across the steel grating to her desk. 

Although the specifics of the construction were beyond her, the architect had explained it to her simply enough. Instead of going to the trouble of excavating a hole in the Earth, they had merely inserted a tube and blown a bubble of molten material with extremely high pressure. Molten material under high pressure was how the Earth reconfigured itself, after all, the man had added with an excitement that Agnes could not quite understand. She deduced that as a child he had been allowed one too many toy bulldozers. 

But as the carbon-fiber material cooled, he had further explained, it formed a wall many, many times stronger than steel. 

“Ah, yes,” Agnes had thought, “steel: a material valued for its strength rather than its beauty.” 

The man in the hard hat had droned on. Edwin had included some rather exacting and unique specifications for this build, but that was the beauty of this design. Flexible, you see. 

Agnes had glazed over shortly after that. As she seated herself at her desk and sipped her coffee, she thought it wasn’t all that bad. If only one could find a way to hang a few pictures on these curved walls. 

Of course, the music helped. In the main chamber, Edwin was listening to Bach’s Suite for Solo Cello in D Major. 

It was rare enough that Edwin listened to music, and Agnes took this as a good sign. Even with the passage of years, Agnes had always seen Edwin Windsor as a thing unfinished. Highly accomplished in one or two dimensions but still waiting for his growth spurts in others.

It was a terribly appropriate choice of music, she thought. Spare, mathematical, heartbreakingly beautiful. She had always thought of this, the sixth of Bach’s concertos for solo cello, as one of the few places where the composer’s relentless intellect gave way to the deep well of feeling within him. It was still, strictly speaking, counterpoint, but something about it suggested that the great composer let himself go a little bit, that he had loosened his collar, tilted his powdered wig, and really let it fly. 

A great man of mental force and restraint, giving in to passion. She hoped she would live long enough to see it happen with Edwin. 

The meeting room was furnished simply enough. A conversational grouping included two couches facing each other and a few chairs. Floor-to-ceiling screens that were lit from behind filled the room with a soft glow. Edwin sat on one of the couches, eyes closed and with his back to the door.

A square room was an acoustic nightmare, but this room of advanced materials backed by rammed earth was a marvel, and the acoustics where Edwin sat were almost perfect. He had suspected that sound would be a excellent in the completed space, so in concord with Agnes’s artistic notions, Edwin had had a stereo installed. Unlike so many other things in Edwin’s life, he found that it was well worth the trouble. Perhaps he would continue to use the room as a place of solitude even if the evening’s meeting turned out to be an utter farce. 

And so, Agnes and Edwin waited for their guests as the recording of the cello growled and soared through the underground vaults. Despite the coffee, Agnes found herself nodding, nearly napping, as her mind wandered with the music. What devotion, what cultivation was required for the performer to fully realize such a difficult piece. Was it not the work of a lifetime? Indeed, to create such beauty, one lifetime scarcely seemed enough. 




Agnes awoke with a start. The coffee was cold, the hour was late, and there in the lobby stood a man and a woman. Agnes had no idea how long they had been there. 

“Bon soir, Madame. My name is M’sieur DeChevue. I have an appointment.” 

“Of course, M’sieur,” Agnes said, waking up with instinctive good manners. “If you will have a seat, Mr. Windsor will be with you in a moment.”

“This is ridiculous! What else could he be doing? He knows we are coming,” Madeleine snapped in a thick French accent. 

“My dear young lady, there are conventions that must be observed,” Agnes said, indicating the chairs on the far side of the underground sphere. DeChevue frowned slightly but gave a small half-bow and was seated. Madeleine pouted and also sat. 

As the music ended on its final, guttural note, Agnes said, “Mr. Windsor will see you now.” 

“Madeleine, you will wait here,” DeChevue said.

“But you never let me go anywhere.”

“I have let you come here, and that is sufficient. Stay seated, and make no trouble.”







DeChevue entered the room. His long coat, which was draped across his shoulders, flowed behind him like a cape. An absurd effect, Edwin thought. If clothes make the man, Edwin was moved to wonder, then what has this horrible affectation made of this individual?

The Frenchman threw his coat-cape onto the sofa and draped himself across one of the leather chairs sideways and contemptuously. He flipped his long hair back from his face and considered his surroundings with an air of lordly contempt. Edwin, a patient man, said nothing.

DeChevue still hadn’t looked directly at his host. He said, “If there is one thing that living for centuries has taught me, it is that you must change with the times or you will, no matter how powerful your abilities may be, or how beautiful and unchanging your outward form...” He paused, using an effete rolling gesture of both wrists to indicate himself. Then he continued: “You will grow old and stagnate.”

Still, Edwin said nothing. 

“The music, I mean. Bach,” he said, giving the German name a dismissive phlegminess. “Of course, that sort of thing had its day, but that day passed with the Glorious Revolution. No more need for all that sacred stuff, I tell you. Glorious rationality. For everything a solution. No more mysteries, isn’t that correct? In fact, the only mysteries left are death and, well...” Again, he made an odd rolling flourish with his hands and wrists. “And the mystery of my kind.”

Edwin remembered how happy he had been, just moments before, listening to Bach. 

DeChevue continued. “Of course, you and your kind are so young, so transient, you can know nothing of patience. So almost everything is a mystery to you. Including the secret history of the world. For example, did you know that the good Doctor Guillotin developed his device as a wholesale method for exterminating vampires? Yes, in times of chaos, we run free. Or, I should say, we did. Such glorious days those were. Did you know that up until Guillotin’s time, almost all vampires had been aristocrats? Of course not. You could not have known this. It is not a defect of the mind, you understand; you simply do not have the length of life required to understand the sweep and weave of history.”

Edwin pressed his lips together, as a reminder to say nothing. Let the silence do its work, Edwin thought, and he will give you all the information you could ever want. More, in fact. This was already much, much more information than Edwin had wanted. Was this what eternal life did to a person? Make it impossible to get to the point? 

“Oh, foolish mortal, why else would they call that period The Terror? From fear of simple murder? No, from fear of that most perfect terror in the night. Nosferatu, Das Vampire. To put it most modestly, Monsieur, they feared moi.” DeChevue held the pause dramatically, but Edwin still did not react. “And my kind, of course. My kind. If not for Napoleon . . .” He trailed off with a wave of the hand. 

This pause brought Edwin hope. He broke his silence, saying, “A revolution is a terrible thing, of course, contained only by the fact that one half of the poor can always be hired to kill the other.”

DeChevue’s laughter rang strangely throughout the acrylic, underground bubble. “How true. How true. You see,” DeChevue said to the empty room, “we were wise to have this meeting.” 

When DeChevue referred to himself with the royal ‘we’, Edwin had never been less sure of an individual’s wisdom.  

“Tell me, Windsor. What manner of construction is this? I much prefer stone, but this, the view of the surrounding earth, has an elegance to it.”

“If you please, Monsieur,” Edwin said, “I will provide you with all the information, but you did not come here to discuss architecture.”

“Architecture. How I love to discuss architecture. Do you know the great buildings I have seen go up? And, sadly, the great buildings I have seen come down.”

Edwin sighed and settled in for another digression. It was going to be a long night. Maybe he could speed it along by appealing to this creature’s vanity. “Forgive my impatience,” Edwin began, “but as I have a finite lifespan, the sound of so much time rushing by to such little profit makes me nervous.”

DeChevue’s eyes opened wide. As if he were surprised to find Edwin Windsor there, he took full notice of him. Then he lowered his eyebrows and dismissed all of humanity with the back of his hand. “Pfffft, your kind. I display pearls before your warm-blooded, transitory swine.” The harsh angles of that Anglo-Saxon word seemed to drag along the inside of the vampire’s cheeks as it came out. “Your horizons are too small. To my kind, a century is something like a decade. It is impossible for you to understand.”

Edwin smelled weakness. This man thought that because he hadn’t died yet, he couldn’t be killed. Should that be called the Methuselah fallacy? What other errors and imprecisions did immortality, such as this fop claimed to possess, lead to? Edwin realized that somewhere deep in DeChevue’s twisted psyche, he was afraid. Why else would he demand such elaborate preparations for their meeting? 

Edwin pressed his guest. “What exactly do you want from me?”

“What I desire from all mortals: service.”

“Hmm,” Edwin said. “I am not sure I am in that line of work. I am an efficiency consultant. Perhaps I can help you put the pieces of the modern world together in such a way that it works a little better for you.”

“Pfahh, the modern world,” he spat. “You say that as if it were an improvement.” DeChevue read a list of charges: “The automobile, streetlights, democracy, and, worst of all, surveillance cameras.”

“Surveillance cameras?”

“But of course. The damn things you can, you know, pick up a dozen for a dime. Oh, they have ruined everything. There was a time when the night was...” He contorted his shoulder and lifted his arm in the air like an amateur thespian from the late 18th century. “The night waasssss...” As DeChevue continued to hiss, he dropped his head, and his long black hair flopped over his face. 

Edwin struggled to pay attention as the air continued to hiss out of DeChevue’s lungs. Dramatics bored him. For Edwin, content was the thing. 

“...ssssssss EVERYTHING.”

“Could you narrow that down a bit?”

“On the one hand, you have the church and the daylight hours. The respectable forces of the world. You know, follow the rules. Don’t bite anyone on the neck and suck their very soul from their body, that kind of thing.”

“Correct change, stopping at red lights?” Edwin offered.

“Yes, exactly. The tremendous forces of order and the ordinary. As the church faded in power, it was replaced by la petite bourgeoisie. Still order, you understand, but less fueled by the fear of God, whoever he may be.” Another wave of an arm encased in crushed velvet. “But streetlights,” he turned his head to spit out a curse in French, “well, streetlights, don’t you see, impose order on the darkness. They upset the natural rhythm of things. They are terrible. There are things that simply have to happen. Some men must be assassinated. Others must be eaten. You understand, of course. There are things best done under cover of darkness. It is only civilized, is it not? But now, this technologie,” DeChevue said, flipping his hair back from his face as he emphasized the French pronunciation of the word. “There is no cloak of night under which to hide. No darkened corners, no unobserved alleys.  Everywhere there are the cameras. All of them, all of the peasants, they have cameras. Barbaric.”

“Yes, civilization is crumbling; we can both agree on that,” Edwin said, trying to drag this consultation back to some kind of point.

“So now, all of the forbidden, unrestrainable passions must come to the light. For no more night is left. Such arrogance to think that just because you have turned on the lights you can banish the darkness.”

“Arrogance is a failing common to many. But I still don’t understand how you would like me to help you.”

“We have several problems. Clearly, we are the superior species. You exist to serve us. To feed us. As surely as the cow has been cultivated and cared for to provide beef. Your mind is, of course, strong enough to understand this unflattering logic, but the other warm-bloods no longer accept that reality. They have forgotten your place in the world. It is because of the streetlights I think. You can no longer see the stars, so naturally you have lost your sense of place in the universe.”

“I’m not sure I can do anything about that.”

“The cameras. Can you help us with the cameras? We can no longer feed freely, as lords of the night should.”

“You need blood?”

“Yes, we need blood. But even more, we need the thrill of the chase. We need the sweet fear of the weak. We need the Night in all its glories.”

“So, blood then. I am correct in my understanding that you survive on blood?” It pained Edwin to give voice to such lunacy. While he was certain that DeChevue believed he was a vampire, he had far too much experience with men who overestimated their capabilities to take him too seriously. 

“Well, yes,” DeChevue said. “If you want to be crude about it.”

“I want to be precise about it. You are the one with an unimaginative cuisine.”

DeChevue jerked upright in his seat and, for the first time in the discussion, looked directly into Edwin’s eyes. “Did you suggest?”

Edwin finished the question for DeChevue, “That a man who dines on only one food for his entire life might suffer from a lack of culinary imagination? Yes, I did. Come now, you must have thought of this. Monsieur, are you not French?” Edwin could see from the look on DeChevue’s face that he hadn’t given the matter any thought, and, even afloat in the sea of his crushed velvet attire, he was embarrassed by this. 

Edwin pressed DeChevue. “The way I see it, your problem is that the rest of the world has evolved, but you have remained the same.”

“How dare you speak to me in such a way!”

“Please, I do not mean to insult you. I merely state a fact. An important and germane fact.”

“You dare! You, you, you,” he sputtered, hair flailing about, “are as beneath me as the plankton is beneath the eagle. We clearly are the superior species.”

“You hunt and catch your own food. Am I correct?”

“We are fierce predators of the night,” DeChevue said proudly. 

Edwin tried again, “You hunt and gather your own food?”

DeChevue still didn’t get it. “Yes, M’sieur. We hunt, proudly.”

“You know, there is a special name for people who have to catch and kill everything they eat.”

“And that name has been the terror of the night from the dawn of man. Which name would you like? I can supply many. Nosferatu? Das Vampire?”

“Peasant,” Edwin said. “A person who has to provide all his own food is a peasant. How is it that you have lived all this time and are still ignorant of the division of labor?”

DeChevue's mouth opened and closed several times. Each time he seemed on the verge of saying something, yet each time words failed him. 







In the underground lobby, things were going no better. As a general rule, Agnes tried to avoid making conversations with dead things and crazy people. Logically, Madeleine had to fall into one category or the other. So, Agnes turned her attention to an ancient book titled “Whist: American Leads and Their History.” She quickly fell into the analysis of the cutting edge of 1895 whist strategy, the Three-Trump echo. Ridiculous, Agnes thought. No finesse, no respect for tradition. Her general distaste for America was not being improved by an introduction to its thinking on whist. 

Madeleine, on the other hand, chewed gum. She smacked noisily, forming small bubbles inside her mouth and then crunching them with her molars. It generated an impressive racket. 

Agnes worked hard to ignore this behavior. But the clenching of her jaw and the stiffening of her neck gave all her feelings away. Madeleine knew she was getting to her. With the mouth goo properly warmed up, she blew a bubble. Then she blew it bigger. Then a little bigger. The spectacle of a bright pink balloon larger than her head was cartoon-like in its absurdity. After all, Madeleine was dressed as some kind of bizarre cross between a Gothic princess and a French prostitute. In the wild, such a creature would have no truck with chewing gum. There should have been no way Agnes could tear her eyes away from such a spectacle. 

But Agnes had great experience in dealing with absurdity. Why, just the other week, a pleasant-enough-looking young man had come to see Edwin for his help with transplanting his brain into a metal body of his own construction. A gum-chewing vampire? In the bizarre card game that was Edwin Windsor’s business life, that simply wasn’t strong enough to qualify as an opening bid. 

Madeleine flicked her tongue out and poked holes in a bubble. As it slowly deflated, she chewed it up into her mouth. Then she spit it out on the floor grating. 

Without looking up, Agnes said, “In my day, we had a word for young people like you. Impudent.”

“My dear, sweet woman,” Madeleine said in a way that negated the entire tradition of sweetness in the Western world, “I am over 150 years old.”

“Really? I would have thought you might have attained some manner of grace and wisdom by now."

“You are right,” Madeleine sighed. "I should have. But you see, the modern world, it drives me mad. I remember when things were slower, simpler.”

“A time when people knew their place,” Agnes said.

“Oh, yes. When the living knew that they should be prey,” Madeleine replied, baring her fangs once again. This gesture was robbed of some of its terror by a piece of chewing gum that clung to one of her incisors. 

“That’s hardly what I mean,” Agnes said with a sigh of disappointment. There were so few people who were familiar with the things that made life worth living. Agnes had hoped, but — ah — what use was hope at this late hour on the sinking ship of culture? Most people went for the lifeboats, but the only sensible thing to do was to rush to the stringed instruments. The body, Agnes thought; why save the body? It was the spirit that was the important thing. 

Disconcerted by Agnes’s obvious lack of terror, Madeleine asked, “Are you not afraid of me?”

“Me? I, oh heavens. Where are my manners? Yes, I am, of course, terrified by your ominous and sinister presence,” Agnes said, not quite pulling it off.

“You are not. You don't fear death,” Madeleine said with some surprise. 

“My dear, at my age, one sees death as something more like an old whist partner, or a valet of a sort. He has ushered so many of my friends into his dark carriage that by now I rather look forward to seeing him. Like the mailman, really. And when he comes for me, I will ply him for tales of my departed friends and family. See how they acquitted themselves on the crossing.”

“This is quite curious to me,” Madeleine said, her practiced contempt slipping a little bit.

“Oh, dearie. Don’t feel bad about it. I am, after all, frightfully old. Withered, really, nigh on shriveled. You simply wouldn’t want to suck my blood. There's not enough of it to be worth your trouble. Why, on my last vacation to the tropics, I even overheard a mosquito telling his associates, ‘Don’t bother with her, lads; she's all bones and gristle and sawdust.’” Agnes’s refined accent changed at the end to create a decidedly Cockney mosquito.

“You are mocking me. Me! How dare you!” Madeleine exclaimed as she rose to her feet.

“Not at all. I am mocking myself. I have too much pity to mock you.”

"Pity? You pity me?” Madeleine asked, truly shocked. “But you are the weaker creature.”

“And what of it?” Agnes countered. “Are we locked in a deadly contest of weightlifting?” She punctuated her question with a raised eyebrow that did not invite a response. “We are all weak and imperfect creatures. But you are the most imperfect of all. Your life means nothing.”

“I have transcended the limits of your petty mortality," Madeleine said haughtily with a toss of her hair. 

"You have exchanged quantity for quality, my bloodless friend, and you have been shortchanged in the bargain. There is no opportunity for you to choose between the lifeboats or the instruments, and so you are dissipated. You have spent your life chasing fleeting pleasures, sentiment, and sensation. They bring no satisfaction, and you find yourself incapable of resolution."

Madeleine thought about killing the old woman. Of flensing the rose-water-scented, parchment-like skin from her bones. Of ripping her head off and laughing as her blood sprayed around the room. But she knew it wouldn't help. It wouldn't erase what Agnes had said from Madeleine's mind. And worst of all, it wouldn't stop Agnes from being right. 

Madeleine hoped being staked through the heart didn't hurt as much as this. She didn't see how it could possibly hurt more. For the first time since she had become a vampire, she felt not the fear of death but something far, far worse: the fear of eternity. 

An endless procession of hollow exchanges in empty rooms. All the melodramatic, candle-lit yesterdays lighting the way to meaningless tomorrow. The ennui of it all threatened to crush her to the floor. 

There was a pounding on the outer door. Agnes said, “Oh my heavens. Don’t tell me there are more of you!”

Madeleine shrugged. 

The pounding came again, this time more insistent. “C’mon, it’s me! Open up already.” Topper’s voice travelled remarkably well through the carbon-fiber doorway.

“Ah,” Agnes said. “Something worse than a vampire, an attorney.”







Edwin felt utterly drained. It was as if this consultation had been a ship caught in a typhoon and he, the captain, had lashed himself to the wheel in a heroic attempt to keep it from foundering. 

So far, he had weathered the rocks of fashion:




“We are feared, hated because we are stronger, more elegant, more stylish...” DeChevue said.

“People hate you for your clothes?” Edwin said, considering the garish combination of lace, leather, and velvet in DeChevue’s ensemble. 

“Yes, for our panache, of course.”




He had navigated the whirlpool of philosophy:




“All creatures feed upon other creatures; it is natural,” DeChevue said with a wave of his hand. “Does the depth of my time-worn philosophy cause you unease?”

“Yes,” Edwin said, because it was both true and ironic.




And he had trimmed his sails in response to the rising winds of absurdity: 




“They have sent me as an emissary because, among my kind, I am considered one of the most diplomatic.”

“Kidnapping is seldom observed in diplomatic protocols.” 

“Come now, Mr. Windsor. Even with your limited knowledge and frame of reference, you must recognize that diplomacy is merely a cover for the most savage acts of mankind.”




Edwin had valiantly tacked back and forth against the typhoon of nonsense that had issued forth from DeChevue’s mouth. At long last, Edwin had sighted land and with it the promise of safe harbor. “If I understand, you have come here for help with integration into the modern world, which is first and foremost a question of food supply.”

“You cannot reduce eternity to questions of intake and secretion. There is the passion, the thrill of the chase, the magic of the night.”

“Yes, of course,” Edwin said, having no idea what DeChevue could mean by this. “But you have a procurement problem.”

“Yesssss,” DeChevue admitted grudgingly.

“You have something you need, and it must be acquired.” 

“A vampire takes what he wants from the weaker and warmer kind.”

“There are many, many ways to take.”

For the first time in the conversation, DeChevue paused and thought. He said, “Oh, oh, oh, oh. This is very good. Yes, this is why I have come to you.”  

Drop anchor and get off this boat as quickly as possible, Edwin thought. “Now, the only question is: What you are going to pay me for my services?”

“Oh, ho, ho, ho, ho, ho,” DeChevue said with great relish. “I offer you the greatest payment of all: Life Eternal.”

Edwin’s expression did not change in the slightest. It was a hard-earned skill that he had worked at for many years. Beneath this mask he thought, Life Interminable? In the company of such creatures, that’s certainly what it would be. Fallacies and petty vanities multiplied a thousand-fold by the extension of time. The more time you gave a man with a disorganized mind to think, the greater would be his error. 

Edwin decided to meet absurdity with absurdity. “I am not interested.”

“What? You cannot mean it.”

“No, thank you.”  

“Do you know what a gift it is that I offer you? To rule the night; indeed, to rule over eternity as a god. To see Death himself as an equal.”

“Death is not my equal,” Edwin said matter of factly.

“You are insane! You are mortal, facing pain and disease, knowing that the thread of your life will be cut short after the torments of old age. How can you say – ”

Edwin smiled. “I assure you, Death is not my equal. I have a lower handicap than Death.”

“What? I do not understand.”

“I am a better golfer than the Grim Reaper.”

DeChevue stared at Edwin with his mouth open.

“If I can no longer endure the sunlight, how am I to play golf?”

“You cannot be serious. Are you toying with me?”

“Perhaps, but toying or not,” Edwin said, “this is the moment where it is customary for you to make a counter-offer.”

“Offer something better than eternal life? What could that be?”

“Money. A lot of money.”

“Monsieur, this is a silly negotiation.”

“I could not agree more,” Edwin said, but DeChevue, in love with the sound of his own voice, continued on, oblivious to the taller man’s comments. 

“For it is but a moment’s effort for me to impose my will upon you.” DeChevue came forward and looked deep into Edwin’s eyes. Edwin found it hard not to blink. He found it even harder not to yawn. 

“What are you doing?” Edwin asked, sensing that this would be a barren form of amusement. 

“It is a well-known ability of vampires to impose their wills on weaker minds.”

“Weaker?” 

“Yes, and the older the vampire, the more powerful this ability,” DeChevue said with a slight grimace.

“Perhaps you’ll grow into it,” Edwin said. 

“But I am over 300 years old. There is no way that one such as you could resist.”

“Fine, I will not resist. What assistance can I offer you?”

“Are you mocking me?” DeChevue asked. 

“Please,” Edwin said. “This is not good for either of us. Let us return to the negotiation.”

DeChevue reached out and grabbed Edwin’s throat. Fangs protruding, he snarled. “What if I rip out your throat for this impudence and bathe in your blood?”

Edwin remained calm. He considered the hideous, vain creature in front of him. Again, he wondered, was this man simply delusional, or was he real? Could he have truly have been alive for 300 years and learned so little about himself?

“You will not harm me,” Edwin said, his voice husky from the claws at his throat.  

“You seek to control me with your voice? Ha! Your powers are no match for me!”

“I have no powers. You will not harm me because that won’t get you what you want.” The fingers at Edwin’s throat loosened their grip. DeChevue stepped back, a little embarrassed. As DeChevue sank back into his chair, Edwin ignored him. 

It was time to force his prospective client into a decision. Edwin produced a pen and a small white card from the inside of his suit jacket. Then he made a note on the card and placed it on the coffee table. “I’ve written down an amount and a bank account number. Wire that amount to the bank account, and I will know you are serious. Then we will establish a retainer agreement and begin.”

DeChevue looked at the card. “The amount is no problem. But I do not have a bank account.”

“You have no bank account?” Edwin asked, fearing that this meant DeChevue was the worst kind of impostor – the penniless kind. 

“M’sieur, when one has lived as long as I have, one develops a profound distrust for banks and paper money.”

This sent a chill down Edwin’s spine. This, this was exactly the kind of thing that someone who had lived for hundreds of years might come to believe. How many failed currencies would have passed through this man’s hands? Had he seen the ruinous inflation of King Louis XIV or the subjects of Otto von Bismarck carrying wheelbarrows full of paper through the streets just to buy a loaf of bread? Had he watched the pound sterling and the upstart dollar lose nearly all of their value in the last 125 years? For the first time since the whole strange affair began, Edwin seriously entertained the thought that vampires could be real. 

“Then, where do you keep your money?”

“Gold, buried in my cellar. For what place could be safer than the lair of Nosferatu!” DeChevue exclaimed with an explosion of melodrama.

Edwin couldn’t tell if this behavior was genius or madness. He said, “Very well. I will take payment in gold.” 







Agnes and Madeleine looked at Topper with equal amounts of contempt and wondered what he was carrying. 

Topper looked at Madeleine with moony eyes and said, “I brought you a gift.” 

“Flowers?” Madeleine asked, her voice dripping with contempt.

“No,” Topper said self-consciously. “They’re BLOOD oranges.” He looked back and forth between the two obviously unimpressed women. “Get it? I was gonna hit a wino over the head with a brick and give ’em to ya. You know, buy ya a nice dinner, but I couldn’t figure out how to drag him into my car. That, and there is all the DNA evidence to worry about. So we can...” 

“You think I am incapable of hunting for myself?” Madeleine asked, with deadly melodrama.

“Well, sure. I mean, no. I mean. Look, it’s like this. I like you. And in the ancient ways of my tribe, I show my love by killing something and bringing it to you as a trophy.”

“Oh, Good Lord,” Agnes said, confident that God would condone the use of blasphemy as a defense against barbarism. 

“So, we’ll go out, and the world will be your lobster tank. You just point out who you want for dinner and Ol’ Topper will take care of the rest.”

“Oh, ma petite amuse-bouche...”

“I love it when she calls me that,” Topper mock-whispered to Agnes. 

“It is not a compliment,” Agnes said.

“You are very sweet,” Madeleine said.

“Oh yeah, baby. Have a little nibble. I am sweeter than Sweet Tarts dissolved in root beer,” Topper said.

“But you are too, too, too.” Topper hung on her every delicate syllable as she searched for the right word in English. “Oh, I cannot.”

“Oh, c’mon, hot French undead broad. Think about how beautiful it could be. We ravish somebody and then have a late-night snack with nobody having to cook! For all eternity!” He looked at the beautiful French vampire pleadingly as if he were trying to persuade a jury. 

Madeleine laughed. To Topper, it sounded like the most delightful, musical, enchanting sound he had ever heard. 

“Oh, mon petit hors-d’œuvre. You are–” And here she twisted the spike. “I could never be with you. You are too small to be a main course.”

Topper’s face fell. In all the time that Agnes had known the little man, she had never seen him lose his confidence. His loud, low-to-the-ground brand of swagger had seemed as much a part of him as his skin. But now, it was as if his skin had slipped free and pooled around his ankles. The effect was horrifying. Topper’s spine, usually a tiny barbell of unbendable pride, melted and sagged. His personality retreated from the room, and for the first time, the loud, brash dwarf seemed diminished. 

Madeleine’s laughter rang harshly in the strange, underground lobby. “Oh, ho, ho, it is sooooo sad. Mon petit. You poor, poor creature, you cannot be a whole man. You are only a midget.” She made the word sound sexy and French, breathing the end of it out: mi-ghey. The muscles in Topper’s scalp tensed, and his ears moved back an inch.

“What’d you say?” Topper asked.

“I am sorry, mon petit.”

“That means ‘little,’ right? That’s just code for ‘midget,’ right?” Topper tried to summon a head of steam. That real, first-rate anger which turned him into the tiny self- (and other-) destructive tornado that he relied upon in dangerous, difficult, or even hilarious situations. But this time, his power would not come.

He thought of throwing himself at her like a man hell-bent on destroying love itself. But that would not get him what he wanted. What he needed as a man in the desert needs water. So, Topper turned to other resources within himself. How could he persuade her she was wrong? A thousand arguments and passionate summaries raced through him. At that moment, he felt he could have convinced any jury anywhere of anything. But even that power was to no avail. 

Topper knew that women’s hearts do not admit the logic of the courtroom. They are persuaded by more primal magic than eloquence and the law. For in the court of love, logic holds no sway. There is no measure of justice amid the cruel and often random rain of Cupid’s arrows. There is only the expectation of pain and confusion, offset somewhere, however briefly, by the momentary triumph of Eros. For Madeleine, even after all of her years and experience, it came down to a matter of power, money, and height. Topper, while amusing, knew he had scored too low on all three. And although he tried valiantly, there was really no arguing with that. 

Violence and argument denied to him, he dropped his sack of oranges on the floor, hung his head, and left. Agnes was surprised to find that she felt sorry for him.







The door to Edwin’s underground consulting sphere opened. DeChevue emerged, followed by Edwin, who had to duck a little to make it through the standard-sized door. 

As Madeleine looked at Edwin, her eyes traveled upward and upward. What stature, she thought. What a cold air he had about him. Not petty cruelty, but true, ruthless indifference. The attraction was instant. Like the female praying mantis, she wanted to climb him and consume him from the head down. 

“You drive an especially hard bargain,” DeChevue said, looking more than a little defeated by their exchange. Madeleine was shocked to see her master, her creator, the strongest man or vampire she had ever known, somehow overcome by a mortal. How could this be? Her attraction to Edwin grew stronger. 

“Why did you not bend him to your will?” she asked DeChevue. 

“I tried. It did not work,” said the vampire, more than a little embarrassed.

“It cannot be,” Madeleine protested, adding, “There is no man who can resist my charms.”

“Very well, you may try,” DeChevue said with a shrug. 

Madeleine rose from her chair and advanced upon her prey. Edwin looked down upon her and said, “Please, it is late and I am tired.” 

“Nothing can save you from Madeleine!” she hissed dramatically. Edwin sighed. Then Madeleine raised her arms and waved them slowly and, she thought, quite seductively. A nice touch, but her real work was in the eyes. From the windows of her soul, she reached out to Edwin. She reached toward his lust, toward his fear, toward his warm, weak humanity. 

His expression unchanged, Edwin just stared at her. 

Madeleine could not understand. It was as if his soul had been removed or locked away. In its place was an endless cold, the clicking of relays, the patient measurement of infinitesimal neural voltage drops. She recoiled in amazement, gasping for air. “You? You!” she said, unable to voice what she felt. He was completely beyond her and she had never encountered such a thing– or even imagined it was possible. 

“Madeleine, we must go,” DeChevue commanded. “The night awaits!”

Her eyes lingered upon Edwin’s. She bit the right corner of her lower lip and then tore herself away.  

As the two “vampires” stalked out of the chamber, Edwin called out, “Thank you, Monsieur. I am ready to begin whenever you are.”

“Well,” Agnes said, “that was precisely the sort of thing that gives the ridiculous a bad name.”

“Yes, indeed. Now I must get some sleep, for there is much to do.”

“You don’t really- I mean, come now, Edwin. You don’t think they are really vampires, do you?” 

“I don’t know, Agnes, but if he can pay, I am prepared to work for him.”

As Edwin gathered his things, he wondered, But what if they are real? What dark possibilities would that unlock? 







It had been easy enough for Edwin to dismiss an offer of immortality as a matter of reflex. Basic negotiation strategy was always to reject the first offer; a better deal might be waiting in the wings. It was a sound defensive strategy as well. If people do not know what is important to you, they cannot use it to control you.  

But now that DeChevue had paid and Edwin had sequestered himself to work, he’d had time to think it over. 

It had taken Edwin all of three days to solve DeChevue’s problem. He had spent an additional day mopping up a few ancillary difficulties that DeChevue hadn’t asked (or even thought) about, but they were easy enough to fix. After all, a sizable stack of gold sat in Edwin’s safe. He could do a little work to earn it. 

As Edwin always did, he used his office as an extension of his mind. He organized and re-organized information throughout the vast room. He created new connections by moving things around. Sometimes he would sit quietly and watch the light play across the visible constructions of his thinking. All too often, an idea that seemed brilliant in the dwindling light of the afternoon would be revealed as utter folly in the clear light of a fresh dawn.

So it was that his normally empty, pristine office, high in the city’s most elegant building, became filled with books, binders, scraps of information written on odd-sized paper, and strips of red ribbon indicating the flashes of insight that connected seemingly unrelated ideas. 

On the fifth day, he moved a few items around out of boredom, but he was really just going through the motions. The work was done. Now, the mighty engine of Edwin’s brain searched for another problem to solve. So it was that his thoughts returned to DeChevue’s offer and the theoretically infinite number of tomorrows it presented.

The whole idea set Edwin profoundly on edge. He had often imagined his life as a function, a summation, of a long series of days that stretched forward until his inevitable termination — the day that life called him into its office and told him, gently, kindly, respectfully, that his services would no longer be required. Edwin believed that his role as a rational creature was to maximize the value of his function in the time he had. 

But to push back the ending? To delay it until, perhaps, infinity! Would that not push the present value of his function to infinity? Should that not be a summation devoutly wished?

How would it work? Edwin wondered. Did it matter? Did it matter how men flew through the air? Did it matter how one man might live forever by avoiding the sunlight and drinking the blood of others? Of course, these things mattered in a theoretical sense. Someone should investigate and make sure that the universe was still playing by the rules. But as a practical matter for a man of business, when one saw a man fly past the window in a spandex costume, one did not ask, “How is that accomplished?” One asked, “To what profitable use can I put that?”

Of course, such a transaction presented a number of practical problems. Would DeChevue follow through on his offer? There was no possibility of partial payment to secure the deal. One could not put immortality in escrow. But as a theoretical ideal... If Edwin could trust the self-centered fop who styled himself Lord of the Night...

He thought on it for days. The gyroscope of his brain spun in tighter and tighter circles, and got nowhere. 

It was a mystery, an enigma wrapped deep inside himself, that he could not seem to unlock. He couldn’t even imagine what shape the key might be, how many syllables the password would use, what it might rhyme with, or how this mystery might be packed for a transoceanic voyage. Contemplating it led him to those threadbare and unraveled portions of his mind where the fabric of his understanding wore thin and from which he could hear the vast, unknowable universe laughing at him from the darkness beyond.

Finally, as he stood in his office, watching the sun as it set, he was overcome by a feeling he could not put into words. As he teetered upon the edge of something very much like madness, Agnes brought him back from the abyss. “Unless there is anything else, I will be going home for the evening.”

Edwin nodded and waved goodbye over his shoulder.

Agnes turned to leave but thought better of it. “Do you intend on staying all night?” she asked with concern. 

“Hm? No. No, you are right. I need rest. Let me... let me walk you out.” 

As they navigated through the pedestrians, Edwin became unusually aware of the faces of the people rushing by. As they walked, he was amazed at how small and frail Agnes’s hand felt on his arm. Edwin did not usually adjust his stride to his companion’s when he walked, but he slowed his pace so as not to cause his old friend discomfort. As the wind whipped trash around their ankles and the promise of spring could be read in the buds on the tough, city trees that plied their trade in the cracks of the city, his pace felt something more than human. Its roll from side to side was elemental and slow, like the seasons. 

“Something is troubling you,” Agnes said.

“No, Agnes. The work goes well and is interesting,” Edwin said without much enthusiasm or conviction. 

“I am not talking about the work, Edwin.”

“Ah,” Edwin said, hoping that Agnes’s question would be lost somewhere among the spring winds and crowded city blocks. The sea of faces rushed around them as they took step after step out of phase with both time and distance. Where were these people rushing, and to what end? What momentary stops betwixt cradle and grave did they take? Did they reflect, at all, upon the meaning of their lives? Upon worth and consequences? The terrible cost of it all? 

They were, Edwin realized, nervous collections of wants and ailments - who, when faced with the silence and the dark, the ultimate, existential reality of death - would realize that their weak faith and incoherent logic were inadequate weapons for the battle they faced.

“Edwin,” Agnes said, “there is a question in front of you.”

“Death. Death is troubling me.”

“Oh, my heavens.” Agnes laughed. Her laugh was as bright as the first flowers of spring, those forgotten annuals that come up year after year and surprise you with their joyful presence. “Forgive me, that is rude, but, after all these years, that question has finally come around, at last.”

“What do you mean?” Edwin asked. 

“Oh, my dear. Even as a small boy, you were so very serious. Always interested in the why of things. Precociously reading books that were disturbing for a boy your age. Disturbing for anyone, really, but as disturbing as those books were, you never asked The Question.”

Edwin looked down at her. His face was as calm and impassive as a stone Buddha, but his eyes betrayed the deep reserve of feeling that lurks within all of us. “I was not concerned with my death.”

“Poppycock! We are all concerned with our own deaths. I am close enough to have heard the Eternal Footman snicker, and, believe me, we are all concerned.”

“I am involved in a negotiation...” Edwin began, struggling to get a handle on what he wanted to say. 

“Ha, ha! A negotiation with Death? Bravo, my boy. That’s the stuff. But I warn you, no matter how well the early rounds may be going, you will be forced to concede everything in the end.”

“I am not negotiating with Death. I speak of our newest clients.”

“Ah, yes, the French. I demand you take those treacherous frogs for all they are worth.”

“Agnes, it is your death that I am worried about.”

She tried to laugh it off, but her laughter rattled like bones. Edwin felt the grip on his arm tighten. “That should be the least of your concerns, dear boy. You are a young man, successful, making your way in the world. When I see you wed, you will be in fine shape, and you will no longer need your old governess.”

Edwin said, “You are aware of our clients’ unusual nature. They are in a position to confer certain... advantages. And I thought–” 

“Oh, Edwin. You mustn’t be tempted by that twilight path. It is a snare of death.”

“And of ego,” Edwin said. 

“They are foul creatures, perhaps romantic in storybooks and at the cinema, but you are educated enough to know that there is a limit to a man’s days. Nothing in this world can be procured for free. All things come at a cost, Edwin. And the cost for such a boon, even if it is real, would be simply too much to bear.”

“Perhaps you have underestimated the benefit,” Edwin said. 

“Perhaps you have underestimated the worth of your soul. To throw such a thing away for a few extra days.”

“Metaphysical nonsense aside,” Edwin said, “it is not I who-” and here he looked away from her and could no longer speak. This display of emotion was so uncharacteristic, it took Agnes a moment to process.

“No, my boy. You mustn’t think it. My dear, sweet boy, it is not for me that you consider this thing. It is for you. A fine selfish influence. You desire that I remain for your own convenience and comfort,” she said somewhat cruelly, knowing that Edwin could not shape his lips to form the word “love.” She stopped and turned to face him in the street. Looking up at him in deadly earnest, she demanded, “Listen to me, Edwin Albert Windsor. When I am gone, you must let me go. To cling to the dead after they have departed is a kind of sin, perhaps the worst sin. I have had my time. I have taken my bludgeonings, and I am unbowed. Cling not to me, and in so doing become a monster.” 

Edwin could say nothing. 

“Now, I shall give you some practice in letting go. Call me a hansom cab, or failing that, a yellow taxi.”

Edwin did as she asked. When she had gone, he walked long and far into the night, weighing many questions of value, time, and eternity. Surrounded by the city, swallowed by darkness. 







What is the craziest, least logical, most emotional thing to do? Well, that’s just what Topper did. He awoke in the middle of the night, and that old feeling was back. He just knew he was going to do something stupid. As he struggled out of his custom-tailored silk pajamas and into some clothes, he muttered to himself, “This is what I get for going to bed early.”

His explanation was not as crazy as you might think. When you are plagued by dreams, the last thing you need is more sleep. On this basis, he should have gone out and drunk his face off. But, for the first time in a great many years, instead of embracing his madness, he feared losing control.

It was her. It was only her. Her smell. The thick curtain of her dark hair as it fell across his face. The barest touch of her lips on his neck. Those weren’t the thing; they were merely the doors, the access points to the most profound peace he had ever known. Access to a — it shamed Topper to use the word — love eternal, unchanging. A peace and acceptance he had never known in his life. 

That’s the thing about chasing money and broads and booze and blow; chase them hard enough and long enough, and the worst thing in the world happens. You catch them. For your efforts, you are rewarded with a few moments of hyperbolic enjoyment, but then they are gone. All that remains is the hangover. 

Pleasure, like life itself, is fleeting. All that Topper had ever known was changing the pace of the pursuit. But now he realized that there might just be some kind of eternal peace. 

At the front of his building, he said to the third-shift doorman, “Get me a cab, Stevie. I’m off to confess my love.”




So it was that Topper found himself huddled against the side of a cab, trying to hide from a cold wind off the river.  For a moment all he could do was stare at the ancient stone building where a few short days before, he had been a prisoner. Even after what he had been through, the outside of the building seemed scarier than the inside had. 

“Who dropped a goddamn castle in the middle of the city?” Topper asked the wind. 

He knocked on the window of the cab. When the driver rolled it down, Topper thrust a handful of bills at him and said, “Wait 15 minutes. If I’m not back by then, I’m not coming back.”

“Is that good or bad?” the cabbie asked in a thick Armenian accent. Topper hardly heard him; he was already walking away. 

Topper looked both ways before crossing the street. Yeah, safety, he thought. Don’t have a nice clean death in the street. How about you hustle over there and a catch a really messy one in that building of cold stone? 

The stairs to the building hadn’t been designed for Topper’s legs. He took the first few as a normal-sized person would, one at a time. But before he reached the front door, set nearly a full story off the sidewalk, he was forced to slow. Having to press both his feet on each step made him feel small and stupid, but he soldiered on. 

Even worse, when he got to the door, he couldn’t reach the knocker. “Ah, screw it.” He pulled back a leg to kick the living hell out of the door and make a racket loud enough to wake the undead. But before he let fly with the shoe leather, he tried the massive doorknob. It turned easily, and the well-oiled door swung open without a sound. 

Topper stepped inside and closed the door behind him. The lack of an ominous and melodramatic creak put him more on edge. Unlocked? Jesus, the door was unlocked? Why did he dive out the window? 

Then he remembered the blood and the screaming. And with it came a sinister thought: “Why would they make it harder for lunch to deliver itself?”

What was this, the Venus flytrap of vampire condominiums? Again he was overwhelmed by a feeling of stupidity intermingled with dread. But, before him was love. The smell of Madeleine seemed to hang in the air, and he could not resist going inside. 

“Hello? Honey, I’m hoooome!” 

His voice echoed in the empty rooms. He was very silent and very still, but he could see and hear nothing. He found an ancient pushbutton switch. When he turned it on, it illuminated a gigantic foyer, empty but for dust. 

He wandered through the first floor of the decaying building. While the exterior walls looked as if they would withstand a prolonged siege, the inside was shabby beyond belief.

Elegant turn-of-the-century wallpaper peeled off rotting, water-soaked wallboard. Plaster crumbled onto the floor like an elegant ruin of the ancient world, slowly surrendering to the ravages of time. In fact, the only items on the first floor that suggested habitation were a card table and two folding chairs. 

On the card table, a half-finished game of solitaire was laid out. “Hunh,” Topper said. “I guess when you live forever, you gotta find something to pass the time.” This gave him hope for his absurd, impossible, and most likely lethal romance with Madeleine. Topper wasn’t long on self-knowledge, but one thing he did know about himself: He sure as hell wasn’t dull. 

He shuddered as he passed a curved staircase leading up. No, he didn’t want to go up there just yet. Where would she be? In the basement. Had to be. Vampires spend their days underground, right? At least they did in all the movies. And, as far as Topper was concerned, the movies had never lied.

He found a stairway leading downward. The musty smell of death and old ladies wafted up from the dark. Topper felt around for a light switch. If he hadn’t found one, he might have turned right around and run out then and there. But it’s a funny thing about fate. Sometimes the click of a push-button light switch and the sizzle of cheap aluminum wires are all someone needs for his fate to be sealed. 

As Topper descended into the darkness, a series of bare bulbs illuminated his journey into the basement or, rather, undercroft. “Undercroft” was the perfect term, as this building had been built so long ago it was constructed on a series of low arches beneath which Topper now walked. The arches stretched the length of the building, and along one side, Topper could see a set of bowling alleys that had fallen into disuse. Members of one of the city’s wealthy families must have come down here to enjoy themselves as World War I raged or the roaring ’20s roared. 

As Topper walked farther along the underground chamber, he found what he was looking for. Ahead was an area of thick rugs and velvet draperies. Electric candelabras decorated ornate, lacquered tables. In the middle of the velvet oasis were two expensive coffins. Top-of-the-line models. The kinds of coffins that are bought for the deceased only by exceptionally guilty family members. Those who have gotten away with parricide, trophy wives who were bedding a tennis coach when their husbands were struck down, that kind of thing. 

“Madeleine?” Topper called out. He expected the lid of one of the coffins to rise dramatically. When it didn’t happen, Topper wasn’t sure what to do next. Sure, he had feared death. But even worse, he feared rejection from the beautiful, undead woman with whom he now found himself helplessly in love. But boredom? Topper just hadn’t seen that coming. 

Death was scary. Boredom was worse. As for rejection, that just made Topper angry.

“Hey! HEY! C’mon, what is this shit? Isn’t there some kind of Renfield around here or something? A hunchback? A scary rat running across the floor? Anything? Where’d the puffy guy go?”

Topper kicked one of the coffins and shrieked, “C’mon, rise and shine!” He immediately regretted it. Pain shot up from his foot. The thing was the size of a town car and probably weighed more. He hopped around, cursing his foot, his fate, and the universe in general. 

When he ran out of steam, he sat down on a nearby ottoman and said aloud, “She’s not here,” as if it were the most surprising fact imaginable. “I mean, the nerve of some people. Some ex-people. Whatever. She steals ya heart and then she takes a midnight train to... I dunno, but it’s gotta be a midnight train.”

He limped in small ovals and muttered furiously about various destinations for nighttime trains and about the general lack of civility in the war between the sexes. He was interrupted by a voice booming through the darkness. “What mortal has come unto me seeking death?”

Topper looked up into a bright light shining directly into his eyes. He was so upset, so worked up, that he forgot to be afraid. “Oh, FINALLY, some answers.” He made directly for the light. 

“You,” the voice behind the light said. “La petite amuse-bouche.”

“Get that light out of my eyes!” Topper demanded. The light shifted, and Topper saw what he already knew. There stood DeChevue, clad in silk pajamas and wrapped in an impossibly thick velvet robe. 

“Nice housecoat, Elvira,” Topper said. 

“What?” DeChevue said defensively. “It’s soft.”

“Un-hunh. I bet it is. Just like my honey-flavored nut sac. Now, where is she?”

“I see that you have succumbed to her charms. MuhahahahahHAHAHAHAHMUHAHAHA!”

“Cork it, Dracula.” 

DeChevue was so surprised at being spoken to in this way, he fell silent. 

“Where is she?”

“She’s not here,” DeChevue said with a shrug.

 “Well, if she’s not here, and she’s not with you, where could she be?” 

 




Edwin didn’t go home. After hours of walking through the city, he returned to his office. Work was the only place he felt comfortable, or alive, or much of anything at all. Sad as it was, his fine apartment had become more of a wardrobe than a residence. But he was not troubling himself with such melancholy thoughts. His heart soared as the express elevator took him upward. His mind was clear, and he was in the grip of an idea. 

By the glow of the city below he navigated to his desk. He sat, folded his hands, and pressed the tips of his index fingers to his nose as he considered the the clutter of his office. Instead of the minutiae of security protocols, stealth technologies, and blood type distribution in the continental United States, the piles that crowded his office now became the topography of history. 

To the left, the great heights of Greece and Rome, the broad plains across which the conquerors Alexander and Genghis had driven their cavalry. A library burning in Alexandria. The floating world of the Orient was bathed in light as all of the West sank into the Dark Ages. The long climb back up to the Renaissance and the Enlightenment. The Rise of Democracy. And farthest to the right, the 20th century descended into a low, swampy region that was the collapse of the warfare-welfare state. If one squinted, the technology might make this region appear unique, but Edwin could see inexorable features of geologic time in his imaginary construction. 

Yes, Edwin thought, this is what history might look like to a thoughtful, educated person who had lived a long, long time. A person who viewed history in this way would have true, careful calculation. If the first 30 years of life were enough to change a reckless boy of reasonable intelligence into a prudent adult, what would 300 years do? Or 1,000? Edwin would look forward to talking to a person like this. But this person was not DeChevue.

With DeChevue, there was no conversation. For as much as DeChevue affected the manners of a decadent French aristocrat, he did not engage in conversation. When others spoke, he merely waited for a pause so that he could begin talking about himself again. Tiresome. So very tiresome. 

To what advantage would Edwin put such a gift? It would be the chance to engage in speculation on a scale never before imagined? It was difficult to see how one might short something like the Dark Ages. But as he looked at a particularly massive and cathedral-like stack of binders, it came to him. The Church. Amass capital by controlling and building a series of monasteries. Then, one would move that wealth into trading outposts in the Crimea. Then, participation in the first great joint-stock companies of England and Holland – The momentous land-grab that was the discovery of the New World. 

The possibilities for commercial adventure were limitless. After a few centuries of well-laid plans, one might truly become the hand that pulled the strings that moved the world. It was a tremendous thought, and Edwin sat alone in the dark with it for some time. But it was the consequence of that thought that gave him chills. With something very much like instinct, Edwin realized that if he could imagine such a person, then, in all the convoluted iterations of human history, that person must have existed. If life truly could be prolonged indefinitely, then this person was still around. 

If DeChevue were the emissary of a cold, patient, ageless man, the most nightmarish creature that Edwin could imagine, what did that make this engagement? Some kind of test? A test of what? Edwin disliked being toyed with. But even more, he disliked not knowing what to do about it.  

The door at the far side of his office opened. Edwin thought, out of habit, that it was his faithful Agnes. She had always been there for him, as if knowing what he needed was her very own superpower. But the shape that moved through his model of history did not do so with her careful, gentle tread. The shadow wrapped in black scissored across the floor, and Edwin realized this was someone else entirely. 

Madeleine strode to the front of Edwin’s desk and threw her dark hair back with a toss of her head. “I have come for you, Windsor.”

Melodrama. Edwin sighed. If Edwin ever faced a firing squad, he would decline both the blindfold and the cigarette. But his last request would already be prepared. “Yes,” Edwin would say. “I would like an end to melodrama.” Edwin’s carefully constructed model of history melted away as his concentration shifted to the female intruder. 

Edwin opened his mouth to say, “I am working,” but before he could speak, Madeleine spoke.

“After 100 years of cruelly toying with men on three continents, I have finally met my match. You are cold, implacable, strong, and tall. You are more powerful than my master, DeChevue. Of course, not physically, but the strength of your mind,” she shivered disturbingly. “Try as I might, I cannot resist you. I am yours with all my gifts.” And she flung herself seductively across Edwin’s desk. 

“Your gifts? There is some kind of dowry involved in this farce?” Edwin asked, always alert to profit. 

“No! No, my sweet. Do not be cruel to me. I beg you. I, who understand you. The innermost you. You do not long to be cruel; it is just a facade to protect yourself from the world. You are just like me. And lonely, so lonely. For what you truly seek is love, like me. L’amour. L’amour, crying out through the ages.”

“I am not entertaining proposals of that nature at this juncture,” Edwin said.

“Oh, but what does that mean, you cold, cruel man? I have taken such a terrible chance to come to you this night. Why, if he found out...” She lifted herself with her arms and stared into Edwin’s eyes. Another man, a weaker man, might have been forever lost in the chasm between her breasts. “I am yours,” she said, “and with me, you shall have Life Eternal.”

Such histrionics, Edwin thought. Life Interminable. He said, “No.” 

“What do you mean, no?”

“I refuse your offer.”

“But I have offered you everything. Everything! How can you resist everything? It is not rational; it is not logical,” she protested, English sputtering awkwardly from her lips. 

“Nevertheless, I must decline.”

Madeleine touched the side of Edwin’s face. “So cold, yet so restless. You need the peace that only I can give you.” And then she pressed her lips to his. She began the kiss with passion and great skill, but when Edwin did not respond, she tore her lips away. She looked into his eyes and saw nothing there. It was as if his soul had been carefully divided and put away in small, numbered boxes.

She slapped Edwin across the face. Her nails left cuts in his cheek. 

“You will regret spurning me, Windsor. I promise you that.” 

Edwin calmly produced a handkerchief from inside his jacket pocket and dabbed at the blood. Madeleine eyed the fresh blood hungrily. “I regret,” Edwin said, considering his blood on the cloth, “that we must keep our relationship professional.”

“I could take you right here. You could do nothing to stop me,” she said. 

“You could,” Edwin said, “but I think you will not.”

“Is there no fear in you at all?”

“I fear the worst,” Edwin said, imagining what a man with a drive and intelligence might do with lifetimes in which to play Machiavelli. “You are not it.”

Madeleine’s long, swaying strides carried her back to the door. “Windsor, you will learn to fear me. I promise you that.”







The night of Edwin’s meeting finally came. It was time for him to present DeChevue with a plan for how to profitably and efficiently exist as a vampire in the 21st century. As he put the finishing touches on his presentation, Edwin reflected on how much of his advice was simply a sane, sensible way to live. 

If his client had been different, more restrained, more sensibly educated, Edwin would have been able to spend more of his time and effort on truly original work. But as it was, he knew he had to convince his client to take advantage of the way the world worked and, where necessary, to explain the mechanisms. 

Nearby, a technician was giving the presentation equipment its final test. Edwin distrusted technology and had arranged for everything to be checked and double-checked. He had done everything in his power to make certain nothing as avoidable or petty as a technical failure would ruin this high-stakes meeting. 

Topper entered the room and asked, “Okay, E. Are we to the part yet where you spring the trap? You know, where we stake this guy through the heart and laugh while he turns to dust?”

“No, Topper. We are at the part where profit and mutual benefit are created.”

“Ah, c’mon. That’s dull.”

Edwin turned to the technician, who was staring at Topper with his mouth open. “Is everything ready?” Edwin asked. 

“Y-yeah,” the technician, who wore a blue jumpsuit, answered.

“Very well. That will be all.” 

The technician scurried from the room, not taking his eyes off Topper. Ignoring him, Topper unscrewed the top of a flask and took a slug. He held the open flask in his hand and walked over to the window. As he looked down on the city, he took another slug and whispered, “Made it, Ma. Top of the world.” 

Edwin considered his little friend for a moment and smiled. He was an absurd creature of appetites, but he was one of the few people who could bring a moment of levity to Edwin’s otherwise very serious life. 

“Edwin, I must speak to you,” Agnes said in her most serious of tones. “You are well aware of how much I hate to agree with the little savage, but in this case, he is right.”

Topper raised his flask to Agnes. “Holy shit! I’m right. How did that happen?” 

Agnes did not dignify this outburst with a response. She held herself ramrod straight and moved as carefully as if she were balancing a book on her head. “Edwin, I will have nothing more to do with them. I am pleading with you; they are savages. Savage creatures, who, for all their arrogance, are subhuman. I loathe them, but more to the point, I fear for your safety. There are, Master Edwin, some roads down which one should not travel. And this is one of them.”

Edwin crossed the room and put his hand on Agnes’s shoulder. Her face softened, and the irritability dropped away from the corners of her mouth. She did not seem younger, but his touch unburdened her. 

“I understand your concern,” Edwin said, “and I share it, but to leave this business unfinished is far more dangerous than to see it through to its necessary, proper, and logical conclusion.”

“As you wish, but I will not be party to any of it.” The bird-like nod of her head brooked no argument. 

“Very well,” Edwin said. “Good night. I will see you in the morning.”

Agnes walked away from the office. At the last moment, she could not help herself. She turned and said, “Edwin, please, please be careful.”

“Don’t worry,” Topper said. “I’ll protect him.”

Agnes’s self-control slammed down again. As her face became an unreadable wall of stone, she looked down her nose at Topper and said, “And THAT is what I fear most of all.” 

After she had gone, Topper said, “Seriously, E. I’ve got a crossbow in the car. Put me behind a curtain or something. I’ll look out for you. You know I will.”

Edwin started to imagine all the things that could go wrong when a loaded weapon was connected to Topper’s sweaty little hand. After a moment, he forced his thoughts to move on. He simply didn’t have the kind of time that such an analysis would require. “No, Topper. No one will be taking unnecessary chances tonight. I will meet with them alone.”

“Alone! Are you nuts? Are you completely nuts?”

“I do not think so. I am merely engaging in high-stakes speculation.”

“But! BUT! I mean...” Topper sputtered, trying to get a handle on the moment. “SPECULATE! That’s just a fancy word for GAMBLIN’. And Beanpole, you are the investor. I’m the gambler. You’re musclin’ in on my turf. You don’t got a union card to be stupid. You’re in the smart-guy local.”  

“Topper,” Edwin said. 

“If you think I’m going to sit by and watch my best friend and most lucrative client be torn to shreds by bloodsucking, eyeliner-wearing VAMPIRES–”

“Topper.”

“Yeah?”

“Enough.”







If DeChevue and Madeleine were surprised to find the reception area empty, they did not show it. They glided like shadows into the underground chamber where Edwin was waiting. This time, the room was much darker, the primary illumination coming from candles that had been placed on various small tables and in wrought-iron stands. 

Edwin waited in an overstuffed chair, elbows on the armrests and fingertips touching in front of his chest. The soft light from the candles in front of him made him seem illuminated from within. 

“Bravo, M’sieur Windsor. You have developed a sense of occasion,” DeChevue said, lightly clapping his lace-gloved hands. Madeleine said nothing. She just stared at Edwin intensely. 

“Please be seated, and we will begin,” Edwin said.

As they sat down, the door to the chamber dilated closed with a hissing sound.

DeChevue smiled. “Now, how will you escape if this meeting goes badly? I am amiable enough, but I think you will find that Madeleine will be rather difficult to entertain this evening. Hell hath no fury?” 

“Nothing so melodramatic, I’m afraid. With the door closed, we have an absolutely soundproof chamber. And, for this presentation, privacy is of the utmost concern.”

“My! Do you hear that, my dear?” DeChevue asked with a predator’s smile. “We require privacy. It seems we are in for a bit of excitement.” Madeleine’s eyes did not change, nor did they move from Edwin. In the low light, they resembled the dead eyes of a shark.  

“My plan for you,” said Edwin, even as he felt it was a stretch to use the word “plan” to a set of ideas that had powered the world of commerce since the marketplaces of Ancient Babylon, “is remarkably simple. Instead of chasing down your breakfast, lunch, and dinner, I suggest that you do what everyone else does.”

“But M’sieur, we are not like everyone else. Clearly, we are vampires.” 

“Yes, yes. You are bright, unique snowflakes,” Edwin said dismissively, “but in some things, you are not unique.”

“Your arrogance leads you into error,” DeChevue protested.

“If I had made such an error, it would mean only that I had been following your example. You have retained me to advise you. This is correct?” Edwin waited for what seemed like an eternity. For all of DeChevue’s talk of patience being beyond the ken of mortals, the silence obviously made him uncomfortable. 

Finally, he answered Edwin. “Yes. Proceed.”

“Very well. You need blood? This is a need for sustenance no different from a need for ham or milk or bread. You should simply buy blood.”

Anger flashed across DeChevue’s face. He tried to disguise it by raking his hair backwards out of his face. Why did this man, this mere human, upset him so? “In my experience, people are reluctant to part with their blood.”

“Nonsense,” Edwin said. “People are not willing to part with their lives. People are not willing to have you slobbering at their necks, but parting with blood?” On the screen behind Edwin a single image appeared. It showed a large tour bus that had been converted to specialty use. A line of people waiting to get into the vehicle stretched out of the frame. On the side of the vehicle was a large red cross and a “Bloodmobile” sign.

“Non! NON! M’sieur, have you not understood anything I have said? We are savage creatures. Too fierce for the daylight. We cannot become, this, this – what do you say, blood farmers? By my honor. By my panache! I cannot give up the thrill of the hunt.”

Edwin rubbed his eyes and summoned his last reserves of patience. “Your problems and the problems of your kind are all self-created.”

“You would ask the lion to lay down with the lamb? It is not the way of things. I thought you were supposed to be an intelligent man. I see you do not understand the first thing about vampires.”

Edwin sighed. “I see that I have overestimated your capacity for logic.”    

“Au contraire. You have underestimated my most important capacity. You call yourself an Evil Efficiency Consultant, but you understand Evil not at all. Only academically. You see, I am a vampire of the oldest line. The treachery of centuries runs through my veins. Yes, we will take your idea. We will use your idea, but still we will hunt. We will make them fear us again. So what if they have cameras? We will kill more and more, and swell our numbers. As payment for your services, I give you not Life Eternal but only Death!” DeChevue hissed and raised his arms dramatically. 

“Ah, your inevitable betrayal...” Edwin said. “If only I had been able see it coming.”

“Of course you did not,” DeChevue countered, missing the irony completely. He flipped his hair from his face dramatically and said, “You were too blinded by the prospect of Life Eternal.”

“Life Interminable,” Edwin’s mind corrected once again. He really did need to get control of his thoughts. No good could come of having them run wild like that. 

“For you, Windsor, in all your arrogance, the only reward is that to which all flesh is heir: Death. DEATH! DEAAAAATH!” Laughing maniacally, DeChevue was so consumed by blood lust that he didn’t notice that Edwin’s expression had not changed. Of course, Edwin could have been paralyzed with fear. But usually, when a person is terrified, paralyzed in terror, or otherwise, his face constricts into some kind of rictus. Edwin was not only immobile but serene.

DeChevue advanced upon Edwin with hands contorted into claws of unreasonably melodramatic fury. 

“MUHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAH!” DeChevue laughed wildly as his teeth snapped into place in preparation to rip out Edwin’s throat. 

“STOP!” cried Madeleine as she threw herself into DeChevue’s murderous path.

The pale man’s laughter died in his throat. “What do you think you are doing? How dare you! I am your maker and have been your master these many years.”

“C’est terminé,” Madeleine cried, blocking DeChevue’s advance. 

This is unexpected, Edwin thought.  

“You cannot harm him,” Madeleine cried, spreading out her arms to protect Edwin. “I love him, even though he does not love me back.”

“But come now,” DeChevue said, twisting his anger into a false smile. “He is... is... like a housefly. Living so little and so poorly. How could you?”

“A moment with him,” she said, her eyes full with tears of love (and, it is painful to report faithfully, blood), “is far better than an eternity with you.”

“But, but, you can’t be serious,” DeChevue said, making the fatal error of trying to reason with a woman in love. 

She nodded. Slowly at first, and then faster. Her nod was an affirmation of all life, of all things transitory. Somehow, such things were made more important by the fact they were so fleeting. And she knew, for the first time, that something in her shadowy world was real because it entailed a sacrifice. 

DeChevue sighed in a way that only a Frenchman dealing with love can. “If this is the way you truly feel...”

“It is. Oh, Monsieur, it IS!” 

The vampire nodded acceptingly. Then he backhanded Madeleine across the room and into the rounded side of the chamber. His path to Edwin was now clear. Yet Edwin did not flee. He just sat there, looking at DeChevue with mild contempt. How smart could he really be? DeChevue wondered. How could he not run when certain death was upon him? Was there no life in him? Who was the bloodless one here, after all?

DeChevue lunged, teeth first, at Edwin’s neck. He expected hysterical shrieking. He expected the tearing of warm flesh and the spurting of blood down his throat, which would fill him with power and life once again. So when he wound up with a mouthful of upholstery, he was surprised, to say the least. 

Madeleine had dragged herself to a sitting position. She too  was shocked to see her master and maker, the most powerful vampire she had ever known, with his face buried in an overstuffed leather chair and his torso sticking through a remarkably high-quality hologram of Edwin Windsor. 

Edwin looked down at the vampire that protruded through his virtual torso and said, “For all your arrogance, it comes down to a simple failure to evolve.”

 “I do not understand,” Madeleine said.

“Is it magic?” DeChevue asked, standing up and clawing upholstery out of his fangs. 

“Any technology, sufficiently advanced, will appear to be magic. You have simply been outstripped by evolution.”

“I will find you, Windsor. I will kill you.”

“Consider the problem from a resource perspective. Human beings are adapted to a variety of foodstuffs and environments.”

“But we rule the night,” DeChevue said.

“Perhaps before the advent of flashlights and night vision, but I am afraid that you are simply obsolete.”

“Obsolete! We are eternal,” Madeleine protested.

“Let us put that to the test,” Edwin said. Then he disappeared. 

DeChevue screamed at the ceiling, “WIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIINDSOORRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR!” It was very dramatic, but as the ceiling was an inanimate object, it was not impressed or scared. 

For a moment, DeChevue didn’t know what to do. He looked at Madeleine. She looked back.

“What now?” she asked. 

“Eh,” he said with a shrug. “Now we go kill him.” But before they could take as much as a step towards the door, there was a loud boom. 

During construction, Edwin had seen fit to include a number of explosive charges along the roof of the extruded polymer bubble. Unlike a self-destruct mechanism, these charges were not directed downward. It is unreasonably difficult to compress a sphere with explosives, as anyone who has designed a detonator for an atomic bomb will tell you. Instead, these charges were directed upward. And when they were detonated, they hurled several tons of earth (and at least one ton of unsightly fountain/reflecting pool/koi pond) into the sky. 

The top half of the sphere in which DeChevue and Madeleine were trapped now protruded from the center of a large crater. They were horrified to see a clear night above them and hints of dawn in the visible in the east. 

With superhuman strength, DeChevue clawed at the door to the lobby. But it didn’t budge. He kicked it and only succeeded in knocking himself backwards. Then, he got a running start and charged it with his shoulder. He was stopped dead and was treated to a crunch that was the sound a shoulder made when a little too much superhuman strength was focused into it. 

Exhausted, panting, and in pain, he threw himself down on the sofa. Madeleine asked, “Is there nothing we can do?” The only answer she got was more panting. She sat herself on the back of the couch and ran her fingers through DeChevue’s long hair in an attempt to comfort him. After the moaning and the cursing subsided, she said, “Well, at least we will get to see the sunrise.”

“Oh, shut up,” DeChevue said. 







From the great height of his office, Edwin looked down upon the crater that had replaced the uninspired reflecting pool. In the background, the technician was disassembling the holographic conference equipment. Topper waddled over and surveyed the damage. “Remind me never to back you into a corner,” Topper said. 

“Is that the kind of thing you are likely to forget?” Edwin asked.

“No. I mean, NO. Geeze, I’m your buddy, your pal, your friend—even more important than that, I’m your lawyer. It’s a sacred trust, and you can always count on me.” 

Edwin looked down at his small friend. “Topper, would you care to join me for a drink?”

“A drink? I mean you, and the drinking and the— Jesus, the sun isn’t even up yet. What is it, quarter after six?”

“If you don’t feel it appropriate.”

“Feel it appropriate? Are you kidding? I’m the guy with his picture on the bottle of Rise and Shine, the Breakfast Bourbon™. I am literally the Bruce Jenner of early-morning drinking.”

“I thought I might have a glass of champagne to celebrate.”

“To celebrate what? Not getting fanged to death?” Topper asked, truly confused. 

“You really have missed most of this, haven’t you? No matter. Let us go outside and watch the sunrise.” 

Edwin approached the edge of the crater with a bottle of 1928 Krug and three champagne glasses. “The custom is to open this with a cavalry saber.”

“I am so proud of you,” Topper said with tears in his eyes. “Busting up perfectly good bottles and solving problems with explosions. Pretty soon, you are going to be having fun like a normal person.”

Edwin ignored this and popped the cork with his hands. He held the bottle out over the edge of the crater so that champagne would not splatter on his shoes. Golden liquid pooled on one side of the bubble and soaked into the earth. Edwin could see DeChevue and Madeleine looking up at him from inside the bubble. “It’s the ’28,” Edwin shouted down. “Said to be the finest vintage ever produced.” 

“Please, please!” DeChevue shouted. The carbon-fiber shell dampened his shout to barely more than a whisper.

“There’s nothing I can do,” Edwin said as he filled a glass. “You were simply born at the wrong time too enjoy this champagne.”

DeChevue got down on his knees and held up his hands imploringly. 

“Monsieur,” Edwin said, “please preserve your dignity.” He handed a full glass to Topper and poured another. 

“Edwin, I am surprised at you!” Agnes said, joining them at the edge of the pit. A scarf was tied around her head, and she was wrapped tightly in a coat to protect against the early spring chill. “I am shocked that you are wasting a ’28 Krug on this uncouth savage. This Philistine would be content drinking rubbing alcohol!”

“Only after 5 pm,” Topper fired back.

“Ah, Agnes. You got my message. I hope you haven’t compromised your principles too much by joining us,” Edwin said as he handed her a glass. 

“I am simply here for this sweet ambrosia,” she said, hoisting the glass. “What you do with your pets is no concern of mine. Now, gentleman — and Topper — to what do we toast?”

Edwin held the glass of golden liquid high in the air and let it catch the first rays of the sunrise. It glowed with the promise of new worlds of possibility. “To profit,” he said.

“Yeah,” Topper said. “Gobs of cash!”

“Progress,” Agnes whispered as everyone lowered their glasses and drank. 

“Hey, wait a minute,” Topper said. “Whattya mean profit? Sure, we’re burning vampires, and that’s a great thing, but where’s the profit in this job?”

“Soon enough,” Edwin said. “You’ll see soon enough. Not only profit but revenge.”

“Revenge? That doesn’t sound like you, E.”

“Oh, the revenge is for you, not for me. I don’t believe in it.” 

As Agnes sipped her champagne, she looked down upon DeChevue and Madeleine as one might consider bugs under glass. By now, they had scuttled into the remaining sliver of darkness. Cries for mercy floated upward. Agnes arched an eyebrow and said, “It is curious, isn’t it? A man lives for hundreds of years, and the best consort he can find, the woman who is more dazzling and captivating to him than any other, is a teenage girl.”  

“Well, she is pretty hot,” Topper said. 

“Posh,” Agnes said in a way that made the word sound like an unimaginably vile curse. “Perhaps for a night, or a few weeks, but for years? For centuries?”

“Yeah, I guess you are right,” Topper said. “I get sick of some girls after 20 minutes, but still, she...”

“Oh, Good Lord! You are NOT still holding a torch for this woman!” Agnes said. But when she saw the look on his face, she softened a bit and added, “Topper, you must believe me that never in a thousand years of sunlight did I think that these words would pass my lips, but you - even you - are simply too good for the likes of her.”

Madeleine cried up to Agnes, “Please! Please you are a fellow woman. Have mercy.”

“Well, well! One moment it is ‘prey’ this and ‘food’ that, and now we’re all sisters standing together! I think not.” Agnes leaned carefully over the edge so she could have a better view of the remaining sliver of darkness in which they were hiding. “NO!” she shouted. “AND I WILL TELL YOU WHY. YOU WERE MEAN TO MY LITTLE,” and here she paused and looked at Topper. After a moment, she coughed awkwardly and said, “MY LITTLE FRIEND. LET THIS BE A LESSON TO YOU.”

Topper said, with some melancholy, “It’s a lesson that’s gonna kill her.”

“All the better,” Agnes said. “A lesson she will not forget. You may be an uncouth little savage, but you are our uncouth little savage.” 

A low whuffing noise came from the bubble below. The shadow had finally run out for the trapped vampires, and one of them was on fire. They clawed at each other in a flaming mass. 

“Just like animals,” Edwin said.

“No dignity,” Agnes said. 

Topper said, “I can’t watch this.”

“Really?” Agnes asked.

“I’m sorry, honey. We coulda been beautiful.” Tears streamed down Topper’s cheeks as he dashed his empty champagne glass against the polymer bubble at the bottom of the pit. He stormed off, ablaze in his own emotions. 

After a moment, Agnes said, “It seems that immortality isn’t what it used to be.”

Not taking his eyes off the pit, Edwin said, “Before this, my intuition,” a word he used with some reluctance, “was that vampires were not real. My suspicions have been confirmed.”

“They are certainly real enough to be flammable,” Agnes said. The fire leapt up with higher intensity. 

“To surrender to one’s appetites is to lose one’s mind,” Edwin said. “To lose one’s mind is to not be human. Better to live for a moment as a person than an eternity as an animal.”

They stood there and watched the vampires burn to dust. Finally, when a noxious-looking black smoke filled the sphere and no movement could be seen, Agnes said, “I fear that smell will never come out of the upholstery.”

As they walked into Windsor Towers, Agnes asked, “You realize that there are far easier ways to get rid of a reflecting pool, don’t you?”

“Perhaps, but this solution has elegance. Efficiency operating in multiple dimensions.”

“You have grown from an odd boy into a strange man,” Agnes said. But, for the first time in a long time, Edwin did not feel odd at all. The foolish had been dispatched. He had made a profit, and the world had been made more productive in the process.  




The next day, a caravan of armored trucks pulled up in front of the stone house on the East River. 

Security guards with lockboxes and hand trucks knocked on the front door. The door was answered by a fleshy, shaven-headed man in obvious distress. He looked at the two men in uniform and in a thick Eastern accent said, “Master no here. You can no come in!” Then he moved to close the door. When it was stopped by something that weighed significantly more than a foot, he looked down. Topper smiled up at him as if it were Christmas. 

“Hey, Knox Gelatin? Ya remember me?” Topper asked. Then he jammed a stun gun into the caretaker’s balls. 

“BZZZAHHAHHAHHAHyuhyuhyuhyuhyuhyuh,” the big man said as he collapsed on the parlor floor. 

Topper scratched behind his ear and then looked up and down the street to see if anybody had seen them. The coast was clear. “Okay, put a bag over his head, and duct tape his wrists and feet together. We’re paying you bastards good money, so no cutting corners and using zip-ties, you understand.”

The men nodded. 

“The rest of youse, take it all the way down, stairwell through the kitchen. You’ll find the cargo buried on the far left of the room.” 

Topper stood on the stoop and watched the men go by with heavily laden hand trucks. Armored car after armored car reached its weight limit and then drove off to a depository vault that was guarded by men with guns, thick walls, cameras, alarm systems, and exactly zero fleshy, shaven-headed eunuch-types. 

After watching the men load for a while, Topper could take it no longer. He plunged into the house and down into the terrible undercroft. On the other side of the chamber, perhaps 100 yards away, work lights illuminated the team of men as they continued digging up gold bars and loading them into the trucks. Topper drifted towards the dark and velvety part of the room with sadness in his heart. 

He stood in front of her coffin, where she had slept for years, perhaps hundreds of years. Topper lit some candles and raised the lid. His nose barely reached the edge of the coffin. He inhaled her smell, and with it, the memories of all the good times they hadn’t had. In a perverse way, this made Topper sadder than if they had had a long, rich time together. 

He looked at the coffin for a long time. Finally, he said, “Ah, this is bullshit. You’re just like all the rest. Just another hot broad looking for a man to suck dry.” 




That night, Topper made violent, drug-fueled love to a prostitute and screamed, “Tell me I’m tall. Tell me I’m tall!” After they were done, she let herself out, and Topper slept like a baby. 
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The World’s Most Dangerous About the Author Blurb.

 

 

You know those “About the Author” blurbs that begin with poignant details from the writer’s childhood? The ones that quickly move through a series of credentials and accomplishments so impressive that they make you feel that if you don’t buy a book, everyone will recognize you for the uncultured Phillistine* that you are? Yeah, this is not that kind of author blurb. This is the other kind.




This is an About the Author blurb that actually tells you about the author. If you stick with this blurb it will tell you that Patrick has been shot, has fallen off a mountain, was once framed for a crime he did not commit — that he has gambled with his rent money and knows how to replace the water pump in a 1966 Chrysler. It will also explain to you that, much like a lost boy raised by wolves, he was brought up by economists and can interpret the strange dances and guttural utterances of their dismal tribe.
 

 But most of all this blurb wants you to know that Patrick can write. That he puts words and concepts and characters together in a way that will make your synapses light up like an accident in an unlicensed fireworks factory. Yes, a substance that powerful should be made illegal. But before that happens, you’ve got a chance to go to www.patrickemclean.com to get more of his writing.




If you don’t use this chance, Patrick won’t hold it against you. After all, he’s a nice, easy-going kind of guy. But this Blurb will know. And believe me, this is one “About the Author” blurb you don’t want to cross.










* Editor’s Note: Patrick put an extra l in Phillistine here just to make sure it STAYED down. Don’t let him fool you. He’s also a little dangerous. Especially with a consonant close to hand.  
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