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A VAMPIRE POODLE MYSTERY
 



 
ONE
 
 
“Sorry, Mister, your dog is dead.”
I looked up at the werewolf standing above me, my heart sinking. “How do you know?” 
The werewolf shrugged. “Know a dead dog when I see one.”
I caressed my poodle’s unmoving chest a moment. “Are you a doctor?” 
“No, but I play one on TV.”
I blinked at him.
He made a wolfish chuckle. “Pullin’ your chain! Actually, I play a werewolf on TV. In real life I’m a doctor. Trust me, the dog is dead.”
I squinted up at him uncomprehendingly. Much of the evening had been incomprehensible I was now realizing.  Like most of the week. The month. I was very tired. Hollowed-out. 
“You play a werewolf on TV…”
“Local KC station. Friday Night Fright Flicks. I’m the host. ‘Wolfman Jack.’”
I grunted, looked back down at my poor Mitzi, my eyes stinging, heartbroken. 
“The famous disc jockey? Was famous, anyway. He’s dead now. Like your dog. No sweat, though, I cleared all the red tape copyright stuff, the name’s free and clear for me to use.”
Good for you, I thought wearily.
I placed my palm over Mitzi’s heart, searching for even the smallest thump. Felt nothing.
“No heartbeat, huh?”
“No,” I sighed with growing irritation.
“Could have told you so. I’m a vet.”
“Really?” I said, reaching over gently to close Mitzi’s eyes with a thumb and forefinger, “when you’re not attending hotel Vampire Conventions?”
The werewolf looked around the hotel roof. “This? Just a hobby.”
I followed his eyes about the now mostly empty convention floor, strewn with paper debris, a few cigarettes. What had once been a bustle of figures weaving through a maze of dealers’ tables was now mostly a straggle of costumed witches and demons, vampires and werewolves lingering for last minute deals under defeated-looking strings of Japanese lanterns overhead. Hucksters were closing down their cardboard displays, packing their dealers’ tables of plastic stakes, iron crosses and pre-code comic books. 
 The party was over, the majority of remaining guests lined up in single file waiting their turn at the buckled—but finally opened—elevator doors to the lobby. A small phalanx of police officers and blank-looking fire fighters temporarily barred the way, questioning the party-goers about what the hell had happened here tonight.
 I could hear the drone of a helicopter overhead but knew it was either the police or a news chopper. Ivan Kolcheck, The Vampire Prince, had long since departed with his entourage in his sleek, night-black dragonfly chopper. Taking with him my beautiful Clancy. The only girl in my life I had ever loved. Except maybe for my poodle Mitzi lying silently beside me. Now they were both—
“Gone,” the werewolf reminded. “Dead as a doornail. “Shame.”
I nodded without bothering to look up again at this jerk. Yeah, I thought, I can see you’re all broken up about it.
Maybe he sensed it. The voice behind the wolf mask went mildly sympathetic. “Know how you feel, pal. Had a poodle myself once. Good breed of dog. Intelligent. Affectionate. Hard to lose ‘em. But at least she’s in a better place now. Right?”
A better place.
“You don’t know anything about her,” I muttered bitterly, “or what kind of place she might be in.”
But he was just one of those oblivious guys who don’t take a hint. “Believe me, I know dogs.”
“Not this one.”
He made a conciliatory sound. “Like a member of the family, huh?”
Why don’t you get lost? “Something like that.”
“Sure. Tough break. How’d she die?”
Leave me the hell alone! “Trying to save someone.”
“No kidding?”
“No kidding.” I caressed Mitzi’s flank, already growing cold.
The werewolf’s shoes made a shuffling sound. “Yeah, a real shame. Look, you want some help? You know, bringing her down?”
I glanced across at the impatient line of costumes threading slowly through the checkpoint of cops before the elevators. I had a dead dog, three dead vampires—two of them local—a stolen car and a town of burning citizens in my recent history. Cops were the last thing I needed.
“How’d you get a poodle up here anyway? I thought dogs weren’t allowed in the hotel.”
I stared almost dreamily at the elevators, the police blocking the only exit on the roof—nodding and jotting apathetically in their notepads as the next conventioneer tried to make sense of what had happened up here on the roof of a swank Kansas City hotel in the wee hours of the morning. They could explain nothing, of course.
 The Vampire Prince had conveniently erased all their memories of the evening. Like it had all been a bad dream. 
But I remembered. 
Why was that? Why had Ivan left my memory intact, to play over and over again? Was he sending a message? Your dog is dead and I’ll be taking your girlfriend with me, but you can keep your memory.
I felt a sudden overwhelming sense of depression. Had a very real urge to stand up and throw myself off the roof, just to wake me up…impale myself next to the Alicia on the garden fence posts far below.
“Tell you what, buddy,” wolfie was saying, “if it’ll make you feel better, I’ll open the vet clinic early this morning, put—what’s the dog’s name—?”
“Mitzi.”
“Cute. Put Mitzi on the table, have a proper look at her. Even run some routine test. If it’ll, you know, help ease your mind.”
When I didn’t answer I sensed him looking up, following my gaze to the patrol cops. 
“I think there was a fire,” one of the witches was telling them.
“Does it look like there was a fire?” from a sarcastic vampire behind her.
“I said I think!” from the defensive witch. 
“All right, let’s all settle down now,” from the bored cop, “we did get a call about some kind of fire…”
I kneeled there beside Mitzi recalling the fire vividly—how quick it came and even more quickly vanished; the same way Clancy vanished upward with the Vampire Prince to the belly of his sleek black copter… and off into the night. All those conventioneers crowded around me, and not one of them saw her leave, remembered Ivan’s battle with Alicia, or the flames roaring across the rooftop. Flames Ivan put out with a snap of his finger. That was the kind of power he could wield.
“Don’t worry about it,” the werewolf said.
I looked up at him.
“The cops. We can take the fires stairs on the other side of the roof”
“Fire stairs?”
He nodded under the mask. “We’ve had some wild parties up here, had to deal with the police on several occasions. The dummies never remember where the fire stairs are on the roof level.” He nodded past the glistening swimming pool toward the other end of the roof. “Kinda hidden over there behind the cabanas. Come on, I’ll show you.”
He pulled off his rubber mask, revealed a smiling face younger than I’d have guessed, and extended his hand. “Doctor James Feral. Call me Jim.”
“Doctor Feral?”
He spelled it for me. 
“Oh. Right. Okay,” I finally agreed, “thanks, I’d appreciate it.”
“No problem, come on, big girl…”
We got our arms under my poodle’s limp back and headed for the stairs.
* * *
Ferall’s clinic was only a few block from the hotel—he’d walked to the convention—and we lay Mitzi in the back seat of Mrs. Portman’s stolen Lexus and I drove the three of us through mostly empty downtown streets just brimming with the first brassy light of dawn.
I was bushed and badly in need of coffee, but not so bushed I didn’t feel the familiar fingers of paranoia plucking at my back. Out of a roof full of hundreds of costumed conventioneers I happen to run into a fan of werewolf movies who also just happened to be a vet? How did I know Alicia hadn’t notified a few of her vampire spies even before she and Clancy checked into their fancy suite…spies that even now were looking to find and finish me off? How did I know that Prince Ivan himself hadn’t left a few goons behind for the same reason before droning off for Chicago Land with my girl?
“You don’t look like one of us.” the vet said from the passenger seat.
I almost jerked the wheel. “Sorry—?”
“You know, a fan. A geek. A Goth nerd. This your first convention?”
“Yeah, it is,” and I glanced quickly askance to see if his eyes were glowing.
“Thought so. You a True Blooder or a Twilighter?”
I shrugged casually. “Just an old horror movie buff, I guess.”
He was quiet a moment as we rounded a block, then he looked over at me again, morning light just creeping over the Lexus’ hood. “You seem nervous.”
I kept the wheel steady. “Just tired is all. Little upset about my dog.”
He nodded. “Sure. Thought maybe it was me.”
I glanced up at the rearview: just empty streets. “You?”
“Probably think it’s a little weird, a veterinarian being a vampire freak.”
I cleared my throat. “Hey, whatever gets you through the night.”
“Actually I think the whole monster convention thing is stupid.” And he made that wolfie chuckle again.
“Oh?’
“Do I look like the kind of guy who plays dress-up with a bunch of Halloween nerds on a Saturday night?”
“Well…”
“It’s a bunch of bullshit. Those people got no lives, Ed.”
I felt a warning knot beginning in my middle. “So…why do you—“
His hand clamped tightly over my shoulder. “The same reason you do, Ed!”
When I looked he was smiling toothily. 
He leaned over closer, squeezed my shoulder hard. “Had you spotted the minute I saw you there on the roof!”
“You did?”
He chuckled, squeezed, winked. “The chicks, man! Like me, you heard about the great looking chicks at these cons! Came here to get laid! L-a-i-d, laid! I mean, the low cut gowns on some of those witch babes, huh? Nipple City, am I right?”
I forced up a smile. “Well…”
“C’mon, Ed!” He rocked my shoulder. “Good-looking guy like you! Brings that adorable poodle along for bait! Let the ole Doc in on it, Ed, how many times you score this weekend?”
“Well…” 
The young doctor howled, slapped me hard on the back. “I knew it! Told the wife and kids you came for the movie memorabilia, right? Am I right?” 
He slapped his knee. “Horny devil! You’re a bigger wolf than me! Probably cleaned-out the gift shop of condoms last night, am I right?”
You are not right. But I held the smile till my jaw ached; it was easier than arguing.
“Yeah, man! Guy wants to get him some strange, these fanger Cons are the place!”
He pointed at the windshield. “Turn left at the light.”
* * *
I sat in the little waiting room of the clinic while Farrel attended to Mitzi in his lab behind closed doors. I’d have preferred to stay with her but the horny doctor said I’d only get in the way—take a load off my arches in the reception area and try to relax. Janice, his assistant, wouldn’t be in until eight and it was only just past seven, but he’d put on some coffee for us.
I sat there alone in one of the black leather, metal-arm chairs and stared desultorily at magazines on the end table. People. Us. Sports Afield. Not exactly my type of literature. And probably too beat to comprehend much anyway. Beat and unable to take my inner mind off the sight of tall, handsome Prince Ivan with his vampiric arm around Clancy’s slim waist as he guided her magically upward under the thrashing rotor wind of his private chopper. While I stood there on the roof. Just stood there. And did nothing.
And I realized now just how much I regretted that.
I should have rushed them. Should have made some attempt to tear Clancy from the vampire no matter what his other-worldly strength…even though Clancy’s eyes and posture had warned me otherwise. Warned me even as I warned myself that the handsomely superior Ivan needed only to lift a finger to cook me like a marshmallow as he wafted her away, my smoldering, gooey remains the last thing Clancy saw before disappearing into the chopper’s black belly.
But so what?
It was the last time she’d ever see me anyway, so what was the difference? I could see that in her eyes too. And the memory of it is what made me wish then I’d done something—anything—rather than to have her last memory of me be as a coward.
I’d let them both down: Clancy and Mitzi.
I should never have let my dog release her tenuous grip on the Vampire Queen’s wrist, drop Alicia from that roof…impale herself on that fence so many dizzy stories below. Because when Alicia had died with that wooden fence post through the heart, the part of her that lived within Mitzi died too…and took the rest of my faithful dog with her…
“Ed—?”
Feral poked his head out of the inner office door.
“Sorry, old man, all out of coffee. Listen, this is going to take a while, why don’t you go back to the hotel, grab some breakfast or even a nap, I’ll call you the minute I find out anything unusual.”
I didn’t want to abandon Mitzi, even if she was…
“It’s okay, buddy, I’ll take good care of her. No appointments until ten o’clock. You go rest up, huh?”
I slid behind the wheel of the Lexus reluctantly. I wasn’t just leaving my dog with a stranger, I was driving around in a stolen vehicle from Topeka, just waiting for a patrol car to swoop down behind me, rack lights flashing. On the other hand, this was KC Missouri, and Miss Portman’s plates said Kansas; maybe the local cops wouldn’t bother checking. And maybe they really had no reason to; old lady Portman had gone up in flames with those two cops at the Topeka roadblock—in flames and a puff of soft white smoke. I had no reason to suspect anyone else saw us get into the old lady vampire’s car, let alone steal it and drive across the state line to KC. I was probably safer in Portman’s car than in my own.
Anyway, I was too exhausted to speculate.
I drove back to the hotel.
But pulling into the carriage circle before the hotel, I found myself reluctant to go inside again. 
If Ivan had planted those two agents of his to get to Alicia, God only knew who else he may have left prowling about, daylight or no daylight. And I was checked into that room next to the main suite. Fortunately I had no luggage or other paraphernalia with me and so no real reason to go back to the room and possibly get ambushed. I decided to find some little breakfast eatery away from the hotel, was just turning down a side street in the opposite direction when something began tugging at the back of my mind.
It took me almost a full block to realize what, before I pulled the car gently over to the curb and sat thinking a moment. And listening.
The downtown streets were normally quiet for this time of the morning, rush hour not quite underway yet, but that was just the point: this wasn’t a normal morning. A woman had fallen several stories from the roof of a modern hotel and impaled herself on the spiked posts of a wooden fence surrounding the east wing. I know. I saw it. Along with Mitzi and a convention character who called himself The Count. Saw her hit the pointed posts on her back, saw the bloody spears tear through her breast, saw her struggle and kick and finally die.
But not disappear.
Which meant she just might still be impaled there above the sidewalk.
Which meant someone must have reported it by now. So where were the police, the ambulances?
The small hairs began to stir on the back of my neck.
I put the car in gear, made an illegal U turn and headed back to the hotel. I nosed the car around the corner and down the street leading past the east side of the building, keeping one eye on the row of spear-like fence posts running the length of the block. 
There were no police present. No ambulances. Not passersby.
And no Alicia impaled on the fence.
I pulled to the curb, got up and crossed the sidewalk to the garden.
Even before I was halfway to the fence I saw what I think I’d subconsciously feared all along; it sent those little hairs on the back of my neck standing straighter. The fence wasn’t made of wood. It was made of cast iron, painted a shade of brown that made it appear to be wood from a distance. And cast iron doesn’t kill vampires.
I stood there blinking reflectively in buttery morning light…reached out slowly to touch one of the freshly painted iron spears—
“Hey you!”
I jumped about six feet out of my skin—whipped around and somehow managed to cram my heart back down my throat.
“Hey, you bastard! What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
Alicia was standing fifty feet down the empty street yelling furiously at me. I’d know that voice anywhere, not to mention the familiar black dress and raven hair.
I started to run back to the Lexus when I saw the U-Haul truck parked at the curb beside her, and the balding, fat-bellied man behind the open tailgate, lifting a heavy-looking cardboard box into the truck bed. It was he Alicia was yelling at. Only, of course, it wasn’t Alicia. Her double, maybe—generous bust, long shapely legs—but not Alicia. Alicia wouldn’t be yelling at someone in the middle of the street at seven in the morning; she’d just fang them.
“You fat creep! You said ‘payment when the con closes! The con’s closed!”
The chubby man heaved another cardboard box aboard and turned to the stacked brunette, top of his bald head reddening as well. Now I could see his day glow Elvira T-shirt. “Yeah, well, that’s when I had somethin’ to pay you with! Half my concession table went up in the fire, along with my wallet!”
He was one of the dealers, packing his truck up now to depart the convention. And he was with Elvira! The Elvira of nationwide TV horror host fame! 
Who was not a happy camper. “You’re full of shit, Lonnie! There was no fire! Now, give me my modeling fee!”
The tailgate slammed shut with finality, the chubby man brushed past her to the cab door. “Look, kid, we both got screwed this trip! I can’t pay what I ain’t got!” He slid in, patted the load of boxes in the passenger seat beside him. “Sorry, Sylvie, no room in the truck!”
Sylvie?
Not Elvira? Not even Cassandra Peterson? And certainly not Alicia.
Especially now that she was tearing off the black, bouffant wig in rage and flinging it in Lonnie’s chubby face. “How the hell am I supposed to get back to Chicago?”
The truck growled to life as Lonnie slammed the door. He leaned out the driver’s side window, gave her the once-over from black heels to now rich brown hair. “Shouldn’t have trouble hitching a ride in that outfit.”
“Goddamn it, Lonnie!”
Lonnie set the gears. “Life’s a bitch,” he said, peeling away, “and then you’re dead!”
Sylvie ripped off her left high heel and threw it after his gas fumes. “Bald-headed tub of guts!”
And she went hobbling after her shoe.
My cell phone burred.
I started to thumb it open, hesitated…
What if it was one of them?
They’d ransacked my room, got my number from the front desk and had some weird new vampire technology to trace my location if I answered my phone!
Something said no in my head.
For just a second I thought it might be Mitzi…but finally decided it was the less paranoid side of my own mind. “Hello—?”
“Ed? Doc Feral here. You get some rest?”
“How’s my dog?”
“I ran every available test short of a cat scan and—“
“Just give me the bottom line.”
“She’s a goner, pal. Sorry. Dead as they come. Rigor already setting in.”
My insides caved. Mitzi.
“Did all I could, buddy. But the good news is I’m waving all examination charges! Figure you feel bad enough.”
“Appreciate that, Doc.”
“Only bill is for the cremation. And I’m take ten per cent off that—“
“The what!”
“Don’t thank me, least I can do for a fellow skirt-chaser!”
“You cremated her?”
“Cleanest way. Got our own little crematory right out back—“
I saw red. “I didn’t give you permission for that! Are you saying my dog is ashes?”
“Calm down, Ed, it’s only a hundred bucks for the service, plus I got some nice little urns here if you want to keep her remains. Make you a good price!”
“You son of a bitch! You burned up my dog!”
“Okay, I’ll throw in the urn for free. But I gotta charge you for the cremation, Ed. Takes a lot of gas to fire up the old—“
“You fucking moron!”  
“Ed. I thought it was what you’d want—“
“Stupid ass-chasing convention geek!”
“Ed. Please. You’re spitting—“
“I’ll sue you blind, you incompetent twit!”
“Sue? You’re joking, right? I mean, at best she was less than a quarter pure poodle…”
I screamed.
Threw back my head and bellowed at the sky, the sound knocking down the narrow street. I swung around and dashed the cell phone to the sidewalk. Unlike the girl’s high heel, it didn’t bounce, just exploded in a rain of black plastic and unused minutes.
I stood there leaning against the former Miss Portman’s shiny Lexus in a void of fury, body trembling, listening to my ragged breath, the ringing of blood in my own ears. When I’d stood long enough to begin feeling foolish, I looked up sheepishly at the girl in the black Elvira outfit down the street. 
She was gone.
 



 
TWO
 
 
What followed was what we’ll call my creepy period.
Not that this whole story hasn’t been more than a little creepy; more accurately, I guess, we’ll call it my out-of-body period. Hallucinatory if you like, only that doesn’t exactly describe it either. I wasn’t exactly tripping, seeing purple buildings and Day-glow sidewalks, it was more like being there but watching myself from somewhere just above it at the same time…my body, the car, sometimes the whole city. 
Maybe I was having a psychotic break. I read somewhere that that can happen when the mind is simultaneously impinged upon by so many different emotions and blind alleys it doesn’t know which way to go next—shit or go blind, as it were—the synapse so overloaded they don’t quite engage.  
I remember I was terribly sad about Mitzi, terribly worried about Clancy, terribly afraid of Ivan, terribly sure that the Topeka vampire police were waiting around the next corner, and terribly certain I was a thirty-six year old ex-newspaper reporter who suddenly had no idea either where his life was going, or even sure where it had ever been…or certainly what it meant. Which was the most terrible thing of all: the idea it might have meant nothing, had been nowhere and was heading nowhere. Fast. 
But most of all, that I was just terribly, terribly alone.
This from a guy who had, for the most part, been pretty much alone all his life but for an unremarkable childhood, and even more unremarkable (and short) list of girlfriends and relationships that went nowhere…and a future, I was beginning to realize, I had not exactly given a lot of thought to. I thought about it now. Plenty. And reached some conclusions.
You might as well be dead.
The idea leapt unbidden to my fuzzy brain, and for just that bare fraction of a moment I could have sworn it was coming from Mitzi. But that was impossible, of course.
Mitzi was gone.
Clancy was gone.
And I was on the run in a stolen car with no real place to go home to, no place to go at all.
Knock it off. You know exactly where you’re going.
Which was true. Chicago.
Even if I hadn’t the least idea how to get there. But that, as they say, is why God made roadmaps.
So I drove listlessly around Kansas City stopping at this gas station and that trying to purchase a road atlas. In the old days the nearest Standard or Philips station would give them away for free, along with free air for your tires and a free window cleaning from a brightly smiling guy in a crisp, neat uniform and bowtie. No more. What I was offered now was an occasional regional map of the city and outlying suburbs or just a blank expression, or both. “Road Maps? Nah, we don’t carry ‘em no more. Most folks have them satellite directional things on their front dash.”
Most people, maybe, but not the late Mrs. Portman. A shiny new Lexus, yes, but it must have been the trimmed-down model.
After a while I gave up on gas stations and began looking for bookstores. I had always loved Borders Books, used to hand out there for hours drinking coffee and reading Stephen King for free. Maybe that’s why all the Borders are gone now. Along with all the mom and pop bookstores. I was just beginning to hunt for a Barnes & Noble when a deep growl filled the car. I almost, from pure habit, turned to the passenger seat, expecting Mitzi. But the passenger seat was still empty, along with my growling stomach.
 I hadn’t eaten in hours, and although the thought of food made me vaguely nauseous, I knew I’d never make Chicago without something on it. So I gave up on bookstores and began looking for cheap restaurants . Preferably ones that sold road maps.
I’d just spotted an always dependable Denny’s, when I saw the flashing rack lights in my rearview.
* * *
“Nice, Magee,” I whispered pulling to the curb, eyes on the big patrol car behind me, “think you may as well be dead and it shall be given you!”
You’re alive and breathing, calm down. It’s just a cop.
“Just a cop? This is a stolen car! I’m a wanted man! The cop is probably a vampire!”
Or you could panic, that will help a lot.
“Mitzi? Is that you? Are you…still alive, reading my mind?”
What are the three things that can kill a vampire, Ed?
“Uh…a wooden stake…cutting off the head…and…uh…”
—burning in a crematorium. Get a grip now, before the nice officer catches you talking to yourself.
I jumped at knuckles rapping the Lexus’ window.
I hit the button and the window scrolled down. He was a big cop, with a meaty face and lantern jaw, those mirrored sunglasses that turn you into an emotionless insect, and a scowl of permanent constipation; my favorite kind of law enforcer. 
“License and registration, please.” He also could have used a breath mint.
“Was I speeding?”
“Sir. License and registration.”
I fumbled out my wallet, held up the little plastic window to him.
“Take it out please.”
I struggled with the little plastic window, finally wrenched free the license and handed the wrinkled cardboard to him. He stood there waiting. The registration.
You’re a writer! Think of something!
But I couldn’t. I found myself reaching over to Mrs. Portman’s glove compartment in hopeful desperation, fishing around inside like I knew what I was doing. Remarkably, under a pile of cosmetics and a packet of Kleenex, I found her registration and insurance card. I hesitated a moment, not sure at all this was a good idea, and handed them over to the cop.
He looked them over silently, looked back at me. “Sir, your license says you own a 1986 Chevy.”
I nodded. “That’s right.”
“This car is a Lexus.”
I thought of glancing down at the wheel in front of me, looking surprised, saying something funny like, “Wow, when did that happen?” but he didn’t look like a cop with a sense of humor. 
“It’s my…mother-in-law’s car.”
The officer stared at me.
“My Chevy’s in the shop.”
“In Topeka?”
“Yes.”
“Sir, would you turn off your engine, please?”
I did as told. When I looked up, the cop was walking back to his patrol car.
I could see him in the rearview putting in the call on his dash mike. Checking.
Nice! That was pretty smart.
“Not so smart. What if the Topeka police are looking for Mrs. Portman?”
Why would they? Besides, she’s dead, remember? Vanished in a puff of white smoke when the sunlight hit her dog pee anointed sunblock?
“What if he’s not a real cop? What if he’s one of them! Or someone on Ivan’s payroll! Look what happened to Alicia and Clancy in their hotel suite! Maybe Ivan’s already turned half of Kansas City into vampires! What if—“
What if you shut-up now— he’s coming back.
The cop filled my side window again, handed me back the license and other papers. 
I put them all back with visibly rubbery fingers. “Thank you.”
“Sir, I’ve been following you for the better part of half an hour.”
“Oh? Why’s that, officer?”
“You’ve kind of been driving around in circles. Is everything okay?”
Think fast.
“Well…”
Faster than that!
“Sir, may I ask what your business is here in Kansas City?”
I started to say ‘visiting relatives’ but—
No! He can check on that! Stick to the truth!
“…I, uh…came up for the convention last night.”
The cop’s demeanor seemed to change. Maybe relax a bit. “Not that vampire thing?”
“Yeah,” I admitted.
He nodded, straightened and peered toward the hotel with a patient look. “Everybody who came out of that thing last night looked half baked. Drugs, huh?”
“Uh, not really…just—”
“Geeks. So you’re one of them Goth weirdos, huh? My sister’s husband is a horror geek. Dresses up like a sheep.”
“A sheep?”
“Or a dog. Or something.”
“A wolf?”
“Maybe that’s it. Weird. But I guess that’s the whole point, right?”
“I guess.” I gave him an innocent little smile.
He grunted, shook his head. “Vampires. I liked it better when it was just hippies and hop heads. You drive safe now, sir, and remember to use your belt.” And he walked back to his car.
And I pulled the Lexus into the Denny’s lot and walked across to the restaurant. Still breathing.
Good job! That was nice!
I paused at the entry door, listening to the inside of my head. “This isn’t Clancy, is it? Clancy—that you talking in my head?”
Ed?
“What!”
Don’t be an idiot…
* * *
It was crowded inside; the morning breakfast shift.
The Please Wait to Be Seated sign greeted me in the entrance foyer.
“It’ll be just a minute,” the cashier girl smiled behind her counter.
I looked over both sides of the restaurant: the non-smoking side and the new non-smoking side. Both were full of Sunday morning families behind lots of full plates, especially the kids who seemed more diminutive than usual behind those skyscrapers of pancakes. Kids. Notoriously slow and picky eaters. My stomach complained again loudly. The cashier girl caught it and giggled. 
After a while I’d begun to consider other kinds of eateries. Then I suddenly spotted an empty booth at the far end near the front window. Not exactly empty, most of the half-circle of plastic upholstery was stacked with suitcases and cardboard boxes. The right end was stacked too—really stacked. I recognized the plunging black neckline immediately, the Elvira look-alike face. I recalled the angry falsetto outside the hotel shouting at the chubby guy loading the pickup: “How the hell am I supposed to get back to Chicago?”
I told the cashier that I’d spotted my party and threaded my way through grandmas and harried parents to the dark eyes, mousy brown hair and air of quiet desperation in the corner booth.
I didn’t see the point in trying to be clever in the face of so much cleavage so I plunged right in. So to speak. “Hi.”
The dark eyes looked up, accessed me impassively. She didn’t “hi” me back.
“Look,” I smiled, “I’m sure you hear this all the time but—“
“No.”
Or…perhaps ‘clever’ would have also worked.
I nodded disappointment. “Not a chance, huh?”
She shook her mousy curls . She really did look like Elvira, even without the haystack black wig, had that same small but sexy-sly little red mouth. Which, unfortunately, was not smiling at the moment. 
I gave it the old college try anyway, putting on my best pathetic face. “Are you sure? This place is packed solid and I really am starving.”
She was about to shake her head again when my stomach gave out with another liquid growl, something akin to the MGM lion, the surrounding customers actually turning to look and snigger. When I turned back from apologizing to them, Elvira was smiling a little too. 
She pushed one of the suitcases out of the way beside her. “Okay.”
I started to scoot when she held up a finger. “On one condition…”
“Name it.”
“You buy.”
That’s when I noticed the only thing on her table besides the napkin holder was a cup of black coffee and soda crackers. 
“You got it,” I said and slid in, extending my hand. “Ed Magee!”
This is a mistake.
“Shut-up,” I said and her small, black-nailed hand froze in mid-shake. “I beg your pardon?”
I took her hand quickly before she could pull away. “Ed Magee!”
She peered suspiciously up with those wonderful dark eyes. “Sounded like Ed Shut-up.”
I shrugged. “Haven’t eaten in a while!”
She continued peering at me suspiciously. I was losing her.
Good! Get out of there!
“Shut-up!” This time, thankfully, only in my mind.
Dark Eyes was appraising me thoughtfully. “Mr. Magee?”
“Please, call me Ed!”
“Mr. Magee…you want to let go of my hand now?”
I let go of her hand. Think she was about to use it to redirected me to the exit door, when our waitress walked up, pad in hand. ‘Chloe’ according to her name plate. “Sorry, folks, didn’t realize there were two of you.”
Elvira ignored her, still giving me that baleful peer.
I decided to give in and go gallant. “Actually, I was just leaving—“ and  I began sliding out of the booth when those black nails closed around my wrist, holding me tight. 
The big eyes turned to Chloe. “I’ll have another cup of coffee, please. And two eggs over easy.”
“Eggs over— coming right up—“
“—and a side of ham and sausage, please.”
Chloe scribbled quickly. “Ham and links, got it! And for you, sir?”
“—with hash browns and cottage cheese,” Elvira continued.
Chloe scribbled. “Sunday Sampler, got it! Sir—?”
“—and a large stack of pancakes. Extra butter.”
“Cakes and extra butter.” Chloe was running out of paper. “Anything else?”
Elvira turned to me expectantly. 
“Is it my turn? Just coffee and pancakes, please, Chloe.”
“You got it! Be right back, folks!” And our waitress was out of there.
The big eyes turned back to me. “So! Eat here often?”
“Not really. Why do you ask?”
“You called the waitress by name. I just assumed that…” She frowned at me. “Ed? My face is up here…”
I nodded, meeting her eyes. “I know. Just marveling.”
“Really.” The pretty mouth twisted annoyance. “Your name is Ed Magee and you were marveling at my cleavage. Wow. That’s one I haven’t heard before.”
“Actually, I was marveling at that tiny little waist, wondering where it was going to put all those pancakes and sausage.”
She seemed to like that, or the smile returned anyway.
“Haven’t eaten in a while, myself. You?”
She seemed to like that too. “Aren’t we clever. Ed the mind reader.”
“Funny you should say that.”
Don’t!
“Oh? You actually read minds do you?”
“Well, I can read yours. A little.”
Idiot! She’s one of them! Get out of there!
“Can you now? Clever and talented. Okay. What’s my name?”
“Sylvia.”
She didn’t flinch an inch. “Is it?”
“It is. When they don’t call you ‘Sylvie.’ That clever and talented enough?”
She leaned closer, near enough so her perfume didn’t have to fight the cooking smells in back. “Well, Ed,” she batted the big brown eyes, “it would be clever—if you hadn’t seen me in the street an hour ago. Yelling at that fat-ass Lonnie?”
“Ah!” I sat back, chagrined. “Okay, but you’re the first real witch I ever met who didn’t believe in magic.”
She gave me a kind of…indescribable look. Then she sat back in the booth herself. “That wasn’t magic, Ed. You could have seen me at the convention as well. I saw you.”
Will you for chrissake scram the hell out of there!
“You did?”
“I did.” She gave me a sly look. “What’s the matter, Ed? You look nervous.”
“Me? No! Fine!”
“Do you think I’m going to bite you?”
Oh, Jesus! Run!
“Well,” I swallowed, “I was hoping, you know…maybe after breakfast…”
That made her smile and laugh.
A wonderful, deep-throated whisky laugh. “Eddie Magee from the vampire convention,” she shook her head. “Not all that quick on the uptake, but you do have a certain charm. I think maybe even the kind I can trust!  Would you like to see some real magic?”
No!
“Sure.”
She smiled coyly, turned to her purse, drew out a cigarette and placed it between her little red Elvira lips.
Then she stretched a slender index to the Formica table, scratched quickly, and her fingertip burst into flame like a match. She held it to the cigarette, puffed once and blew out the finger. She snapped me a cunning wink. “That magic enough?”
I pressed further back in the upholstery, skin crawling. “Jesus,” I breathed, “what the hell are you?”
Her smile was mocking now as she blew smoke in my face. “As you already said, Ed,” she chuckled, “the first real witch you ever met!” 
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Sylvia put the cigarette out in her water glass immediately.
“Filthy habit,” she muttered, reached over to her purse again, withdrew a compact and began redoing her lipstick as if nothing had happened.
“What’s the matter, Ed?” she asked puckering at the compact’s mirror, “never seen a real witch before?”
Part of me was already out the door, the other part sat there staring in fascination at her. “You’d be surprised what I’ve seen,” I told her.
She smiled confidently, pursed her lips again, blotted them together, put away the compact just as Chloe arrived with our breakfast.
We ate mostly in silence.
Even if I’d wanted to continue the conversation, Sylvie was too busy stuffing her pretty mouth to engage me. She either hadn’t eaten for days or she really was a witch, I couldn’t decide which.
“It was a trick, right?” I asked finally above my coffee cup. “The finger thing? An illusion.”
Sylvie shrugged tiny shoulders, chewing ravenously, offered another big wink. “Ed, old buddy,” she mouthed around a forkful of pancake, “all of life is an illusion.”
She washed it down with coffee, smiled over at me and shrugged companionably. “Listen, for all I know you really can read minds! Or maybe you’re a warlock?”
“Warlock?”
“Male witch.” She tilted her head speculatively, finally shook it. “Nah, you’re too cute to be a warlock. Tell me, is there a Mrs. Ed somewhere?”
I thought of Clancy, wrapped in Ivan’s arm, ascending to that black chopper. Probably already in Chicago by now. “Maybe. Someday.”
She looked surprised. “No? How’d a good-looking guy like you stay single so long?”
“Just lucky, I guess. What about you?”
She was looking at her watch. “That, my dear Eddie, is a very long and tedious story.”
“I’d like to hear it.”
She put down her napkin, leaned across and kissed me on the mouth. Lingered an instant then pecked me quickly again. “Maybe someday,” she said. “And thank-you, that was delicious. Will you excuse me a minute?” She pushed out of the booth, smoothing her dress. “Little girl’s room!”
I watched her move away down the aisle…along with every other guy in the restaurant, including a few grandpas and a couple of women. Ever see Some Like it Hot, the way Marilyn’s bottom revolved inside that tight black dress? It was like that.
Even then Clancy’s image kept crowding my mind. I couldn’t stop imagining her with Ivan Kolcheck, where they were right then, what they were doing. Had he already fanged her—turned her?
 But no, that wasn’t possible. Clancy wouldn’t turn. She was inoculated, a half-breed, as she’d say. Did Ivan know that when he took her? If so, why was he so interested in her? Because clearly that why he’d crashed the convention roof party, not just to dispatch the lovely Alicia but to steal away the even lovelier Clancy. A brazen night time raid, even for the Prince of Vampires.
Why was he so attracted to my beloved Clancy? He must have seen the way I looked at her on that roof, knew I was in love with her—why hadn’t he gotten rid of me, killed me as he had Alicia?
That is, if Alicia was really dead…
“Bring you change, sir—?”
I blinked and looked up at Chloe smiling down, her hand on the two twenties stuck under Sylvie’s saucer. A jolt went through me. I hadn’t paid the bill…
My hand flew to my jacket lining pocket.
Empty.
When I looked up again I was staring at the Ladies Room door across the room. But dark eyed little Sylvie, I suddenly realized, had headed the opposite way. To the front door…
Stupid!
“Sir—?”
I jerked up at the waitress. “N-No. That’s okay, Chloe, you keep it.”
“Thanks! Y’all come and see us again now!”
Not likely—certainly not as a couple! I vaulted from the booth and literally sprinted for the front door past surprised faces.
I was just rounding the cashier’s desk when the truck stepped in front of me from nowhere. 
Lonnie.
Sylvie had her back door covered.
Only it wasn’t wearing the Day-glow Elvira T-shirt now. Lonnie was sporting an even louder Hawaiian shirt that—up close like that—held a lot more muscle than fat.
“Easy there, pal, don’t wanna go rushin’ off in a huff, do we?”
It all came together in about a nanosecond. Sylvie was the shill. Lonnie here was her boss. Or her pimp. Even with the evidence towering above me I didn’t want to believe it; those big dark eyes had a genuinely sincere loneliness behind them. And a touch of class despite the Elvira getup. What was a gorgeous girl like that doing mixed up with this oaf? I wanted to know.
“Out of my way, Lonnie!” I ordered.
The lummox snorted. “Or what, hot-stuff? You’ll hurt me?”
I was way out of my depth.
I shoved at the broad chest anyway. The heels of my hands hit a brick wall.
“You really don’t wanna do that, friend.” 
And he was right. I wanted to do just about anything but that. Which is why I was so surprised when my fist smacked the big lantern chin.
I really have no idea what effect it had on his chin—he just remained standing there right where he had been, unfazed and smiling—but all the knuckles of my right hand were on fire.
The bastard even had the nerve to wink at me.
It must have been a style between him and Sylvie, the winking thing. That and the confident smile. “Now, I’m just gonna let that one go, friend, and hope you got it out of your system. Then I’m gonna turn around and leave this dump and walk back to my truck. And you? You’re gonna stay right here to the count of a hundred like a good boy and let these nice folks enjoy their quiet Sunday breakfast! Right?”
And he winked again. Then turned that massive back on me.
I think it was the wink that did it. Pushed me over the edge.
I kicked him as hard as I could in the ass.
Things got a little weird after that.
Probably the most amazing part of the whole thing was how quickly he spun around again on me. I think I remember that single instant more than the whole rest of the fight—that a big palooka like that could move so fast, so graceful, almost like a dancer.
The next thing I recall was that huge Lonnie fist headed straight between my eyes, the knuckles alone the size of Radio City. What was even more memorable was the way they missed.
Zipped right past my ear like a passing breeze. 
At first I thought: this big tank is one lousy fighter. But inertia took over and the rest of him barreled after the fist, all two hundred plus pounds of it, and there was no way all that mass could miss me. Yet it did.
It wasn’t until after Lonnie had pin-wheeled on by and crashed to the floor on his fat face like a wounded elephant (you could hear saucers rattle across the restaurant) that I realized he’d missed because I’d side-stepped him. Somehow. I didn’t even remember doing it. And I was sticking around to find out.
The back door through the kitchen was the fastest way to the parking lot. 
Wounded elephant or not, Lonnie was still quick as a cat. I was hardly past him, on my way to the cooks, when I heard him trumpet behind me and leap on my back. That time I stepped left and Lonnie, big feet pumping like he was treading water, plowed into two tables like a 747, cracking one in half and spattering startled customers with bloody yolk.
I turned around in disbelief.  To hell with the back door. I had to hang around and find out what was going on.
Lonnie, streaming mustard sauce and syrup, lunged at me again. And again.
And every time Lonnie lunged (screaming like an ape there toward the end) I was somewhere else, pirouetting away or ducking under at the last instant like one of those defense-oriented martial artists who dodge and weave but never lift a hand. Dodge and weave and duck and spin until their opponent is reduced to a dizzily stumbling bag of wind, chest like a bellows, legs like rubber, face purple clear up past his bald dome. 
When it finally got to that part—me not even breathing hard and thoroughly amazed at my entire incredible self (there was this perky blonde sitting enraptured at one of the un-demolished tables I just knew I could have taken home)—Man Mountain Lonnie so far gone he could only stand there flat-footed, shoulders hunched, coconut arms dangling impotently at his sides, stupid, sweat-dripping face just aching for a pasting, I knew I was looking at my chance.
I stepped in front of his crossed eyes, planted my feet squarely, drew back my right fist with everything I had behind it…
…thought better of it…
…picked up a chair and bashed him in the puss.
As the crowd of customers parted before me like the Red Sea I still had no clue how in hell I’d pulled it off; I mean, I didn’t have a scratch! The perky blonde stepped before me at the kitchen door, hands clasped together against in adoration and a napkin with her scribbled phone number.  Had Clancy not be forever at the forefront of my mind, I might not have tossed the napkin in the trash barrel on the way out the back door.
The thunderous applause and cheering behind me was a nice bonus, though.
But nothing compared to the one waiting outside in the parking lot.
* * *
I pushed triumphantly through the back door into bright Kansas sunlight. And nearly fell off the short stoop into the gravel lot.
Mitzi was waiting there for me, tail thumping. 
“Hi ya, Sport! How’s tricks!”
“Mitzi!”
For a moment I thought I was hallucinating again; she didn’t quite look like Mitzi—not the poodle I knew—but her voice inside my head was unmistakable. “Wouldn’t have a comb handy, would you, Eddie?”
“Mitzi! It’s really you!” and I swept her into my arms and held her high. She was heart-breaking light and smelled awful.
She let me hug her for a few seconds then pushed away with her front paws. “Yeah, yeah, I missed you too, Sport, but we really don’t have time for this.”
But I couldn’t it over it, beaming ear to ear. “But you were burned up, Mitz! Cremated! That vet said so!” 
She gave me a disgusted look. “Yeah, that vet says a lot of thing. Do I look cremated, Eddie?”
“No! You look…you look…” I drew back from her matted, dirt-streaked fur, the mud between her toes, “…you look really awful, actually.”
“Being buried under six feet of top soil will do that, trust me. Listen, before we get too sentimental, we really need to get outta here.”
She wiggled free and began loping across the lot.
I chased after. “I don’t understand! What about the vet?”
“The vet was a Class A creep and tightwad. Once he found out you weren’t paying for the cremation, he dumped me in the back yard with the rest of his less than successful patients.”
“And you…what—just woke up? Crawled out somehow?”
“I’m here, aren’t I?”
I got that prickly feeling on my neck again. “And…the vet? Mitzi?”
The poodle just licked her lips once.
“Oh, God. You didn’t!”
“He was a quack, Ed! Now he’s the one underground. Hey, he’d already dug the hole, why waste it?” 
I sighed. “I thought you looked well-fed under those dirt clods. Jesus, Mitz.”
“He never felt a thing. Look, we really need to get out of here, now!”
And she began to pick up speed across the gravel. 
I was too elated at seeing her again to realize we weren’t heading toward Mrs. Portman’s Lexus.
“Hey, Mitzi!” I jinked left, kicking up gravel. “The car’s this way!”
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Edward. A couple of cops were out here earlier giving old lady Portman’s fancy ride the onceover. My guess is they’re still lurking about somewhere close by. Waiting to see who slides behind the wheel.”
My heart cinched up. “Really…?”
“Really. Just keep moving, like a guy out walking his dog. We can catch a bus over at the corner.”
But I kept on veering right, though not toward the Lexus. “They won’t let you on a bus, Mitzi. Anyway, I’ve got a better idea!”
I could see the familiar tail gate of Lonnie’s big U-Haul several spaces from my car. 
Mitzi veered with me, gave me a quizzical look. “What are we doing?”
“Just stay close and follow my lead. And keep sharp. There may be some hardware involved.”
We approached the pickup from behind, not to be seen by Sylvie, who was sitting patiently in the passenger’s seat, elbow out the window, waiting. 
“Who’s the broad?”
“Explain later, just stay frosty.”
I slowed to a walk, tried to look casual in case cops really were watching from some hidden vantage point.
“Stay behind me, Mitz. I’m going for the driver’s side door. If it’s open, jump ahead of me into the truck and hop in the back seat.”
“We’re stealing a truck?”
“If we’re lucky. Keep your eyes on the chick with the rack. Especially her purse. She has very fast hands! If she moves or tries to jump out, go for her throat. The less screaming the better.”
“You do know her?”
But we were already there.
I locked eyes with the poodle. She took position. I nodded, turned and jerked open the driver’s side door. Mitzi leapt past me and into the back. I slid smoothly behind the wheel. What a team!
The keys were in the ignition as I’d prayed. I turned the big truck over and jammed it into reverse, careful not to leave rubber, attract attention. To my amazement, Sylvie didn’t make a peep, just sat there by her window looking at me. She didn’t even seem particularly alarmed.
I got the feel of the big vehicle quickly, changed gears and pulled smoothly out of the lot, no sign of police out the front or rearview.
In a moment we were surrounded by morning traffic without incident and I began to breathe easy again. At the first light, I glanced over at Sylvie. She was watching me impassively from her side, either not terribly upset or an amazingly good actress. Maybe it was all that modeling.
“Hello again, Ed.”
“Hello again, Sylvie.”
“I’ve been sitting here thinking about you.”
I nodded as the light changed. “Yeah? And where do I rate on your personal chump meter? Oh, sorry…” I motioned behind me, “…Sylvie this is Mitzi, Mitzi meet Sylvie. Sylvie is a witch. When she’s not being a model. When she’s not being a grifter.”
Sylvie glanced around at Mitzi curled up on the back seat. “Nice to meet you, Mitzi.”
In the rearview I saw Mitzi lift her eyes warily.
“I’m sure you’re very pretty somewhere under that cake of mud.”
Mitzi allowed a single wag of her tail. “She’s cute, Ed. I like her.”
“Well, don’t.”
Sylvie turned back to me. “Pardon me?” 
I shook my head. “Nothing. Talking to myself.”
“I noticed. You do that a lot. Does Lonnie know?”
“That I talk to myself?”
“That you’re borrowing his truck.”
I smiled to myself. “Lonnie’s not in any condition to know anything.”
I caught her smile from the corner of my eye.
“Does he know you’re borrowing me?”
“I doubt it.”
“Why are you? Borrowing me?”
“Just long enough to get to the nearest precinct.”
Sylvie laughed lightly, turned and began opening her purse. 
I glanced in the rearview, saw Mitzi rise on her haunches, tensing.
“I don’t think so, Ed,” from a confident Sylvie.
“You don’t, huh.” 
She was digging unhurriedly through the purse. Coolly. The way she did everything. Like no matter how out of control the rest of the world was, slinky little Sylvie always had it together.
“No, Ed. And I’m a very perceptive woman.”
“I imagine that helps when you’re stealing wallets. When did you get mine, by the way? Oh, of course. The kiss. What’s makes you think I won’t turn you in?”
“My, you’ve been busy in my absence,” Mitzi put in. “Slept with her yet?”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” I told her. And to Sylvie: “You’re a thief.”
“Look who’s talking. You gave up that fancy new Lexus for this heap? There’s a hundred thousand miles on this truck, Eddie. Besides, I knew you were on the run the second I spotted you.”
“And how’d you deduce that?”
“Perceptive, like I said. Who is it, local cops or something bigger?”
She brought something out of the purse. In the rearview Mitzi appraised it quickly, then settle down again in the back seat. 
“What’s that?” I asked.
“A wax finger. Hollow. With a striking strip under the nail.”
She held it up to give me a good look.
“It’s how I did the lit cigarette trick in the restaurant. Did you think I was a real witch, Ed?”
I took the fake finger from her, looked it over, handed it back. “You slipped it on when you reached for the cigarette.”
“That’s right, very good. Pretty perceptive yourself.”
“Not so perceptive I can’t be distracted out of my wallet.”
She smiled. “It’s a living. The magic stuff I do at Lonnie’s dealer table when he’s pushing plastic fangs and Elvira wigs. It’s mostly a front. The real money is in on the floor, moving through the crowded aisles.”
“On your coffee break.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Just men’s wallets?”
“Mostly. Guys in masks only. Full length costumes are a lot harder than coat jackets.”
“I can imagine. Meanwhile that costume of yours provides the real distraction.”
She glanced down at herself. “Not so real, actually. Plastic, like the fangs.”
“But cleavage by any other name, right? Lonnie teach you to pickpocket?”
“I taught Lonnie. Picked his own pocket.”
“But got caught.”
“I was tired.”
“Took it out in trade, did you?”
She gave me a quick, severe look. “I’m a thief, not a tramp.”
“Yipe. Sorry.”
 She snorted, gathered herself in the seat. “I worked off what I’d lifted from him that first night, then stuck around with him on the convention circuits when I saw what a good play it was. The whole Elvira thing was his idea. Some nights he moves as many black wigs and plunging necklines as I collect wallets.”
“A symbiotic relationship.”
“A platonic one. Or was. How’d you learn to fight like that, anyway?”
I jerked my head to her. “You watched?”
“Very impressive. Bob and weave, use your opponent’s weight against him. Like an animal. A dog. Like your poodle there in back. She teach you that?”
I glanced at the rearview. “Did you?”
Mitzi was yawning back there. “I’m very full, Eddie, and very tired. And I stink. Wake me at the first Holiday Inn, huh?”
She stretched out, closed her eyes, head between her paws. I couldn’t repress a smile just seeing her like that again. Breathing again.
“Really got a thing for that pooch, huh?” Sylvie said. “You’re not into bestiality, are you, Ed?”
“Why? You trying to seduce me? In exchange for my wallet?”
She shot me a dirty look. Then turned and smiled out at the traffic.
 “You’ll know when I’m trying to seduce you, Ed, trust me.”
“Trust you?”
She shrugged.
“Why didn’t you take off when you saw I was winning the fight?”
“I was waiting for you.”
“Uh-huh, right.”
“I told you I’d been thinking about you.”
“Yeah. And will you still be thinking about me when Lonnie catches up to us?”
She snorted a laugh. “Lonnie’s a three time loser who won’t be coming after anyone. He’ll be lucky to get out of that restaurant before the cops show. We’ll be lucky to get out of town before the cops show. The only reason the Denny’s manager didn’t call-in the cavalry was he was so dazzled by your footwork. That little blonde certainly was. Surprised you didn’t hit on that. Got a girlfriend somewhere, Ed?”
“Earlier, outside the hotel, you said something about getting back to Chicago. Or was that part of your act?”
“No, I’m from the Windy City. Why?”
“Suppose we do make a trade. You give me back my wallet and I take you back to Chicago.”
“How come?”
“How come what?”
“You’re not from Chicago.”
“How do you know?”
“I know everyone in Chicago, Ed. Everyone worth knowing.”
“Big town.”
“I get around. That where your girlfriend lives?”
I waited for Mitzi to say something in my head but apparently she was asleep. 
“I’m looking for a man.”
“Who?”
“I doubt you’d know him.”
When she didn’t answer for a moment I turned to her. “What—?”
She had that sly smile on again. “You don’t want your wallet, you want an escort. A front.”
I thought about it a second. “You’re right, this is stupid. I’ll drop you off where ever you like.”
“Whoa! I didn’t say I wouldn’t help. What are you paying for this escort thing?”
“You’re the one with my wallet.”
I could tell she was thinking about it. “This guy you’re looking for, what kind of man are we talking about?”
“What do you mean?”
She shrugged. “Day time guy or night time guy?”
“Night time.”
“In the rackets?”
I stared ahead at the road. We were in the suburbs somewhere now.
“Can’t help you, Ed, unless you trust me. At least a little.”
She reached into her purse and tossed my wallet in my lap.
I slid it inside my jacket lining. 
“Thanks.”
“For what?”
“Not checking on the money. It’s all there. So. What’s this guy’s name?”
“Kolcheck.”
She knitted those pretty brows, chewed on it a moment. “Kolcheck what?”
“Ivan Kolcheck.”
She finally nodded. “I know him.”
I turned my head so fast it sent a lance up my neck. “You know—are you sure?”
“A lot of people know Ivan Kolcheck. Well known people, people with money. What’s your business with him?”
What was I doing? She wouldn’t believe a word of this! “I…owe him some money.” 
She stiffened. “You owe Ivan Kolcheck money?”
I shrugged. “I…stole some from him.”
She stared at me quietly a moment. “No you didn’t.”
“How do you—“
“Because I do. You’re a nice guy that’s gotten himself into some trouble. But Kolcheck’s not a nice guy, and not a guy you want trouble with. You owe him something, fine. I’ll help you get someone to get it to him. But stay away from Kolcheck, Ed.”
“Why would you do that, Sylvie? Help me?”
She looked back at the road. “Whore with a heart of gold, can’t you tell?”
“No,” I said, “I can’t.”
She gave me a searching look. Then she nodded at the windshield. “Take the next right and turn around.”
“Why?”
“Because we’re in the burbs. You want to visit Overland Park or you want to get to Chicago?”
I took the next right.
We merged with mid-morning traffic.
“Stay on this until you reach I-35.”
When I looked over again, Sylvie’s head was back against the seat rest, eyes closed.
“You’ve been at it all night,” I said, “you need sleep.”
“So do you.”
“When we get to the highway, maybe we should pull over at the first rest stop,” I said.
“Maybe we should pull into the first motel instead.”
I nodded. “To seduce me? See if you can talk me out of my wallet again?”
She sighed softly beside me. “See if I can talk you out of Chicago.”
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…so it’s dark outside, meaning it has to be nighttime, right, though I can’t imagine how it came so quickly, seems like I was just in the truck, Sylvie asleep against my shoulder, Mitzi snoring softly in the back seat.
But then, I also can’t imagine what I’m doing out here in the middle of the night in the middle of these woods, walking around barefoot in my T-Shirt and pajama bottoms. Over the damp, dew-flecked loam, between towering trunks of Oak and Maple, a full moon riding a skein of fleecy clouds above.
Sylvie beside me, holding my hand.
“What’s the matter?” she smiles up sweetly, “are you afraid?”
“Not exactly. Don’t you think it’s a little damp out here though? I mean, barefoot and all, wearing only that flimsy nightie?”
“I thought you’d like the nightie.”
“Oh, the nightie’s swell! Very…short. You have nice legs.”
“Thank-you.”
“Except…”
“Except what?”
“Why the Elvira wig? I thought you got rid of that.”
“I thought you’d like the Elvira wig. Thought you were a fan of hers. Most men are.”
“Elvira’s fine. Cassandra Peterson’s fine for that matter, but you’re fine too, Sylvie, you don’t need the wig.”
“No? Most men like the fantasy.”
I shake my head. “You’re enough fantasy for any man, Sylvie, trust me.”
“I do. You’re a very nice man, Ed. A good man. I knew straight away we’d be friends.”
“You won’t mind then, if I ask where it is we’re going out here in the woods? In the dark?”
“I think the problem is you don’t quite trust me. You’re shivering.”
“It’s cold.”
“That isn’t it. Always tell the truth, Ed, and the truth will be given in return.”
“Can I be frank?”
“Always.”
“Nothing personal, Sylvie, but I’m getting a strong vampire vibe off you. You didn’t bring me out here in the dew to bite me on the neck by any chance?”
“Oh, dear. And I thought the illusion was perfect. I must be losing my touch,” her voice going several, more resonant octaves lower.
“Because I’d just as soon you waited until after Chicago before that.”
“Chicago…yes…”
Voice lower still, and when she doesn’t continue after a while I turn to her and find myself holding the hand of The Count.
“Count!”
“How good to see you again, dear boy! I do hope the feeling is mutual!”
I look up and down his black tuxedo, gold chest amulet, narrow wings of graying temples and aged but thoroughly aristocratic features. He’s smiling warmly in moonlight, broad enough to expose his fangs. I let go of his hand.
Step back, clearing my throat a bit. “Of course it’s mutual! Just…a little unsuspected!”
“My apologies, Edward. I tried to soften it in the guise of Miss Sylvia.”
I look around us. “Where exactly are we, Count?”
He tosses a long fingered, sharp-nailed hand in the air. “Well, I could tell you it’s the Black Forest—one of my favorite places on earth, always feel at home there. I probably did give some of the bigger trees that appearance.”
“But—?”
“But in reality I’m afraid it’s only some dull Midwestern woods behind your motel. Not that I’ve anything against the Midwest! Good people! Salt of the Earth!”
I was still craning around us suspiciously. “Uh…and Sylvie went where?”
“Still back at the motel, my boy, sound asleep. That delightful poodle as well.”
“I see.”
“Do you? Excellent! Knew straight away you were a sharp lad!”
I tightened the draw string on my pajamas. “So…this is a kind of dream, that it?”
“If you like,” the Count smiled. “But Miss Sylvia is very real, Edward. As real as your beloved Clancy.”
“I know.”
“She’s a good person too. I shouldn’t like it if any harm came to Sylvia.”
“Me too. I mean, me either.”
He shakes a stern talon at me. “But you don’t quite trust her, my boy. And I am here to tell you that you may. And also that she’s quite smitten with you.”
“Is she?”
“I think you know she is, Edward. And I expect you to be a gentleman about it!”
“Of course!”
The big clawed hand rests warmly on my shoulder a moment. “Good lad! Knew straight away I could trust you! Now then, about Chicago…”
“I’m going, Count. Going to get Clancy back.”
He gives my arm a fatherly pat. “Wouldn’t try to talk you out of it, Edward! But you’re aware of his strengths, you’ve seen his powers. Miss Sylvia has not. Oh, she knows that dangers lurk there, and like all women, she’s attracted to them—blinded by them—but it’s the depths of his depravity she’s unfamiliar with.”
“I’ll watch out for her.”
“And for Clancy, I know. And I’ll be close, ever near, guiding when I can. But there’s a limit to my powers around Ivan Kolcheck, Edward. A rather strict limit, at least, for now.”
“Limit?”
“Tread softly, my boy, and under no circumstances underestimate him!”
I nod, even as The Count begins to fade…
“Wait! What about—“
But he’s growing rapidly dimmer. “All in good time, my boy!”
In a moment there are only the glowing eyes…the glimmering fangs…
“You’re him, aren’t you?” I whisper, “you’re the real Count Dracula.”
The fangs gleam brighter a moment.
“But, Count, why would someone like you fear Ivan?”
And the fangs wink out.
Leaving the forest cold against my shoulders, my wet feet.
* * *
“—Ed? Ed Magee! Hey!”
My lids fell back heavily and I looked up into Sylvie’s dark olive eyes.
I remembered the motel room around me immediately.
But I’d momentarily forgotten about the couch. My back reminded me.
I winced, blinking matter from my eyes. The room was dark but for a slice of exterior orange neon, blinking. It gave Sylvie’s already warm glow a warmer one.
I started up suddenly, heart thumping (out of pure reflex these days). “Sylvie! Is everything okay?”
She caught my shoulder. “Fine.” She pushed be back on the hard couch gently. “You were talking in your sleep.”
“Oh. Sorry.”
She smiled, teeth aglow…like the Count’s had glowed outside. “It’s okay. You sounded a little frantic. Thought it might be a nightmare so I took the liberty of waking you.”
“Oh. Thanks.”
“Who’s ‘The Count’?”
I pushed up on one arm suddenly, threw back the light blanket covering me, looked down. T-Shirt and pajama bottoms. And my feet felt damp. I started to reach for them…thought better of it. I sat up and frowned at the pajamas.
“The motel gift shop.” Sylvie said. “You bought them when we checked in.”
“Oh. Yeah.”
“Who’s The Count, Ed?”
I ran a hand through my hair. “Uh…nobody.”
“Must be somebody, the way you were warbling.”
I looked up at her. She was a pale vision, nearly ghostly; bare white legs, white T-Shirt, luminous skin. “It was…Count Basie. We were dancing.”
Her brows went up. “You and me?”
I nodded.
“That’s sweet.” 
“It was sweet.”
“You’re a nice man, Ed Magee.”
Her breasts hung heavily under the thin T-Shirt.
“I wish people would stop saying that. I’m not always so nice.”
She grinned, combed a curl from my forehead with long fingers. “No one is.”
She reached down and dented the couch with the heel of her hand. “God, this thing’s hard as a rock!”
“It’s not so bad.”
“Uh-huh. Come on…”
“Where we going?”
“To my bed.”
I looked over at its dim bulk in the dark. It looked achingly inviting.
But I demurred. “No…really, this is fine.”
“It’s an ironing board. Come sleep with me.”
“No, no…I’ll be fine here.”
She looked at me a long moment. “Ed?”
“What?”
“Are you gay?”
I rubbed my toes together to see if they were as damp as they felt. “Yes.”
Sylvie heaved a big sigh. Her breasts heaved with her. “Ed?”
I looked up at her.
She crossed her arms and pulled the T-Shirt over her head.
“Damn,” I whispered.
“Something wrong?”
I nodded. “You lied.”
“Did I?”
“They’re not plastic.”
“No.”
“They’re trouble.”
“Most of the time,” she took my arm, pulled me up, “but not tonight…”
I had to tear my eyes away from the wobble. I forced myself back down on the awful couch with a will. A fast crumbling will, but a will.
“I’m sorry, Sylvie. Don’t be—“
“I’m not. A little surprised maybe. Not used to being turned down.”
I nodded quickly. “I can certainly believe that.”
She sat there watching me a long moment. I think she was smiling. “So. What’s her name?”
I sighed. “That obvious, huh?” I wasn’t quite sure I wanted to talk about her, like just speaking her name would break some kind of trust. But it did. “Clancy.”
“Clancy.”
I nodded.
“Cute. As I’m sure she is. Are you very much in love with her?”
I sighed louder. “I don’t know. We just—we hardly know—“
Sylvie nodded. “That much, huh?”
I shrugged there in the dark, shook my confused head. “I must be.”
I felt her warm palm cup my check, her warm lips peck my forehead.
She sat back, still cupping my cheek. “Ed, old kid, you just made my day. No, you made my whole week. Thank-you.”
She started to get up, turned back. “You’re still welcome to share the bed. I promise to behave. I wouldn’t wish that couch on an Indian fakir.”
“No. Thanks. This is fine. Thanks.”
“Okay. Open invitation.”
And she wiggled back to the bed, climbed between the soft sheets, and went right to sleep again.
To my amazement—atop that bedrock of “cushions”—so did I.
* * *
“Singin’ in the bathtub!—la-de-da-de-dahh!”
Bright sunlight fried my optic nerves as I squinted away on the awful cushions, turned on my side and tried to find the doorway to sleep again. My entire lumbar region soon made short work of that. I tried to reposition and the shaft of sunlight through the slit in the motel curtains assaulted me again. Motel Hell, wasn’t that the name of an old horror movie?
“…ohh, singin’ in the bathtub!—la-da-de-da-de-dahhhh! You up yet, Eddie?”
“Who could sleep through that caterwauling?” I shoved up on the couch, muscles shrieking.
“There is nothing cat-like about my ‘wauling. I have near perfect pitch!”
I heard splashing sounds from the bathroom.
“Remember that one, Ed? Warner Brothers, Porky Pig cartoon? Chuck Jones, I think, 1940’s!”
I stretched, scratched, found my sea legs. Which also hurt. “Bob Clampett cartoon. 1930’s. Think it was called Polar Pals.”
“That’s it! Porky’s an Eskimo or something. Has this shower in his igloo and when he turns it on the spray turns to ice sickles! He has to jail-break out of it, remember? And he does this little fanny-dance drying off with the towel, singing that song. Only I never heard all the lyrics—just what’s in that cartoon! What are the rest of the lyrics, Eddie?”
“I have no idea. Little before my time.” I stumbled to the open bathroom door, wincing at every step. Sylvie was bent over the tub, rear in the air, in shorts and T-Shirt—a red one this time—Mitzi on her back in sudsy water under strong, stroking fingers, kicking luxuriously like a baby being tickled, big pink tongue lolling. The bathwater was the color of mud.
“Having fun?”
“Oh, Ed,” Mitzi swooned, “you’ve got to keep this one! She’s has the fingers of an angel! Forget that ditsy blonde Clancy, this one’s solid gold! Was she good in the sack? I bet she was great in the sack, right?”
“Hardly any of your business,” I snorted from the jamb. 
“Really?” Mitzi giggled bubbles, “that why you’re staring at that hard round butt waving in the air?”
Sylvie turned her head, looked past the round butt with surprise. “Well! Good-morning sunshine! Sleep well?”
I offered a bleak smile. “The term ‘like a rock’ comes to mind.”
She grinned, stuck out her tongue sassily. “Had your chance!”
Mitzi struggled suddenly to look over the lip of the tub. “Tell me you didn’t stay on that stupid couch all night!”
I ignored the poodle. “You don’t have to do that,” I told Sylvie’s back.
She grinned down at Mitzi, scrubbed her lathered chest. “I don’t mind. Besides, she loves it!” And in a cloying baby voice: “Don’t you, baby girl! Don’t you wuve it when mama scrubs yer furry chest!”
Mitzi groaned. “Oh, Eddie, this is heaven! You lucky bastard! Seriously, how many times?  Are you sore? Is she a laugher? Did you take pictures?”
“Mind you own damn business!”
Sylvie jerked around in hurt surprise. “What?”
There I went again. I shook my logy head. “Nothing. I…sometimes I say things aloud I don’t— they just pop out sometimes.”
“That’s not all that’s poppin’ out, Sport!”
I looked down at my tented pajamas, turned away before Sylvie could see. But I think she saw anyway. 
“It’s just urine retention,” I muttered to Mitzi.
“Surrrre it is! Ohhh…singin’ in the bone yard, la-de-da-de-dah—!”
“Stupid dog. What would you know about it, anyway!”
I stumbled back into the main room. “When you two are through playing, I’d like to pee, get some breakfast and get back on the road!”
“Oooooo, somebody’s grouchy this morning!”
That may have been Mitzi or maybe Sylvie, I couldn’t be sure…
 
 



 
FIVE
 
 
We took the new Illinois 110 expressway all the way into Chicago. It was still under construction during our trip. 532 miles total.
You begin on Interstate 35 in KC and leave the city in a northeast direction. Along the way you bear east on U.S. 36 and cross Missouri through towns like Chillicothe and Macon. Then continue through Hannibal on to I-72 and across the Mississippi River. The 110 crosses into Illinois from the Mark Twain Memorial Bridge. A big thrill for me. I loved Twain. I don’t care that it took him nine years to write Tom Sawyer and that he later dismissed the book, and that his editors gutted Huckleberry Finn on first publication; they’re still two of the greatest American novels ever written.
Where was I? Anyway, I wanted to stop in Hannibal where Twain lived and see the fence (it’s still there)Tom had whitewashed and the cave he explored with Becky Thatcher and Injun Joe, but Clancy’s own lovely face kept getting in the way with its urgency. Strangely, I never doubted she was still alive. Only in great danger. And me still without any cohesive plans about what to do about it. Like Twain’s bridge, I guessed I’d cross that when I came to it.
From the Illinois 110 and the “CKC” Logo Banner posted above the signs you take the I-290 before terminating at the Circle Interchange near the Chicago Loop. Sylvie and I took turns driving and napping until we neared the city, where Sylvie took over the helm with her native familiarity of the Windy City.
“I…don’t think I’m going to like this place, Sport…”
I had actually nodded off in the passenger seat when Mitzi’s inimitable voice filled my head jouncing lightly against the side window.
I stirred awake just as the big U-Haul shuttered to a stop and Sylvie set the brake.
I yawned wide, stretched some badly needed blood into my legs, sat up and peered out the front windshield.
At blight.
Sylvie already had her door open and was sliding from behind the wheel to a patch of cracked, weed-choked concrete. Beyond which was more weed-choked concrete. Beyond which was an endless vista of urban slums and rundown-looking projects.
“Ed? Tell me this isn’t Chicago…” Mitzi was over the back seat and in my lap now, staring bleakly along with me. “Tell me this isn’t where we’re going to live. Because if it’s a choice between Topeka vampires and Chicago street gangs I think I’d prefer Topeka…”
I opened my door and stepped down.
A group of African-American toughs turned to look at me from a ruined corner of tenements and liquor stores down the street. 
“Ed, will you get back in the truck, please?” Mitzi whined.
I heard a rattle behind me and walked back to the rear of the truck where Sylvie was just putting her cell phone away, busy with the big Dexter lock at the double doors.
She glanced up at me with a practiced smile. “Welcome to Chicago, Mr. Magee.”
I looked around us. The bangers at the corner were no longer at the corner, they were moving with casual deliberateness our way.  
“S’matter, Eddie?” Sylvie chuckled, “don’t like the architecture?”
“It’s not the architecture I’m concerned about. Uh…this is where you live?”
She was pulling the chain through the hasp, yanking at the steel lever. “Not quite. I’m a little closer to State Street. This is 67th. The South Side. Woodlawn, specifically” She glanced around us casually. “Nice, huh?”
“Lovely. Which…tenement is yours?”
Sylvie started to smile wider, then turned to look past me at the approaching slap of sneakers on concrete. “Yo! What you callin’ a tenement, white boy!”
All four bangers were indiscriminant. Which is to say, indiscriminately bad-ass. The only difference was, the one in the middle—the one who’d spoken to me—was bigger and taller and already had his knife out.
I held up both hands in a peace gesture. “Hey, guys, no offense intended! Looks like a nice neighborhood, actually!”
The big one took a step closer to me. “Looks like a piece of shit neighborhood, peckerwood, but it still got no room for the likes of your ass!” He had deep ebony skin, a vivid pinkish scar from his left jaw up through and over his eye. 
“As much right as anyone,” Sylvie said, stepping up on the curb to face the toughs, hands on her hips. 
“What in the hell are you doing?” I asked incredulous in my head, before remembering she couldn’t read minds. 
The bangers sniggered in unison, every eye running rapidly over Sylvie’s considerably formidable lines. “Well, now, look at this! S’what I call about five foot four of pure tit!”
“Pure plastic!” from the smaller one with a length of chain.
“Hey,” I told him, “they’re not plastic!”
I have no idea what made me say that.
Sylvie looked over at me. “Thank you, Edward, for that complete non-sequiter.”
The big leader moved closer to Sylvie, grinning salaciously. “I don’t care what they is, I’m ‘bout to get my hands full of ‘em!”
Sylvie sighed bored patience. “Is that right?”
“Bet your tight ass that’s right, bitch!”
She nodded. “Huh. And suppose my boyfriend doesn’t like it?”
They all turned their heads to look at me.
Then they all jeered again in unison.
The big leader spat in my direction. “That?” Another group guffaw. “That homeboy already soiled hisself!”
Sylvie smiled straight into the leader’s eyes. “Maybe. But you aren’t going to do anything about it.”
The big one got right in her face then. I tensed, flicked a look at the pickup’s cab, realizing I’d slammed the door behind me, shutting Mitzi in. Also realizing she was more than smart enough to work a door handle and get out, come to our aid. So why wasn’t she?
“What you know ‘bout it, bitch?” his nose an inch from Sylvie’s.
Sylvie didn’t budge. “I know this neighborhood,” she told him.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. Woodland south. Population 27, 000 living in 10.000 households. 98% Afro-American, over half on some form of public aid. Medium household income $13,000. Entire area run by The Black P. Stone Nation—aka the Moses.”
All the bangers’ expressions shifted at once.
The leader tried to hang tough but some of the bluster was gone. “Yeah? So what?”
Sylvie closed the distance between their noses and the leader pulled his head back. 
“So, the Black P. Stoners rule everything between Stone Street and Stony Island Avenue is what. Lately they’ve even spread further south to the suburbs of Calumet Park and Harvey.”
The leader swallowed once, confidence fading. “They does, huh?”
Sylvie got that peering look in her eyes again. “They does when they aren’t busy stompin’ smart ass Gangster Disciples.”
The other bangers were looking over their shoulders now, huddling closer.
“How you know all that shit?” the leader demanded, perspiring lightly.
“I know gang outfits,” Sylvie told him flatly, “and you boys are wearing Disciple’s colors. Now is there something else you wanted to discuss about my bra size? Or Chicago real estate values, perhaps?”
The leader took another stop back. “You’re bluffing,” he said.
“Am I? Why don’t you tell my other boyfriend that?” She pointed up indiscriminately at the tenement windows above her. “He’s up there now with a modified Ruger .45 trained on your smartass left temple. Ex 1st Army sharpshooter. But you can call him Mac.”
The big leader swallowed again.
The others went owl-eyed, caught somewhere between looking above them at the rows of begrimed windows and immediate flight.
“So here’s how it’s going to be,” Sylvie said, stepping off the curb again and pointing across the way. “See that building? That’s the Ellis Elementary School. In ten minutes the recess bell is going to ring and an army of fifth and sixth graders are going to pour onto the playground. Not one of them has probably had a decent birthday present in his life. Today is going to be different. Today, instead of the usual crack and bennies your try to shove into their trusting little hands, you assholes are going to unload this truck and carry these boxes of plastic monsters and comic books over to that playground. And give those kids the best Halloween of their lives.”
She threw back the double doors of the U-Haul just as the cab she’d phoned pulled up behind her.
“Anybody got a problem?”
She waited. No one seemed to.
“By the way,” she mentioned, opening the back door of the cab, “my boyfriend up there behind the curtain knows exactly how many boxes are on that truck! Are we cool?”
The crestfallen leader nodded limply. “We cool,” and headed toward the open doors of the truck, motioning to his crew, most of them studiously avoiding eye contact with the upper windows now. 
“Ed,” Sylvie called, holding the cab door, “want to get your poodle?”
I let Mitzi out of the cab. “Thanks for all your help.”
“Look who’s talking,” she sniffed, trotting past.
Mitzi and I slid in beside her and Sylvie gave the cabbie an address.
He pulled quickly from the curb, looking glad to be out of there.
As we drove out of the neighborhood I turned to Sylvie. “Maybe you really are a witch.” 
She wrinkled the pert nose. “Nah, just an old street-wise Chicago girl.”
“I want to have this woman’s babies,” Mitzi said inside my head and leapt into Sylvie’s lap.
“Aw, there’s my good girl!” Sylvie hugged her.
I looked down at my empty hands. “I just want you to know I was fully prepared to dazzle and confuse them with your wax finger trick.”
Sylvie laughed, slapped her knee. “Actually, you were perfect. I was just thinking what a good team we’d make.”
“I’ll join the team!” Mitzi exclaimed excitedly.  “I would drink this woman’s bath water!” 
I took a deep, cleansing breath (the first one in ten minutes) and turned to the pretty profile. “Take it under advisement. So, where to now?”
“Now,” Sylvie smiled coyly, “we go to my little tenement!”
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Twenty minutes later the cab pulled up on State Street in downtown Chicago.
I looked out the side window.
Mitzi looked out the side window.
Mitzi and I looked at each other.
“No freakin’ way!” 
I assumed Sylvie paid the cabbie, I don’t recall; I was too busy pushing out to the sidewalk with Mitzi, both of us staring upward, mouths agape.
Two enormous columns, like giant corn cobs, loomed above us against clear blue Chicago sky. This couldn’t be real. Surely this wasn’t where—
I heard Sylvie click up behind us as the cab pulled away.
“You guys okay?” she scratched Mitzi’s head.
I still stood there gawking.
“Ed?”
“This is a joke, right? We’re just picking up some stuff before we go to your real tenement.”
“The cab left, Ed. You know this place then?”
I gave her a disbelieving look. “Everybody knows this place! It occupies an entire city block!”
“So, you know where we are.”
 “On the north bank of the Chicago river across from the Loop. Two huge towers 587 feet high, including the five story elevator and physical plant penthouse.”
Mitzi smiled, impressed. “Plus a saddle-shaped auditorium building and a mid-rise hotel. All sitting on a raised platform adjacent to the river. Beneath which—at river level—is a marina for pleasure craft. Which is why they call it—“
“Marina City,” I nodded, “I know it well. Designed by Bertrand Goldberg—1964. Cost over $36 million dollars. At the time the two tallest residential buildings in the world. A city within a city. All kinds of on-site facilities—a theater, a gym, a swimming pool, stores, restaurants—“
“—House of Blues concert hall, Sax hotel. My!” Sylvie beamed, “and I thought I was the real estate expert! Sure you’ve never visited this place?”
I turned to her. “Only on the back of old Sly and the Family Stone albums. I think it was also used for locations in The Hunter.”
“Pardon?”
“Old Steve McQueen movie. He pursues a suspect in a car chase through the massive parking garage. His quarry loses control and drives off one of the higher floors into the Chicago River. Very cool.”
“Ah.”
Lovely as Sylvie was at that moment—that wonderful smile and the sun showing just a hint of natural red in her brown curls—I couldn’t resist another look at those gleaming towers. I shook my head in awe. “This place is the model for every urban mixed residential and office high-rise structure in the entire world!”
She looked up, admiring the view herself. “Not bad, huh?”
I snorted. “Not bad? And you, what—work here somewhere?”
She took my arm and guided me toward the spacious entry. “No, sweetie, this is where we live.”
It took me a moment. “’We’?”
“Sure! The three of us!”
I looked down at Mitzi.
“Don’t argue,” she said, “just keep walking!”
I stood looking into Sylvie’s big olive eyes. “Sylvie, I can’t let you do that.”
“Sure you can! Still want to find your girlfriend, don’t you? Well, this will be your headquarters! Temporary headquarters.”
“But I can’t—what about Mitzi?”
“Uh, she sleeps with you.”
I didn’t know what to say. For just an instant there I might have been falling in love with the wrong woman. “Sylvie…I …” 
“What?”
“It just occurred to me…I don’t even know your last name.”
“Blaine. Sylvia Taylor Blaine. That all right?”
“Fine.”
“And Mandy and Mindy.’”
I blinked. “You have two other names?”
Sylvie laughed, pulling me along. “No, Ed, I have two other roommates!”
When she saw my expression she hugged my arm tighter. “Relax, Eddie, it’s a big condo!”
* * *
It was indeed.
And the Marina City elevators, known for their speed, took just over half a minute to travel from the spacious lower-level lobby to the 62nd floor.
The apartments and condos have almost no interior right angles. On each floor a circular hallway surrounds the elevator core, with the 16 pie-shaped wedges that make up the condos and apartments arranged around the hallway. The kitchens and bathroom of each unit are located near the point of each wedge facing inward. The living areas occupy the outer areas of the wedge, every one containing a 175-square-foot semi-circular balcony, separated from living areas by a floor-to-ceiling window wall. That means every single living room and bedroom in the towers has a balcony view. Con Edison supplies the power to each unit, which is all electric.
“Ten years ago they did some renovating,” Sylvie explained, leading us through the luxurious living room to the panoramic window. “A few of the condos were converted into three bedrooms, like this one.”
She pulled back the slider and we stepped out on the balcony.
At least Sylvie and I did; Mitzi required some encouragement. It was very high. 
Sylvie puckered her mouth and made coaxing sounds. “Come on, girl! It won’t hurt you!”
Mitzi stole out, one hesitant paw at a time; I don’t think she’d ever been so high up in her life. “I’m in heaven,” she murmured dizzily. “Doggy heaven is a gleaming white tower in the clouds where all the good poodles go!”
“You’re already dead,” I reminded her.
Mitzi nodded awestruck at the stunning view. “Thank you, Edwards, for annihilating the moment.”
I stood against the rail and looked out at the incredible panorama of Chicago below me. Sylvie joined me, leaning into railing breeze.
“I used to live on the south side before the girls joined me. It had a great view of the Chicago River and the Loop beyond it. People on the west side get a view of where the river divides between its north and south branches, the Merchandise Mart, the Sears Tower and the whole, westward expanse of the city. We’re on the east side. That’s the eastern terminus of the Chicago River down there, Lake Michigan and the Navy Pier. That’s Grant Park over there.”
“Wow,” I breathed.
“I know, right? On spring and summer nights you can see Wrigley Field all lit up during evening baseball games,” she pointed, “over there about four miles to the north.”
“Incredible.”
“Glad you like it.”
I turned to the pert profile. The evening sun was turning the sky orange, the lake into hammered copper. The balcony breeze lifted a light brown curl at Sylvie’s temple and she swept it back behind her ear in that unconscious way women have. I don’t think I realized until that moment just how truly lovely she was.
“How does she do it?” she said, still enjoying the view.
“Pardon me?”
“That’s what you were thinking. ‘How does she afford a place like this even with two roommates, right?”
I gazed back at the lake. “Not exactly. But as long as we’re on the subject, I want you to know I’ll pay my fair share as long as I stay.”
Sylvie leaned further out on the rail, up on her toes, wind caressing her, Mitzi making a little craven sound behind us. “And how do you propose to do that, Eddie old boy? We already spent most of the money in your wallet. You don’t dare use your credit card because then they’d know where to look for you.”
I regarded her, only half surprised. “Who?”
She shrugged delicate shoulders. “Whoever’s chasing you.”
“Why do you always run into the smart ones?” Mitzi asked in my head.
“Is someone chasing me?” I asked.
Sylvie’s smile was obliging. “I’ve been on the run enough myself, Ed, to know a fellow fugitive. What about Clancy? Are they after her, too?”
“No, they’ve found her,” from Mitzi.
I gazed out at the lake, turning rapidly to gold now. “It’s…complicated.”
Sylvie nodded. “It usually is.”
“But I mean it about the rent. I’ll…find a job, pay my part.”
“After you steal your girlfriend away from Ivan? Then you’ll be running together.”
I felt myself bridle despite knowing Sylvie only meant well. “I don’t know what else to do, Sylvie.”
“I do.”
I turned to her. “What?”
“You could marry me and get me the hell out of Chicago.”
I stared at her, waiting for the punch line that never came. “Sylvie. You don’t even know me.”
She nodded quickly. “Yeah! That’s the part I like the best.”
She finally turned to me, sober, big olive eyes searching mine. Then the pretty face broke apart in a laugh and she punched my arm. “Just kidding, Eddie! Me married? Been there and done that. Believe me, I wouldn’t get married again if you were the last man on earth.”
I watched her reflectively.
She frowned. “Sorry, no offense. What’s the matter?”
I shook my head. “Nothing. ‘The last man on earth,’ you said.”
“And?”
“Title of an old Vincent Price movie. I’m an old horror movie buff. Well, just an old movie buff period, I guess.”
“Must have missed that one. What’s about it?”
I turned back to the lake. “It’s from the Richard Matheson novel, I Am Legend. A different kind of post-apocalyptic thriller. Guy lives all by himself behind the locked doors of his suburban house. Only comes out in the daytime.”
“How come?”
“’Cause at night, everybody he knows including his wife, comes to see him. As vampires.”
“Huh.”
“Yeah. They remade the flick like a hundred times but never came close to the spirit of the novel.”
“Is that how you feel, Ed? Like everybody in the world but you has turned into a vampire?”
“We’re knee-deep in irony here,” from Mitzi.
“Only on my bad days.”
She chuckled, rubbed at the cooling evening breeze across her shoulders.
“What would you do, Sylvie, if the whole world had turned into vampires and you were the only human left?”
She considered a moment. “Fight the bastards! Right to the end! Nobody gets my blood!”
I grinned. “Fight them how?”
She propped her chin on her fist thoughtfully, got that peering look in her eyes. “Well, I’d…”
Suddenly she jerked upright, turned anxiously to me—stepped backward an unconscious foot or two, big eyes even bigger. “Oh, shit…”
I started. “What’s the matter?”
Sylvie stepped back again, took the balcony rail in hand as if for support. “It’s them, isn’t it? It’s them you owe money to! That’s who’s chasing you!”
“Who?”
Sylvie was nodding slowly at me now, as if some great understanding had suddenly dawned with my presence before her. 
“…it’s so like him…” she said in hushed tones, “…it’s so like the bastard!”
“Like who?”
Anger and fear flashed in the big eyes. “…so like how he operates! You took his money from him somehow…only unlike anyone else, Ivan Kolcheck doesn’t bother coming after you, he steals your girl…and makes you come after him! And then he’s got you, right where he wants you! And they take care of you for him!”
“’They’
who, Sylvie?”
She regarded me incredulously. “The syndicate, of course! The Chicago mob! You didn’t know? Kolcheck has them in the palm of his hand! It’s how he runs this city! Haven’t you figured that out yet!”
“He has now,” Mitzi groaned behind us.
 
 



 
SEVEN
 
 
The early part of the evening was totally ‘precious.’
Sylvie’s roommates Mandy and Mindy came in around seven, laughing and chattering about something at work, stepping through the door side by side (stepping in
step through the door) like it was rehearsed, like they always walked that way together, in perfect lock step. Same gait. Same height. Same coloring. Same everything.
I could see now that Sylvie had been setting me up for this one—why she hadn’t gone into much detail about her roommates.
Twins.
They looked up at me the same second I turned and looked over at them. They were absolutely gorgeous. More than that—even a bit more than Sylvie herself—absolutely elegant.
They broke into simultaneous smiles at the stupid look on my face.
“Oh my!” Mindy said. Or was it Mandy?
“Please tell me he’s the new handy man,” said Mandy, or was it Mindy, “and he’s come to check out our plumbing!”
I could feel Sylvie grinning gigantically beside me. “Girls, this is Ed. Ed, Mindy and Mandy, my roomies!”
“Oh, he is precious!” from—well, one of them.
“Just how long have you been hiding this one!” from the other.
“He isn’t mine, girls, I’m afraid Mr. Magee is taken.”
I held out my hand to whichever one had stepped ahead of the other. “Hi. Nice to meet you!”
Mindy/Mandy held out her own hand, knocked mine out of the way and gave me a big hug. “Any friend of Sylvie’s, sweetie!” She was almost as tall as me and I’m just over six one.
Her sister pushed her out of the way. “Hi, I’m Mindy, the smart one!” pulled me into her arms and hugged tight. “Oh, Sylvie, he is just too precious!”
She pulled back but didn’t let go. “Did you say, ‘Magee’?”
“Yes.”
“I think there’s a Magee somewhere on my mother’s side. That makes us kissing cousins!” And she planted one firmly on my mouth.
Sylvie got between and refereed. “That’ll do, girls, as I said, Mr. Magee is attached.”
“Not at the moment,” from Mindy, hugging my right arm.
“While the cat’s away,” from Mandy, hugging my left. “Right, precious?”
“You’ll have to forgive the twins,” Sylvie smiled heading for the bar, “it is Chicago, and a good man is hard to find.”
“Or vice-versa,” from Mindy. “And don’t be hoggish, Sylvie—remember the apartment rules—share and share alike.”
“He is not mine to share!” from Sylvie.
Mandy snuggled closer. “Well, then,” she murmured in my ear, “I guess you’ll just have to settle for Mindy and me. Precious.”
Sylvie shook her head patiently, clinked glasses together from the kitchen. “What are you drinking, Ed?”
Before I could answer, Mandy screamed.
Or Mindy. Doesn’t matter, the other one screamed immediately afterwards.
Then both of them were rushing across the room to Mitzi on the couch.
“Oh! Isn’t he precious!”
“He’s a she,” I corrected, standing there alone now, cool breeze blowing under each arm.
The twins were all over the poodle, who went right over on her back and arched up her chest to be rubbed, the little tramp. After that it was all oos! and ahhs! from the twins for the next ten minutes with a nauseating overuse of the word ‘precious.’
“Oh, God, Ed!” from the dog. “please don’t let me wake up! It’s like Audrey Hepburn went and cloned herself—twice!”
She was right about that—rolling around all slobber tongued on the couch as the two girls kicked off their heels and rolled around with her—but she was right. Audrey Hepburn was the first thing that came into my mind when I first saw them at the door.
“I think I’ve got the sleeping arrangements solved!” from a drunken-eyed Mitzi.
Mindy ran her red nails over the poodle’s pink tummy. “You are the absolute epitome of—“
“—‘precious,’ I know,” Mitzi lolled. “A little lower please…”
I turned as Sylvie handed me an Old Fashion glass of bourbon neat. “Here, little before- dinner drink, if you can take your eyes off the Bobbsie Twins. Too bad they don’t like your dog.”
“She’ll get over it. So! Your two roommates are models?”
“Afraid so.”
I shook my head at the gamboling threesome. “And you?”
“Occasionally. Don’t really have the build for fashion.”
I looked her up and down. “You’re joking.”
She smiled a little wistfully. “Cheesecake I can get. Elvira look-alike I can get. High fashion modeling—where the real money is—not so often. On the runway the only racks they want to see are the ones holding the clothes.” She shoved her chest up. “Too much of a good thing, know what I mean?”
“No. I don’t.”
She clinked her glass to mine. “Sweet. I’d kiss you but”—she nodded at her roommates “—the higher class broads beat me to it. Besides,” (probably thinking of Clancy) “you’ve got enough girls in your life.” 
She called to the twins. “Just a thought, girls! Any objections if Ed bunks with us for a while?”
The twins squealed.
Mitzi was left on her back, all four legs hanging, as the girls abandoned her for me. I was ‘precious’ again.
They each hugged an arm, giggling, one on either side.
“Thanks for thinking it over,” Sylvie muttered in her glass.
* * *
Sylvie—clearly the mother hen of the brood—made chicken cachetore for dinner.
It was delicious, as was the Caesar’s salad. She didn’t have to be beautiful and a great cook.
It would be nice if, sitting at that table with three knock-out women, I could tell you I was having a hard time thinking about Clancy. Truthfully, she was never off my mind, or further than a few inches from it. I could imagine (easily) how it would feel to hold those two lovely twins. Or to take Sylvie in my arms and kiss her tenderly…take her into her bedroom later that night. But I knew exactly whose face I’d be seeing beneath me if we—
“Okay, okay! I get the message! Do you mind!”
Mitzi was glowering at me from the couch. 
“Hey, nobody asked you to read my mind, you know!”
“Then learn to shut it down!” she snapped back.
“Uh-oh, somebody’s jealous…”
“Don’t flatter yourself, Sport, somebody is hungry! And that graceful Hepburn neck on Mandy isn’t helping!”
“Don’t even think about—“
“I am thinking about it! The question is, what’re you going to do about it—the poor malnourished little poodle begged her master as he stuffed more chicken and mashed potatoes in his face!”
“I have been thinking about it, Mitz!”
“Yeah, right. In between constant thoughts of Clancy! When you’re not conceiving lewd scenarios about the twins—Sylvie of the Marshmallow Mammary sandwiched somewhere in the middle! Casanova Magee, a new port for every day of the week! Why don’t you call Hef, Ed? Have some rodents sent over—or bunnies or whatever they’re called!”
“I thought you liked Sylvie!”
“I hate her! I hate everyone when I’m starving! And I’m starving! I need sustenance! I need to feed!”
“Ed? Is something wrong—?”
I looked up, found Sylvie studying me curiously. 
“What? No!”
“You were frowning.”
“Me? No. Slight headache. I have a small allergy to Mitzi sometimes.”
“I’m sorry, that’s unfortunate.”
“It can be a pain. Food’s delicious, by the way, Sylvie!”
Sylvie smiled. “What about Mitzi? Won’t she be hungry too?”
“Oh God, what an angel!” Mitzi salivated. “I adore this woman! Did I mention that, Ed? The bath water part?”
“I’m trying to eat here.”
Sylvie turned her head toward the kitchen. “Will Mitzi eat chicken? There’s plenty left! And a nice neck bone if—“
“No!”
That was me. I didn’t mean to yell.
Everybody was staring at me. 
“Sorry. Little tired. Long day. If it’s okay, I’ll excuse myself and take Mitzi for her nightly constitutional.”
“Ohhh!” Mandy pleaded, “let me take her! Please?”
“Yes, Ed! Let Mandy take me! She can bring her lovely neck along!”
I pushed quickly from the table, shot the poodle dagger eyes and snapped my fingers sharply. “Come on, ‘precious.’ Let’s take a walk in the nice Chicago evening! Maybe down by the river! The deep part!”
“Oh, dear—are we being sarcastic?” she trotted past me to the door. “Is that what we’re being now, sarcastic with the starving poodle?”
“Shut up.”
“Cause in my present condition I must warn you I have very limited control! Don’t make me fang you, Ed, not in front of the girls!”
“I hate it when you’re like this.”
“Really? Try being a vampire sometime, learn real hate! Sneaking around the gutters at night with these damn fangs, constantly trying not to bite your own tongue, looking for some baked slob who smells like Sterno and vomit to sink your—“  
“Ed—?” Sylvie caught up with us at the door, my jacket in her hand. “Here, it can get nippy at night this close to the water.” 
“Thanks.”
She smoothed my lapels like a worried mother. “Be careful. It’s getting dark, and it is Chicago. Where are you taking her?”
“Just around the block.”
“Good.” She nodded relief. “Might want to steer clear of Market Street—rough neighborhood.” And she kissed me on the cheek.
“Thank you again,” I told the big olive eyes.
“Awww,” from Mindy at the table, “that’s sweet…”
“He’s such a gentleman!” from Mandy next to her.
“Some of us still haven’t eaten!” from down by my ankles.
* * *
“Market Street, right?”
I nodded. 
“The ‘rough neighborhood, right?’ Where all the crummy people hang out—who deserve to be bitten?”
I stopped under a lamp to check the street sign. “What, you’re getting philosophical now? I thought you were starving to death, fantasizing about Mandy’s neck, etc.”
“Just because I’m a vampire, Ed, doesn’t mean I’m not human.”
“That makes a lot of sense.”
“You know what I mean. Part of Alicia is still inside me here. Somewhere.”
“Alicia is a vampire, Mitzi. As I recall.”
“That’s not the point! What I mean is—wait a second. What do you mean ‘Alicia is’?”
“Sorry?”
“Don’t be coy. You said ‘Alicia is a vampire’. But Alicia’s dead. I mean, dead, dead. Fell off the hotel roof onto fence spikes, all that?”
“Yeah? So?”
“So, she’s dead! Right? Right?”
I hesitated before crossing the next dark street, pricked up my ears. “Sh! Listen! Hear that?”
Mitzi cocked her head. “Yeah, so?”
“So what’s it sound like?”
Mitzi sniffed the air. “Like a couple of guys behind that building over there. Smells like it too.”
I craned up, checked the street sign above us again. “How many guys?”
“I don’t have X-Ray vision, Ed. I’m a dog, not Super—
“How many!”
“I don’t know! Two? Maybe three?  Shall I trot over and see if one of them is crummy enough to fang? Why do you keep looking at that damn street sign?”
I turned from the sign, gazed down the long, well-lit street. “This look like a rough part of town to you?”
Mitzi glanced around, shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never been to Chicago before. Actually…”
“What?”
“…I was going to say it looks rather trendy. Upscale even.”
“I was thinking the same. So why did Sylvie warn us off Market Street?”
Mitzi sighed impatience. “That growl you hear is not me, it’s my stomach!”
“These guys over behind the building— what do they smell like?”
She rolled her eyes. “Like guys! Men! Two or three! Three, I think. Sweating! Maybe they—wait a second…”
I looked down at her. Her nose was twitching.
“Only one of them is sweating…” She looked up at me.
“Making the other two…vampires?”
She nodded.
I nodded. “Two vampires and one human. Is it an attack? Having themselves a nighttime snack, you think?”
Mitzi cocked her head, sniffed. “I don’t, actually. No odor of panic or fear. Hmm…I can smell gas, too. A vehicle. A truck, I think.”
I stepped under the darker shadows of a building overhang to make sure I was concealed. I began moving furtively down the sidewalk to the voices, back to the wall. “Let’s check it out…”
We reached the end of the sidewalk, still in deep shadow, and peered across the street from behind a berm of trash cans. There was a truck, a deuce and a half, its tail backed up to the loading dock of one of the shops. Three men in work overall were unloading something from the opened canvass back—angular shapes, like packing boxes or crates—carrying them inside the open, unlit back door of the shop.
Mitzi craned over a garbage lid. “What are those things?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know, if it was 1933 I’d say they were moving bootleg liquor to the back of a Chicago speakeasy.”
“Prohibition’s over, last time I checked. Maybe they’re just supplies of some kind. Only—“
I nodded. “—only what’s a lone human doing working with two vampires?”
Mitzi sniffed the air. “Maybe he doesn’t know they’re vampires?”
“But they know he’s human. Why aren’t they attacking him?”
“Maybe the Chicago labor union allows vampires.”
“Knowingly? That’s ridiculous.”
 “Those guys are all part of the same crew, Ed. They know each other. Well.”
“I don’t get it.”
Mitzi shrugged. “Maybe they’re some kind of independent—hey! Where’re you going!” 
I was heading back the way we came, striding quickly under the shadowed overhand. “To take a peek through the front of that shop! You coming?”
“And all this is going to get me fed—how?”
“Maybe that place is a blood bank, they’re unloading hemoglobin.”
“Funny, oh you’re funny.”  
“Hurry up, Mitz, I need your vampiric night vision.”
But we didn’t need her night vision after all.
There was a lone ceiling light illuminating the interior of the shop softly—the only store with a light on in the block. Figures moved about mechanically within.
“Let’s get a better vantage point.”
We crossed the street stealthily, crouched partly concealed behind a parked Chevy and a Toyota, a safe distance from the street lamp. The shop’s overhead sign wasn’t lit but you could make out the lettering from the window’s glow beneath: De la Rue.
“’Of The Street,’” Mitzi noted. “Look at those interior walls.”
“They’re hanging canvasses. It’s an art gallery.”
Canvasses of every size, shape and color were carefully framed and mounted on rough-textured brick under individual track lighting. Very chic.
“Trendy,” I grunted, “like you said. Like the whole street says. So why would Sylvie tell us to stay clear of an area so clearly gentrified?”
We crouched lower as an office door opened near the back of the gallery. A tall, commanding figure came out, mostly back-lit from the office interior. He was carrying a small framed canvass in one hand. Another figure trailed him, a woman. They were little more than silhouettes, impossible to make out their faces or even their clothes under the dim ceiling light. 
They stood with their backs to us appraising a vacant section of wall space within the gallery, pointing, gesturing, tilting their heads speculatively.
“The owner and his secretary, maybe,” I murmured, “must be setting up for a new show. Don’t care much for the painter’s work, do you? Alleyways and dumpsters. This is art?”
“Maybe that’s why it’s called De la Rue,” from Mitzi.
The woman was gesturing at an empty space near a brick-faced corner. The man held up the painting in his hands as if for size, tilted his head back and forth. Both of them turned as two of the workmen from the truck came in proffering armfuls of brown paper-wrapped crates, setting them against the gallery walls. One by one the workmen began carefully removing the brown wrappings.
The woman returned her attention to the empty wall space. She stepped backward toward us and came more fully into the ceiling light’s glow. She was platinum blonde, her hair pulled up in a French bun, and statuesque, elegant in black power suit and heels. As we watched she lit a cigarette, puffed a blue skein at the trendy, open duct work ceiling.
The tall owner was still accessing the wall space.
I heard a low rumble so deep I thought it was a distant truck. It turned out to be Mitzi right beside me.
“What’s the matter—?”
I could see the fine hairs stiffening along her spine. “The owner, or whoever he is…”
“What about him?”
“He’s one of them.”
I felt a chill climb my spine. “A vampire? You’re sure?”
“No, Ed. Not a vampire. The vampire.”
I didn’t get it for a second. Then the chill climbed all the way to the back of my neck. “You don’t mean—”
“Yes. Ivan.”
I couldn’t breathe.
I squinted hard at the display window. “Are you sure! We actually found him? Already?”
“Ed—?”
“We just stumbled onto him a few block from Sylvie’s—“
“Ed—“
“I mean what are the odds—“ I broke off suddenly. Looked down at Mitzi.
She stared up silently at me.
“We didn’t just ‘stumble’ onto him, did we?”
“No.”
“Sylvie didn’t want us running into by accident.”
“Ed. His assistant. The woman…”
I looked back at the shop. The statuesque figure in the power suit. My skin crawled.
“No,” I whispered.
“’Fraid so.”
I shook my head in denial. “That woman’s dressed like an executive, for chrissake! Her hair is almost white!”
“Ed, it’s Clancy.”
I took an incredulous step closer to the curb. “I can’t believe…”
But I could believe. Especially when she started moving again, removing another painting from one of the crates. I’d know those movements, that figure, those fluid gestures anywhere…
I stood stiffly there on the dark sidewalk feeling my cheeks begin to burn.
I pushed my telepathic talents urgently toward the little shop, opening myself up…
I was met by a blank wall of nothing.
“It can’t be her! Clancy’s a Reader! I can’t pick her up!” 
“It’s her, Ed.”
I was beginning to lose it. “Oh, yeah? You transmit to her! Say something! Anything!”
“Ed, what do you think I’ve been trying to do from the moment I caught her scent? I’m hitting the same blank wall you are!”
A cold fury bloomed inside me. “What’s he done to her? What’s the bastard done to her?”
I almost came around the front of the Chevy impulsively, heading for the front door—checked myself at the last second. 
I became aware of my nails digging into my palms from tightly closed fists. 
“He’s got her under some kind of…spell! My God, he must have complete control of her mind! How can he do that, Mitz? Vampires can’t transmit, it’s a known fact! Who the hell is this guy?”
“The same Ivan Kolcheck we know and loathe…and then some, apparently.”
I stood there impotently, half my mind searching about me for anything vaguely resembling a stake, the other half knowing exactly how much chance I’d have against a power like Kolcheck, let alone his goons.
In my mind’s eye I could see again the Prince of Vampires standing at the edge of that hotel escarpment, raising his long arms high and sending a wave of energy across the convention roof that put every costumed witch and werewolf into a state of mass hypnosis, wiping their collective minds clean of his presence and that of the whirring black helicopter above him. Saw the entire crowd turn away and go back to being good little oblivious conventioneers while Ivan Kolcheck did battle with Queen of the Vampires Alicia, smashing her repeatedly to the convention floor while setting the entire roof afire. Then—his chief antagonist disposed of—take my lovely Clancy in his strong, mocking arms and sweep her into the night sky and out of my life…
I blinked away the memory as the two workers inside the shop finished their unwrapping and retreated out the back door to work again.
Leaving only Ivan and my lovely Clancy within the shop.
“Now’s our chance, Mitz! If we’re ever going to catch him off guard now’s the time to do it! Mitzi? Mitzi?”
I looked around me. The poodle was gone.
That’s when I heard the swearing from the back of the shop.
I took a final glance about for Clancy and darted quickly back down the darkened street toward the back of the building. 
I slowed when I came to the end of the brick, got my breath, and—back pressed flat against the bricks—peered around the corner at the loading truck.
The three truckers were there. But one of them—and I knew exactly which one—was sprawled on the ground, a black blot of blood pooling under his head. Even from that distance I could see the two puncture wounds in his pale neck.
The two worker vampires were standing over him, gesturing accusingly, cursing at each other amid rising whispers.
“—the hell you think you’re doing! Kolcheck will kill us for this!”
“Me? I didn’t do nothin’! I thought it was you!”
“How could it be me? I was inside the gallery with you!”
“You came in after me! You was out here in the alley tappin’ Max here!”
“I don’t tap nobody during working hours! You fanged him!”
“Do I look that stupid?” 
“Well, who then?”
The two stopped yelling abruptly, stepped back slowly from the body and began looking warily over their shoulders. “…must’ve been someone outside the organization…”
The other shook his head nervously. “Who’d be that dumb…every vampire in Chicago knows Ivan…who’d have the guts?”
I’d been listening so intently to their voices I’d unwittingly stepped from the shadow of the building behind me and into overhead street light. As the vampire’s vision swung my way, there was a sudden firm pressure on my ankle—and I was jerked back into the shadow of the overhang. 
“You’re getting careless,” Mitzi said in my head.
I looked down at her in the darkness. “I’m being careless? I’m being careless!”
“Look, I told you I was starving, Ed—“
“I’m being careless!”
“He was just some drifter, not even part of their organization—whatever that is.”
“Why don’t you just trot over there and give them our calling card!” 
“Take it easy, Eddie! I didn’t turn him…”
It was all I could do to keep my voice down. “Great! So when he wakes up he can tell them all about the vampire poodle who dropped by for a snack! Were you out of your freakin’ mind?”
“Yes! With hunger! I told you! When I get past a certain point, I can’t see straight—start fanging the first thing that walks by! I’m a freakin’ vampire, Ed, what do you expect me to do, ask for their blood type?”
I stood there shaking with rage, even though I could clearly see the apology brimming in her big poodle eyes. “We get lucky enough to find Clancy on our first night in town and you jeopardize all our lives by—“
“Yeah,” she snorted defensively, “some Clancy! Traded her telepathy for a new hair style and a power suit! Strutting about like a Park Avenue rich bitch—“
“She’s still Clancy, Mitz!”
“She’s a fucking robot, Ed.”
I was trying to summon the proper retort when there was noise behind the gallery. 
Mitzi’s head swung that way first. “Oh, shit. Here comes trouble…”
I turned to see Ivan himself emerging from the glowing back door of the gallery, the two vampire truckers looking up in surprise from opposite sides of the body at their feet.
Ivan Kolcheck said nothing, didn’t even look in a hurry. 
You got the feeling the guy had never been in a hurry in his life—never had to be—because his presence preceded him everywhere. He went like a pressure wave before a cruising shark. The back alley fell silent at his approach, but it also felt like the whole street went still, maybe the whole city. Everything about him radiated strength and power and a dragging sense of doom. You found yourself holding your breath.
He looked down at the body on the concrete, then up at the other two truckers, still saying nothing. 
The two trembling vampires pointed across the sprawled body at each other, stuttering in unison. “It was him!”
Ivan watched them calmly a moment. Then raised his hand almost casually.
The two quaking vampires were flung backward against the back of the loading truck like a pair of swatted flies. They bounced simultaneously off the rear bumper and landed back on other side of the body. 
Ivan looked at them one more time.
“We was with you, boss!” one of them begged, “You saw us! Unwrapping the pictures! When we come back out to finish up, we find Max here on his face! It wasn’t us, honest! Why would we fang a fellow worker without permission!”
“Yeah,” the other chimed hopefully, “especially when we ain’t got paid yet!”
Ivan turned to him like he was addressing an ape. 
Then he turned his gaze to the streets and alleys around him.
Mitzi and I pressed deeper into overhang shadows, but for one horrible instant I could swear the Vampire Prince’s glowing eyes lingered on us a moment. Did he really see us there in the blackness? Could he smell us? Or simply feel us? 
I jerked as a lithe silhouette filled the back door glow. Clancy.
Ivan turned to her calmly, murmured something to her. She turned and disappeared into the gallery again.
Ivan turned back to the two trembling workmen. “Finish unloading the canvasses. Let me know when he wakes up. I’ll have questions.”
And he followed Clancy back into the building.
I followed close behind Kolcheck, stabbing repeatedly at his back with a stake, ripping out his black heart.
But only in my mind.
 
 



 
EIGHT
 
 
I gave Mitzi the silent treatment on the way back to the towers.
“You’re worrying about nothing, Ed.”
“Right.”
“I mean it. That guy will wake up and never know what hit him.”
“He’ll know a vampire hit him.”
“No. Ivan will know a vampire hit him. The trucker will think it’s a rat or a snake or something.”
“Oh, really.” I snorted. “And how do you know that?”
“Because that’s what I planted in his fifth grade educated brain before dining on him, and after rummaging around inside his skull for any useful information.”
“And—?”
“And he did not know his two trucker friends are vampires, or their boss Kolcheck either. He’s just some guy that works in the union.”
I looked down at her as we crossed the street to Marina City again. “Whose union?”
“Not sure about that. But I got a strong feeling Ivan either runs it or owns a major part of it. As well as several other unions in town. Working with or through the mob.”
I thought about it. “But the mob doesn’t know he’s a vampire?”
“I doubt it. I’m guessing he’s moving slow and deliberate—unlike Alicia—waiting until he controls the night before worrying about daytime Chicago. And St. Louis. And New York, ad infinitum.” 
I thought about that too, shook my head. “Risky.”
“Really? Chicago just like New York and every other major city in America—in the world—is overrun by rats. But you rarely see it in the daylight. Alicia’s modus
operandi was to blend with the humans, town by town, city by city with her little anti-sun skin wonder lotion, remember? Our boy Ivan is an old schooler. He may have been Alicia’s student, but I think he prefers the Old World ways, is proud of his ancient vampire heritage. He’ll never be comfortable in the daylight, especially now that he knows what a little dog pee can do to Alicia’s ‘magic’ sunscreen formula.”
“Sees himself as the original Count Dracula.”
“That’s it. A monarch of evil on a black throne somewhere in the Balkans.”
“He’s a romantic. How endearing.”
“He got Clancy, didn’t he?”
We jerked toward each other at the same moment, Mitzi’s floppy ears drooping in apology. “Sorry, Ed, shouldn’t have said that.”
I walked on. “Why not, it’s the truth.”
“You’ll get her back. We’ll get her back.” 
I grunted wryly. “The ‘fucking robot’ you mean?”
Mitzi sighed. “I could be wrong about that. Clancy could be giving us a blank wall for our own protection.”
“Readers can do that?”
“The really good ones can. She’s a smart girl, Ed. She may be toying with Ivan as much as he thinks he’s toying with her.”
I ground my teeth. “Why is he toying with her? I mean she’s beautiful, yes, but there are lots of beautiful women around for a guy like that. Why go to so much trouble to abduct Clancy?”
“Clearly she’s even more special than we know. Has something he wants.”
“Like what?”
“Wish I knew. Are those the twins getting into that cab?”
I looked up. We were almost to the entrance to the towers. Mindy and Mandy were waving at us from the open door of a Chicago cab, evening dresses rustling in the lake breeze. 
“Hey you two!” from one of them, I couldn’t tell which, but they looked terrific. “Have a nice walk?”
“Very educational,” I called back. “Don’t you two look inviting! What’s the occasion?”
“Double date!” from the other twin, before she ducked under the roof, “you’ll just have to survive without us tonight!”  And she threw me an air kiss.
“Poor Ed,” from the other—Mindy?—“stuck all alone with Sylvie in that great big apartment! Whatever will you two do!” Hah-hah.
I ducked down beside the back side window as the door shut. “You two be careful! Where’s the party?”
One of them pointed in the general direction of the city. “Out there! Don’t wait up!”
And the cab shot away.
We stood there on the curb in a whirl of perfume and high-test fumes.
“Gentleman don’t even come by to pick up the ladies anymore,” Mitzi sighed, “what’s the world coming to?”
* * *
“Oh, my God! What happened!” Sylvie exclaimed, opening the door for us.
“Happened—?”
I glanced down at Mitzi as we entered the apartment. Her muzzle was smudged pink. I hadn’t even noticed in the dark.
Sylvie swooped to her like a mother hen. “Is she hurt? Poor baby!”
She kneeled, cupped the furry face in her palms. “Did she get into a fight?”
“Yes,” I said, as companionably as possible, “with a rat. The rat lost.”
The poodle shot me a look.
Sylvie clucked and sighed and folded Mitzi in her arms, cooing and rubbing as she carried her to the bathroom. “Did the nasty vermin bite our little girl?” And over her shoulder: “Ed, maybe we should get her a rabies shot!”
“She’ll be fine,” I assured, joining her, thankful vampires don’t contract human diseases, “nothing a little soap and water won’t cure.”
Which Sylvie, sitting on the lip of the tub, was already applying tenderly to the dog’s chin between breathy coos.  “Poor little precious…”
Mitzi glanced past her nurse’s shoulder, wiggled her brows at me.
“Enjoying yourself?” I inquired drily.
“If I were a male,” she smirked dreamily, “I’d have such a boner right now! Be a pet, Eddie, and hand us a towel!”
I gave her the finger and returned to the living room.
* * *
Bloated with blood like a contented mosquito, Mitzi fell asleep on the apartment’s only sofa.
Sylvie made us drinks and made a fire. Well, she flipped a switch and turned on the fire. But the flames were real and with the lights turned low it was cozy and cheerful and soul-warming…especially after the earlier part of the evening.
We watched the fire without conversation for a while, sipped our drinks and enjoyed the warmth and companionship.
After a time I said, “Thanks, Sylvie.”
She smiled, lovely in the firelight. “Don’t thank me until after you’ve spent the night on our couch.”
I winced inwardly, recalling the wonderful experience in the motel.
Sylvie turned to me suddenly. “Ed…you know you can…I mean, you’re welcome to share my bed tonight, you know that, right? I mean, we are adults.”
I pecked her on the forehead. “The couch will be fine. Anyway, I wasn’t thanking you for just the accommodations…”
“No? What then?”
When I didn’t answer she looked into my eyes curiously. Then she got it.
And turned to look back at the fire. “Didn’t take my advice about Market Street, that it?”
She sighed at the flames, drew up her legs, leaned on them. “Did you see him?”
“I saw him.”
She nodded, expression resigned. “I was afraid of that. Getting ready for a new showing, right? Hanging canvasses and such. Did he see you?”
“No.”
I could see the subtle shift of relief in her posture. 
“Sylvie, thank you for caring…for trying to steer me away from harm’s way, but—“
“But you’re just so crazy about her you can’t help yourself.”
I looked down at my drink. “It isn’t just that. He abducted her. It’s a crime—“
“Yes, Ed!” She tensed a bit. “He’s a criminal! With connections to fellow criminals all over town. An army of thugs and bangers you can’t possibly get past. You don’t know this guy, Ed, don’t know what you’re dealing with here!”
A vision of a burning hotel rooftop flashed before me, and other things Sylvie wasn’t aware of even though she was right there, her mind blanked-out with the other conventioneers by Ivan’s implacable power.
“But you brought me here,” I said softly, “your apartment just blocks from his gallery.”
“Yes,” she choked and put her head down on her knees. “And I wish to God I hadn’t.”
“Do you?”
“Of course! I was going to dump you somewhere along the way to Chicago! Kept meaning to. Kept telling myself just one more mile then I’ll unload this hick.”
I smiled in firelight. “So why didn’t you?”
She was quiet a moment. “You know why.”
“Tell me.”
She looked back at the flames and they made her brimming eyes glisten. “I got jealous.”
I watched her.
“A little more every time you mentioned her name. Until I wanted to slap her. Slap both of you. I got jealous of someone I didn’t even know because she had the one thing I’d always wanted and never had.”
“Sylvie, I’m not—“
“Shut-up. I know exactly what you are. Stupid hick. Stupid small town hick. Stupid clothes, stupid haircut. Stupid, dumb floppy dog of yours. Except she’s not so dumb. She knows the same thing I know, which is that you need taking care of. Any woman could see it. The twins certainly can. You any idea how rare that is, Ed? A good man who needs looking after? Needs a woman at all? Well, in this entire city there’s only two, and you’re one of them.”
“Who’s the other?”
She sighed. “Haven’t met him yet.” She ran a hand through her hair wearily. “Never will meet him, I guess.”
“Don’t be silly.”
“I’m not. Bad people don’t get good people.”
“Now you are being ridiculous.”
She shook her head at the flames, eyes misty and a little dreamy now. “We know the difference between good and bad by the time we’re ten. By the time we’re twenty we’ve seen enough of both to make a choice. By the time we’re thirty, we’ve made our choices.”
“Is that your philosophy, Sylvie, is that what you think?”
“Yes, I do.”
She looked at me. “You don’t?”
I turned and looked at the fire. “I think the choices keep right on coming…way after thirty. And I think that sometimes we all act like we’re still ten. Maybe it’s what makes us human.” I grimaced briefly at the flames. “Some of us anyway…”
Then I got up from the fire and turned to the couch.
“Where are you going?”
“You’re right about Ivan. He’s dangerous as hell. Not a good person to be around. And you’re right about me: I’m going after him anyway. Which makes me dangerous to be around. One more bad person you don’t need in your life, Sylvie. Come
on, Mitzi!”
“No!” Sylvie was up from the carpet and on me before Mitzi could blink open her eyes.
She grabbed my arm hard, spun me. “Is that what you took away from my little speech? I told you, you could use this place as a headquarters because I meant it! So just get the road-look off your face and come back to the fire!”
“I’m putting you in harm’s way, Sylvie.”
She yanked me back toward the andirons. “That’s my business! I didn’t not kick you out of the truck because I was jealous of your girlfriend. But because I knew even if I did it wouldn’t make any difference. With me or without me you’d find a way to get to Ivan, so it may as well be with me. At least I’m familiar with the battlefield. And with Ivan you don’t use conventional warfare. You have to come at him from another angle.”
“What angle?”
She sat before the fireplace again, pulled me down beside her. “I’m working on it. Meanwhile stay away from Market Street until I’ve got a concrete plan.”
I pulled back a curl from her face. “Why are you doing this, Sylvie?”
“Because it’s the right thing to do. And…
“And—?”
“And because once you’re finally back with her, maybe Miss Fancy Clancy won’t turn out to be all you’ve cracked her up to be. And you might need a friend.”
I cupped her cheek and started to peck her forehead again, but it felt cheap. So I went for her lips but she caught at my wrist. “Don’t.”
“No?’
“Not until you’re ready.”
* * *
The couch wasn’t really all that bad.
Not great, mind you, but a notch up from that bed of spikes at the motel.
Still, I wasn’t getting much sleep. 
Miss Fancy Clancy won’t turn out to be all you cracked her up to be.
Yeah. 
If she survived another week with Ivan she might be lucky to turn out to be anything at all. Including alive.
Not exactly sleep-inducing.
On the other hand, neither was Mitzi’s snoring from the carpet below me. 
Or those wet smacking sounds she made with her mouth when she wasn’t mindlessly rowing her legs in pursuit of God knew what. Even my occasional poke from above didn’t faze her.
Dream away, little mosquito, enjoy a full stomach while you can. I’m not sure I can stomach much more of this myself.
As I was readjusting myself yet again on the narrow couch, the hall lights came on.
Sylvie stood there in a gloriously translucent nightie whose hem stopped just below the crossroads. “Wow,” I said.
“Sorry, did I wake you?”
“Anytime you want to wake me dressed like that, feel free.”
“Ed, look, I’ve been thinking. This is ridiculous. I mean sleeping on that impossibly small couch. It’s beyond inconvenient, it’s silly. I’ve got twice the bed in there I need anyway. So what do you say, would you mind so terribly?”
“Oh, I wouldn’t mind…”
“Come on, then. What’s the worst that can happen? At least it’s soft!”
“Your bed, you mean…”
“No one deserves to be stuck out here like this, Ed, it’s inhumane.”
She came over to the couch, kissed me tenderly on the cheek. “Okay?”
“Well…if you’re sure…”
She beamed. “I’m sure! I could use the companionship!”
She bent down and patted Mitzi awake. “Come on girl! Pajama party!”
Sylvie rose and Mitzi trotted happily after her to the big soft bed.
“Goodnight, Ed!”
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I woke up just after three a.m.
I remember it clearly because I’d put my watch on the little end table beside the couch and even in the nearly total dark of the living room I could read the luminous dial.
My neck felt like it had been rung, my head twisted off, then screwed back on, but at least my back and legs were okay; a lot better than with that motel couch.
I readjusted the single pillow Sylvie had provided, rearranged the army blanket over my shoulders and was just rearranging my neck for a better position when something dark passed over my thoughts like a spill of black ink.
Something, somehow, wasn’t right.
It took me a few sleepy moments propped on my elbow to realize what: there was a slim shaft of light spearing across Sylvie’s living room carpet. From the outside hall. It speared across like that, I quickly realized, because the front door of the apartment was open. Or at least ajar.
The first thing I thought was: the twins. 
They’d come home late, fairly inebriated and simply forgotten to close the—
But that was just my conscious mind, trying to cloak what my subconscious already knew: Mitzi. She’d gotten hungry again in the middle of the night.
“Shit,” I breathed, feeling suddenly sick all over.
I threw back the blanket, sat there for a moment just staring at the L-shaped wedge of light from the door. How the hell would I find her in a city the size of Chicago? 
“Please, Mitzi,” I implored the night, “tell me you didn’t go out again. Please!”
But Mitzi wasn’t answering.
Must be out of range.
Or sound asleep down the hall in bed with Sylvie!
I prayed hard for the latter, and I’m not a praying man.
I padded to the front door of the condo in boxers and T-shirt, opened it slightly, peered out into the dim hallway and looked both ways. Empty. As it would be at this hour. I pulled shut the door softly.
I must have been the twins coming in late, it must have been.
Not that Mitzi would have had any trouble getting out if she wanted to—turning a knob with her teeth; she’d done it dozens of times. My mind simply wasn’t convinced she do it—sneak out without telling me.
Then I remembered that wild look in her eyes outside the gallery earlier…just before she did a fast fade on me and fanged the trucker.
But she’d fed! She was full! Bloated! I’d seen it, even been surprised Sylvie hadn’t commented on the dog’s fat tummy.
Damn.
I stood there by the front door another few moments dreading what I knew was the simple way to solve the mystery. Something inside this apartment just didn’t feel right. I was chill all over, but not from the thermostat. This chill was from the inside out. No, let’s be truthful, I wasn’t just chill…I was afraid. 
It was palpable.
I closed my eyes a second, pushed hard with my mind again calling: “Mitzi, Mitzi, Mitzi.”—sending it out past the elevators, past the hotel lobby, out into Chicago streets all the way to Ivan’s gallery. “Mitzi answer me, please!”
No message came back.
Okay, then. Only one way to be sure.
I started for the hallway, for Sylvie’s bedroom—
—stopped myself. Turned and made sure the door was locked—
—started for the hallway again, stepping carefully in the gloom, trying not to bang into unseen tables, furniture, knock anything over. It was going to be all right, I told myself…the girls had just come in late, that was all. But my rubbery legs weren’t buying it, and I swallowed back a sudden ghastly vision: Sylvie sprawled across her bed, body white as the sheets, two runnels of red drying at her slim throat, Mitzi crouched over her, eyes glowing, a growl starting in her chest at my approach…
I hesitated again at the hallway lintel. Sylvie’s bedroom was down the narrow hall to the left, the girls’ smaller bedrooms to the right. I could just make out the egg shell white glow of the hallway walls in both directions. I turned toward Sylvie’s room…
Something moved behind me in the living room.
I whirled—too fast—banged my elbow on the molding and felt numbing pain up my elbow, biting my tongue to keep from crying out.
I stared wide-eyed into the living room.
Nothing moved. 
I could just make out a chair, the coffee table, my couch; Sylvie had pulled the veranda curtains so I could sleep, only a dim block of Chicago night light glowed behind them. Nothing else.
Rats?
My over-pumped imagination?
I told my jolting heart to stop it—slow down—it was nothing! 
Then I turned back and padded on down the hallway soundlessly to Sylvie’s door.
It was open.
There was a pale nightlight on her dresser, a dimly glowing plastic cat that cast a weak light around the room. Mitzi must have loved that, I thought absently.
I squinted at the bed…could see the curving length of Sylvie under the blankets. But nothing more. No dog. My heart sank.
I stepped another few feet into the bedroom to be sure, checking the carpet around me as carefully as I could in case the poodle had left the bed for the roomier floor. 
She wasn’t on the floor.
In fact, she wasn’t in the room at all.
Goddamnit, Mitzi!
I fought back the flood of anger, turned and crept back to the doorway. 
Okay, I’d double-check the twins’ rooms but it looked as though I’d be prowling dark Chicago streets tonight. Either that or just waiting there on the couch for her. With a baseball bat in my hands… 
I’d just re-entered the hall when I heard the sound again. 
A kind of quick rustling. Maybe paws… maybe small feet, I couldn’t tell. I craned about, ears peeled…and the sound came briefly again. It seemed to come from one of the twins’ rooms back down the hallway.
I crept down the narrow hall, stole silently up to Mindy’s open door—or was it Mandy’s?
Whomever’s it was, she didn’t use a nightlight like Sylvie: inside it was dead black.
I stood listening for a full minute, hoping against hope I’d hear the distant scratch of impatient paws from the living room front door. Nothing.
I took a deep breath and stepped quietly inside the twin’s bedroom.
 Blackness. Silence.
Either the girls weren’t home yet or…
Only one way to be sure, even if it meant waking one of them. I swept both sides of the doorway wall until I located the light switch. Took another cleansing breath, and flipped it on.
The ceiling light bloomed brightly, wrecking my night vision. But Mandy/Mindy’s neatly made bed finally came into focus. The girls were still out on the town.
Except—
—just because they’d left together didn’t mean the girls came home together, probably the opposite, in fact. To put my mind completely at rest, I’d have to check both girls’ bedrooms.
I switched off the light and made my way carefully down the hall, passed the bathroom and came to the open bedroom door of the other twin. I stepped in.
Again, blackness inside. But that creepy feeling had begun to fade inside me—at least I no longer entertained visions of my vampiric poodle feasting on our hosts—so I wasn’t truly surprised when I didn’t find the other twin snoozing peacefully against her pillow when I hit the light switch.
What surprised me was finding both of them cuddled together in the same bed.
A lot of crazy thoughts flitted through my logy brain before my eyes acclimated themselves to the brightness again. None of them included what I saw.
The girls weren’t cuddled at all. They were sprawled like rag dolls, limbs thrown wide, long, elegant legs tangled in zebra striped pajamas. Except there were no pajamas, of course, they were nude, and the zebra stripes weren’t black, but dark red.
Like the once snow white sheets, striped now and spattered with gore.
I think I screamed.
Or maybe not.
Some kind of strange coagulated sound filled the room…maybe it was someone else’s throat…or something else’s.
One good thing about blinding fear: it can act as a kind of buffer against total terror.
And there’s nothing like raw panic to really send the ole adrenalin spiking. Mine was somewhere off the chart and into the next apartment building. Or city. Or planet.
I might have screamed twice, actually. I recall my ears ringing from something.
I don’t recall how I got back in the hallway, or  even that I was running blindly, only that something was brushing under my bare feet that must be the carpet and the hallway walls had suddenly become one of those strangely elongated fun house halls that seem to recede before you  the closer you get to the end. Everything moved in slow-motion, like running through clear glue,  while at the same time my mind felt sped up artificially, filled with all kinds of funny things like flashing lights and bloody images that weren’t there anymore and thoughts like, where exactly the hell do I think I’m running to!
Was it the front door?—which I vaguely seemed to recall locking. Or was it the kitchen, maybe to find a carving knife or meat cleaver or small sledgehammer to smash Mitzi with when she came through the front door? Or was Sylvie likely the type to keep a sledgehammer in her kitchen? And, by the way, what happened to whatever it was that made those furtive scuttling sounds earlier—?
I didn’t know.
But way in the back of my brain I must have remembered that the one light I hadn’t turned on yet was the ceiling fixture in Sylvie’s room; all I’d had to go by was that glowing cat on her vanity. Which is probably why I ended up back there in her bedroom. Still screaming, I think. Sylvie! Sylvie! Sylvie!–part of me wanting desperately for her to wake-up and part of me not wanting me to discover that the lump under her covers was more of that mess in the twins’ room down the hall.
Then somehow I was beside her bed again and the lights were on brightly and I was standing smiling above my thunderously pounding heart. Smiling because there wasn’t a spec of red to be seen anywhere on the sheets, just the sweet hills and valleys of Sylvie’s sleeping figure. The slender, beautifully shaped not-quite-long-enough-to-get-her-more-modeling-jobs legs, the wasp waist, porcelain smooth arms at her sides, generous bosom crowning that delicate ribcage…
…that delicate ribcage, which wasn’t moving, wasn’t rising and falling in peaceful sleep!
Was that because someone had apparently placed a pillow over her face…was that why my lovely Sylvie of the sexy smile wasn’t breathing?
Because if so, I’d better move fast and pull the pillow off.
Which is what I did.
But which did no damn good at all. She still wasn’t breathing.
Possibly due to her lack of having a head.
Now, wait a second, don’t freak out!
You’re just hallucinating!  She does have a head! Don’t get upset! She does have a head! Do not get upset!
Which turned out to be true.
I found it when I yanked off the sheet, staring up at me from between her legs where some idiot had lodged it. 
Okay, now you can get upset.
Strangely, I didn’t.
Shock, I suppose. 
Or maybe I’d convinced myself by then the whole thing was some lunatic dream, some small uncooked part of Sylvie’s Chicken Catchetore. Though deep inside I knew this wasn’t true, it really was happening, really was all quite real.
I stepped backward reflexively from the dead, glazed eyes, strangely smiling teeth…reaching behind me for the bedroom door and tripped over something on the rug. The something was Mitzi. Also missing her head.
I kept on tripping after that…back and back until I crashed into the closet door and then through it.
Sylvie had an incredible wardrobe—I mean, she was a part time model, after all—but I don’t think Mitzi’s headless torso was supposed to be part it…hanging there all bloody by a handsome new pink leash, which, in retrospect, I guess was supposed to be somebody’s idea of a big joke I didn’t seem to get. Dead dogs telepath no lies, was that it?
Can’t remember if I screamed again then or not.
Probably not.
I think whatever rose up in my throat was cut off by that furtive scuttling sound again, this time in the hallway right next to me.
I turned that way and felt all the blood drain from my face at once.
“Good evening, my boy,” smiled The Count, “sorry about the mess!”
* * *
I was way too far gone to run. No strength in my legs at all.
I just stood there wobbling like one of those inflatable arm-waving balloon men and gaped at The Count as he came smiling graciously to me, fangs gleaming. 
He lifted his wonderful black cape with the magnificent red lining and put a clawed-handed arm paternally over my shoulders. 
“Just make it quick,” I muttered, not caring about the pain or becoming a vampire myself or poor headless Mitzi or anything at all but a quick, black death.
The Count chuckled amusement, guiding me down the hall and back to the comparative peace of the living room. “Nothing at all, my boy? Even the golden crowned Ms. Clancy? Though her hair seems to have acquired a lighter hue of late, eh? Well, I warned you.”
He guided me across the carpet to one of Sylvie’s lounge chairs and deposited my limp form with a flop. Then he moved to the veranda curtains, pulled them and stood for a moment looking out at Lake Michigan’s twinkling lights. 
“It really is a magical city, isn’t it?” he admired.
I groaned from the chair. “Under more pleasant circumstances.”
The Count turned with a toothy grin. “And I apologize again for that. Maybe I overdid it, do you think, Edward?”
I could barely focus on him.“Well, you could have left out the beheadings. And did you have to kill poor Mitzi? Couldn’t you have—I don’t know—locked her in a closet or something? She is a fellow vampire, after all.”
“Who turns door knobs with her teeth.”
I nodded, suddenly sleepy. “True. Smart pooch. Did she get a few good licks in first, I hope? Take a piece of your ankle here, a bit of your thigh there?”
The Count sat across from me in the room’s only other chair. “She did indeed. Went down like a trooper. Died with her boots on, as they say.” He perked up. “Did you ever see that one, by the way? Errol Flynn at his peak? A real corker! All about General Custer! Totally erroneous, of course, but you know the studios in those days, couldn’t have the Indians be the heroes.”
I sat there giving back a kind of lifeless look. “So you really are the original Dracula, right?”
I could swear the aged face almost blushed. “My boy, there’s only one real Dracula! 
“Yeah?”
“Indeed! The divine Bela!”
“Lugosi.”
“Brilliant casting on Tod Browning’s part!”
I gave a weak shrug. “Kind of stagy for me…”
“Well, it was a play, dear boy!”
“I don’t know. Chris Lee was pretty great.”
“True, but he made too many films. That Hammer! Cranking them out like hamburgers! Whatever possessed a once so elegant film company?”
“Money, I suspect.” 
I looked around the room, clean and dry. But my mind kept drifting back to the other rooms. “God, I wish this were a nightmare. I really do enjoy talking with you, Count. Usually. But it isn’t a dream, is it? It’s all real. It can tell.” I patted the arm of my chair. “I can feel it this time. We’re sitting here in this lovely living room with this lovely view, and the girls and poor Mitzi are down the hall there, in not so lovely rooms. It’s all real.”
“Real as rain,” the Count agreed. “But something, I think, you needed to see.”
I started in my chair. Needed? “Why? Why the hell didn’t you just do me first? Save me the agony.”
The Count leaned forward, eyes glowing, and for a second I was sure that was the moment he was going for my throat. “Because you needed to see it, my boy. See it and smell it ‘till it burned into your brain. So you would not forget.”
“Not much chance of that.”
“Good! That was my intention. Now come here, please…”
I came.
I mean, what was the point in fighting?
“Close your eyes.”
“That isn’t necessary. You know, Count, I really thought you were my friend.”
“I am no man’s friend. However, in your case, I may make an exception. Close your eyes.”
In my darkness I felt his aged, long-nailed hand across my forehead.
In a moment, I opened my eyes.
 He was still there. “That’s all?”
“That’s it. Painless, eh?”
I looked down at myself. “I’m a vampire?”
He stepped back, appalled. “Good gracious, I should hope not!”
I scrutinized the old man a moment, then turned and looked back at the hallway entrance again. “This is reality—right?”
When I turned back, The Count was out on the veranda admiring the view again. “You should have seen this place in the 15th Century—Chicago, I mean! Did you know the lake was actually blue then? Not a drop of sewage!” He gestured outward, ruminating. “Indians all over the place. Forests, lush and green. No smell of gasoline anywhere. Pine. Everything smelled of pine and grass. Ah me…maybe the vampires should have won…”
“Count? Kindly answer me. Is this reality or not?”
He came back into the living room. “Indeed it is. An unfortunate one, but a very real one. Lucky for you it is but one of many.”
I stared blankly. “Meaning?”
“Ever read Peter Pan, Edward? Pretty little book!”
“Count—“
“‘Now this has all happened before, ‘” it begins, “’and it will all happen again. But this time it happened—“
“Alternate realities, is that what you’re saying?”
The tall gentleman in the tux smiled wide, kind eyes crinkling like an elf’s. “Smart lad! Knew straight away we should be fast friends!”
I looked around me, fought a sudden urge to rush back to the bedrooms.
“Don’t bother, my boy. Look…” and he pointed at the floor beside the couch. Mitzi snored obliviously on the carpet.
I started to rush to her but the old man caught my arm. “Wouldn’t do that, Edward—he might not like it.”
“Who—?” But then I saw the figure stretched out on the couch.
“Oh, shit. I knew there’d be a catch.”
He patted my arm reassuringly. “No catch at all. Just a simple demonstration. Of what will come to pass if things continue in the present vein—you should pardon the pun.”
I gaped at him. “You didn’t do this?”
“Edward. Really. I’m crushed.”
“But who then!”
He was returning to the veranda. I think he was beginning to fade a little at the same time. “I think you know who. The important question is ‘when.’”
I raced after him. “Ivan! Is it Ivan? Ivan and his goons killed them? Oh God—Clancy too?”
“Some things I can show you…few things I can tell. Not my choice, it simply works that way.”
He was leaning out against the railing and I could just tell he was about ready to take flight.
I grabbed at his cape. “But what—how do I—“
“Prevent the carnage in the next room? That must be of your own making, Eddie. As I said, the important thing is time. And that, unfortunately, is running out…”
“But can’t you—?”
He shook his head firmly, definitely fading now, and held out his arms. “Come say good-bye now.”
I took his bony arms in mine. 
“There’s a limited number of times I can interfere, Eddie…make good use of them all!”
And I was sure he was going to hug me.
As opposed to throwing me over the rail.
I couldn’t even scream in all that black, rushing wind, just watch the Count’s smiling face grow smaller as I plummeted backward to the dark, hard (very hard) street below. In the last moments I thought I knew why.
After all, there couldn’t very well be two of me sleeping on that crummy couch.
Right?
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I woke with sunlight from the veranda streaming across the couch, across my face.
And across the face of the vampire perched on my chest, eyes like live coals, fangs gleaming, mouth dripping saliva and blood.
A low rumble of threat rising from within her.
Then she smiled and snickered at me. Or as much as a dog can smile and snicker, anyway. “Scare you?”
I rubbed sleep from my eyes, shoved Mitzi off my tortured sternum with a growl of my own. “You’re gaining weight!”
She slid happily onto one of the cushions, whacking it with her tail. “But I got you, right? You thought I was going straight for the old carotid!”
I pushed up on my elbows, winced at the pain in my neck, yawned in her face. “Yeah, yeah, I completely soiled myself. What’s that crap on your muzzle?”
She licked my face with her sandpaper tongue.
I gagged and pushed away, wiping my mouth. “Blech! What is that!”
“Raspberry jam!”
“Where’d you get that?”
“In the bathroom, Ed, behind the toilet. Where do you think I got it, Einstein?”
I turned my head toward the kitchen, smelled the pancakes now, heard the sound of feminine chatter and laughter. “Everybody’s up, I see.”
“Some people actually go to work, Eddie.”
I grunted, shoved the rest of the way up and located my pants. “I’m just glad the girls made it back all right.” 
“Yeah, I know what you mean…”
It took me a second, I was shrugging into my shirt before I turned to the poodle. “You know what what means?”
Mitzi hopped to the carpet stretched out a moment in a sleeping posture. “Look familiar?”
Memories were beginning to catch up with the rest of my brain. “But…you slept with Sylvie last night. Didn’t you?”
She rolled over, looked up at me. “For a while. But you kept making funny noises out here. I got worried, trotted back to the couch. That’s when I saw you. Both.”
My heart hitched a little. “The Count.”
“The Count.”
I put a hand to my forehead, warding off a coming headache. Maybe I was just hungry. “And I was so hoping it was all a dream…”
“You know it wasn’t a dream. And if you think you had a rough night, try waking up and staring at your own bodiless head.”
I groaned. “So we shared one of these…alternate realities, that it?”
She sat up, licked jam from her nose. “Hey, do I look like Stephen Hawking? The part of me that’s still Alicia barely passed Algebra in the Old Country before laying siege to this one. And if that old man isn’t the real Count Dracula he’s a close relation.”
I shrugged off sleep. “I know.”
“No,” Mitzi said, and turned away from me, “you don’t know…”
I frowned down at her, pulling on my sneakers. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
She trotted in a little circle then sat down and faced me again. She looked unsettled. 
“I haven’t been entirely truthful with you, Eddie…”
“About—?”
“That idiot vet back in KC. When I died?”
“Yeah—?”
“He buried me deep, Ed. Plus I was dead—I’m talking the real death. At least I’m pretty sure I was. Anyway, I couldn’t possibly have waked up on my own, let alone dug my way out of that grave…without assistance.”
I stared at her. “The Count.”
She nodded. “I never saw him, but he must have fanged me, given me a transfusion. I was just so far gone.”
I felt a sudden rush of warmth for the chisel-faced old man. “So why the gloomy look, Mitz? He probably saved your life. Though I can’t imagine why, being the pain in the ass you are.”
“Can’t you, Ed? He wants us together, don’t you get it. You and me.”
I shrugged. “So? That’s kinda sweet.”
“Sweet my ass. He’s been—you should excuse the expression—dogging us ever since that hotel convention. Never really letting us out of his sight. I’m not entirely sure he didn’t somehow orchestrate your casual meeting with Sylvie back in KC, even the drive up here to Chicago, and our staying here at her place.”
“How the hell could he—‘orchestrate’ all that?”
“I don’t know.”
I scoffed. “Quit being paranoid, he’s just a nice old man.”
“He’s a cunning old vampire with an agenda. I mean, aside from moi, how many nice vampires have you ever known? He’s not just being nice, Ed, he wants Ivan as much as you want Clancy.”
I gave her a dubious look. “How do you know that?”
“I’m a vampire! I can sense it! How do you know all that bloody crap he showed you last night wasn’t just some Vulcan mind-meld shit to scare you into keeping after Ivan?”
“You think the Count’s a Reader? But vampires can’t—“ 
“I think he’s a lot more than that! Maybe more powerful than Ivan!”
“So why doesn’t he just finish off Ivan himself?”
“Exactly my point! Why is he taking the circuitous route? And probably leading us to the chopping block?”
I bristled. “He’s leading us to Clancy, Mitz!”
“Well, we found her! Now let’s get her and get out again, what do you say?”
I took a long look at the poodle I loved. “What happened to leading the crusade against the vampire? Cleansing the Earth of him? All that just cheerleading?”
She looked affronted. “Hey, buster! I’m still on board. I’d just like to run my own reconnaissance missions, that’s all! Look, Ed, I love you, you’re my best friend, if you were a dog we’d be humping out in the alley, but you’re a little too generous with your heart sometimes, a little naïve about picking your acquaintances.”
“I thought you liked The Count! In KC you couldn’t say enough about the old guy!”
“That was before the ‘old guy’ started buggering my cerebral cortex with visions of naked carnage and my own headless torso hanging from a pink leash!”
“Ivan did that, Mitzi! Or will do it! Someday. Probably soon.”
“Maybe.”
I shook my head, cheek puffed with impatience. “You don’t trust anybody. You’re a complete cynic.”
“I’m alive.”
“Yes. Thanks to the Count.”
“Who has an agenda! One you refuse to acknowledge!”
“Am I interrupting?” from across the room.
We turned to find Sylvie adorning the kitchen doorway, brandishing a spatula and a skimpy little apron that may or may not have hidden panties beneath.
“Wow. Your wardrobe continues to amaze me,” I smiled.
“Isn’t it degenerate? My clothes are in the dryer. Come join the party! We’ve got fresh pancakes, raspberry jam and maple syrup!”
She winked, turned us a plump bottom and revolved back to the stove.
“And hot little buns,” Mitzi muttered wryly, trailing after. “Talk about a girl with an agenda.”
“Someone’s jealous.”
“Someone’s a sucker.”
“Paranoid canine.”
“Gullible human.”
“Bitch.”
“Oh, that’s inventive!”
* * *
The twins were still in their own enticing nighties, though not quite as daring as Sylvie’s getup.
They smiled and beamed as I came in—“Here’s our morning stud!”—then went immediately back to castigating the latest issue of Vogue, whose cover they both graced. 
“What did they do to my cheeks?”
“What did they do to my nose? It looks like a dick!”
“That’s not even my true eye color. Some fucking filter or something!”
“The whole thing’s terrible! We both look a mess!”
I scooted next to them at the kitchen table, grabbed the issue and appraised it. They looked ravishing.
I handed back the magazine. “You’re right. It’s atrocious.”
I caught Sylvie smiling from the corner of my eye by the stove as the girls went simultaneously apoplectic.
“Oh, God, Ed, do you really think so!”
I cut a forkful of pancake, chewed ecstatically. “Mindy looks a little chubby.”
A whine of horror. “I do?”
“You’re the one on the left, right?”
“No. That’s Mandy!”
“Oh. Then Mandy, you look a little chubby.”
“I do?” ashen-faced.
“Tub of lard.” I tipped the cover toward me, let it go. “Boobs are drooping a bit too.”
“Whose?” 
Sylvie set a cup of coffee next to my plate. “Girls. I think Mr. Magee is having you on.”
They both leaned desperately toward me. “Are you?”
I chewed around another sweet mouthful. “You know, I can help you guys get into shape…”
“You can? How!”
“Simple floor exercise. One of you gets under me, and the other gets on top—of course this works better without clothes—and then you both—“
Mindy threw the magazine at me.
They both pushed smugly from the table. “We’re late for a shoot.”
“Hey, don’t go away mad!” 
“I’ll expect you gone when we return, Mr. Magee!” from Mandy.
“And Sylvie says you have a very small penis, by the way!” from Mindy.
And they stalked off.
“Love you guys!” I called.
Sylvie sat across from me, shaking her head. “Never tell a model she’s a pound over three grams.”
I winked at her. “They’re crazy about me, you told me yourself!”
Sylvie sipped coffee, nodded. “But don’t press your luck.”
She had one eye on the kitchen clock. “I’ve got to scoot too.”
“Model shoot?”
She might have hesitated just a moment. “Something like that. Anyway, they don’t like it when you’re late…”
She set the cup in her saucer and started to rise but I caught her arm.
“Wait!”
I said it too loud. Covered quickly with: “Just one more cup of coffee with me.”
She looked back at the clock. “Really, Ed, I think you’ve seen enough of my ass in this ridiculous outfit.”
“Amen to that,” from Mitzi beside me.
“Please,” I said. “I’d like…we need to talk, Sylvie.”
She looked me in the eye. “Can’t it wait until I get back? The job only lasts—“
“No,” I said. Then softened it with: “I mean, I need to get this off my chest. Really.”
I heard a loud groan from Mitzi that I prayed was only in my head.
“All right,” Sylvie relented, “let me fetch us more coffee…”
* * *
I danced around the subject until the twins had dressed and left. They looked like a million dollars—two million—but what else was new? Anyway, we were finally alone together in the apartment.
But I couldn’t seem to get started.
“What the matter, Ed? Worried about Clancy? I told you we—“
“It isn’t that. Well, it is that, but it’s bigger than that.”
“What then? Having second thoughts about staying here? Too much estrogen in one apartment?”
I shook my head. “I love each and every inch of each and every one of you. It’s about trust.”
Sylvie hesitated over her cup. “Oh? All three girls or just me?”
“Just you for the moment.”
“Little trust or big trust?”
“Major trust. Complete trust.”
She raised her brows. “Oh. Well. That is big.” She set down her cup. “Who did you kill?”
When I didn’t immediately respond she leaned forward, expression sober. “Ed? Um…who did you kill?”
“Do I have it?”
“Have what? My trust? Of course. Completely. You know that.”
“I hoped so…”
“Well, you do. It goes no farther than this kitchen. You have my word. Was it murder?”
“Just don’t!” from Mitzi.
I looked quickly at Sylvie. “Did you hear that?”
“What?”
“What the dog just said.”
“The dog—?”
“Never mind. Yes. It was murder. In a sense.”
She frowned from her side of the table. “In what sense?”
“In the sense that he was already dead.”
Sylvie sat back, eyes narrowed, anticipating a punch line. “Already dead isn’t murder, Ed. What were the circumstances?”
“Sylvie…would you say Mitzi is a smart dog?”
“Ed, what’re we—“
“Smarter I mean than the average poodle.”
She cleared her throat, glanced back at the wall clock. “Ed—“
“She can read minds, Sylvie.”
She was doing some serious frowning now. “Ed. Please. Get to the joke. I really am late for work.”
“She’s what they call a Reader.”
“Who?”
“Mitzi.”
“’They’ who call her that?”
“Quit while you’re behind!” from Mitzi. 
“That’s what you said about Clancy!” I barked back. Out loud.
Sylvie didn’t quite look like Sylvie anymore.
“I’m sorry,” I sighed apology, “I was talking to her.”
“Her? You mean, Clancy?”
“What—?”
“You were talking to Clancy?”
“Sylvie, Clancy’s not even here!”
She looked around us—a little fearfully. “Not…that I can see…” 
I waved my hand at the air as if to clear it. “I was talking to Mitzi, Clancy.” I shook my head in frustration. “I mean, I was talking to Mitzi, Sylvie.”
“Well, which one?”
“Which one what? There’s only one.”
“Mitzi or Sylvie!”
“Sylvie! I mean—shit—right now I’m talking to Sylvie! You! Before I was talking to Mitzi. Look, forget about all that. The point I’m trying to make is that she can read minds. Some minds, anyway. Most of the time.”
“The dog.”
I nodded. “Yes. The dog. Mitzi.”
Sylvie scooted back a little more fearfully. “Can she read my mind?”
“Not unless you’re a Reader.”
Sylvie glanced down at Mitzi warily. “W-Where would I have to send her?”
“No, no—not send her, you don’t have—look, never mind that, it isn’t important—“
“Ed…?”
“Yes?”
“…were you drinking last night?”
I rolled my eyes. “No. I was not drinking. Sylvie, you’ve got to try to understand what I’m saying!”
“I don’t understand anything you’re saying! How about a nice cup of coffee?” 
“No. Listen to me—“
“I have been listening! And I’ve got to get to work, Ed!”
“In a minute! Try to listen to exactly what I’m—“
“They get really mad at work when you show up late—“
“Forget about work!”
“Forget about work?”
“There won’t be any work!”
“Did they call—am I fired?”
“Goddamnit, Sylvie,” I blurted finally, “the planet’s being overrun by vampires!”
She actually sat calmly there for a moment, nodded politely like she really understood, like everything was absolutely clear and the world made perfect sense.
Then she ran.
I heard her thump down the hall, heard her bedroom door slam behind her.
I looked down at Mitzi.
“That went well, Ed! Hey, is there any more of that raspberry jam?”
* * *
She didn’t lock the bedroom door, and when I came in and sat on the edge of her bed she even let me watch as she dressed for work, which I took as a good sign.
“Sylvie, let’s start again…”
“I’m really late, Ed.”
“You said you trusted me. Completely.”
“I’m letting you watch me dress.”
“I’m not making it up, the vampire thing.”
“Uh-huh. Hand me my bra, huh?”
“I’ve seen them. Killed them. They’re—“
“—taking over the planet, I know. Funny I haven’t run into one.”
“They come out mostly at night.”
“Me too.”
“You probably have run into them without knowing it. In fact…I know you have.”
“No kidding.”
“Ivan Kolcheck.”
Her fingers hesitated hooking her bra, then she turned to me. She put her hands on her lovely hips. “Prove it.”
I sighed. “Sylvie, Ivan will prove it himself soon enough. Only then it will be too late. Look, don’t you realize how insane I know this all must sound? But I’m putting your life—yours and the twins—in terrible danger. I have to at least warn you. Can’t you see that?”
What she saw was a crazy person sitting on the edge of her bed.
She shook her head sadly. “Why are the cute ones always gay or neurotic?”
I threw up my hands. “Fine. I understand. I’ll move out this afternoon. But at least promise me you’ll stay away from that art gallery.”
She looked up as Mitzi waltzed into the bedroom.
Sylvie turned to me. “Prove the dog can read your mind.”
I sat up with fluttering hope, looked over at Mitzi. “Okay,” I said carefully to Sylvie, “I’m going to tell her to do something without speaking aloud…communicating only with my mind.”
I turned to Mitzi. Mitzi stood by the vanity staring at me.
“Mitzi,” I pushed with my mind, “jump up on the bed.”
Mitzi jumped up on the bed.
I turned to Sylvie. 
Sylvie shrugged her small shoulders. “How do I know you told her to do that?”
I sighed. Rubbed my forehead. Looked over at the dog. “Any ideas?”
“It’s your show, Sport.”
I looked up as Sylvie came toward me, bent down and whispered in my ear. “Tell her to jump off the bed.”
I turned to Mitzi. “Jump off the bed,” I told her in my mind.
Mitzi lay down on the pillow.
“Thanks for nothing,” I told her.
The dog sighed. “Weren’t we having a little discussion earlier about your egregious naiveté? Your willingness to trust anyone, including The Count?”
“Sometimes trust is all you’ve got, Mitz.”
“Yeah,” she stretched long across the pillow. “well, this isn’t one of those times.”
“Mitzi, please jump off the bed.”
“She knows you’re sweet on another woman, Ed, and she keep flashing her gorgeous ass at you! She’s up to something!”
“Companionship! Is that a sin?”
“Just you and me together on this thing, that was the agreement, Ed. If you tell Sylvie about all this, you’ll have to tell the twins. Tell the twins and you won’t know one vampire from the next without a program.”
Sylvie turned and slithered into her dress. “I’m late.”
I sat there staring at the carpet.
Sylvie grabbed her keys and headed for the door.
“Good-bye,” I intoned mournfully.
She turned at the door. “No one’s throwing you out, Ed. We can discuss this when I get back from work this afternoon.” She started to leave, turned back again. “I don’t want you to leave, Ed. You or Mitzi. Okay?”
“Why not?”
“Can I trust you to be here when I get back?”
I looked up at her there in the doorway. “Sure.”
“Good. See you in a couple of hours.” And she left.
I heard the front door open and close again behind her.
I got up from the bed. “C’mon,” I told Mitzi.
She lifted her head from the pillow. “Where to?”
“Anywhere but here. I’m not going to be around to watch three beautiful women get plastered all over the apartment walls.”
“But we don’t have any place to stay. Or any money.”
“Well, gee,” I grimaced, tucking in my shirt, “I guess the next guy you fang you’ll just have to mug as well!”
Mitzi sat up. “I know you think I let you down…”
I waved at the air. “It isn’t your fault. Disbelief is their greatest strength, remember? We’ll figure something out. I’m not leaving this town without Clancy.”
Mitzi was staring past me.
I turned around and found Sylvie standing in the bedroom door again. 
She looked a little sad, a little chagrinned. 
“What’s the matter?” I said.
She looked down at the floor a moment, then up at me with big, soulful eyes. “’Can I trust you to be here when I get back’ I asked. And you answered ‘yes.’”
I nodded. “And meant it.”
She heaved a big sigh. “Trust is supposed to run both ways. If I can trust you to be here, I guess I should—“
“Sylvie! Are you saying you believe me—“
She held up cautionary hands. “I’m not saying I buy the crazy vampire thing. But…” and she puffed out another little sigh, “…if we’re going to get your girlfriend back, I think there’s a few truths you should know about me as well.”
“Like?”
She turned back to the front door. “Come along with me today. I’ll explain at my job…”
I grabbed my jacket.
Sylvie hesitated at the door, put a warm palm to my chest, looked up with those big olive eyes that had suddenly gone vulnerable. “…and we’ll see if you still want to be here after I’m through work…”
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A short cab ride away from Marina City there’s a big auditorium called The Rialto on Sullivan Street.
It used to be a movie theater, I found—but I mean a real movie theatre, one of those grand palaces they made in the 30’s with a foyer the size of a football field, gigantic winding staircases of crushed gold balustrades, cut glass chandeliers only slightly smaller than dirigibles, endless miles of red velvet curtains, two or three loges with private box seating…you get the idea. A place some poor out-of-work slob at the height of the Depression could visit for fifteen cents, see two features, a newsreel, a cartoon and a travelogue and pretend he wouldn’t be standing in a soup line the next day. 
Somehow—probably by accident—The Rialto missed the wrecking ball, reached the generation that finally decided architecture could be an art form and had the place put on the national register for restored buildings. The neighborhood was still in mid-gentrification, meaning you’d bump into the occasional panhandler or crack dealer. Since slicing and dicing the Rialto’s interior for multiplexes would have sort of defeated the purpose, it was refurbished, cleaned-up and turned into a legitimate stage theater. It lost money doing this, but it broke even enough times during the year by converting the center aisle into a runway and showcasing some of the country’s  more prestigious High Fashion shows during the fall and spring collections. 
I was pretty impressed when our cab pulled in front of the Rialto’s filigreed façade of ancient Roman columns, gamboling cupids, original deco outdoor box office and elephantine marque that once proffered in four-foot letters names like Gable and Lombard but now announced “Mr. Black’s Fall Cavalcade of Fashion.” You had to be skinny and beautiful and poised and elegant and most of all tall to achieve the stardom of a Rialto runway model. As I said, I was pretty impressed as Sylvie took my arm and led me before the stately columns flanking the canopied entrance.
A little less impressed when she kept on leading me past the Rialto’s ornateness to the slightly less distinguished Hurley’s Bar on the corner next to it. Unlike the courtly uniformed doorman at the elegantly venerable theater, the bouncer at Hurley’s looked like a gorilla in a fishnet shirt. The buildings weren’t fifteen feet apart but the contrast was alarming. If Sullivan Street were ever to achieve total tourist acceptance, Hurley’s would someday have to go.
Sylvie held the front door for me when the bouncer appeared distracted— picking his nails with a switchblade as he was.
“Give it a chance,” she muttered when she saw my expression.
It wasn’t a terrible saloon.
I’d been in worse.
But it did smell like a saloon, and was dark and loud like a saloon and the tough, grimy looking clientele was….okay, it was a terrible saloon.
The Neanderthal bouncer balked at the dog until Sylvie told him Mitzi was part of the show.
Sylvie walked me to the bar, pushed me toward a stool, ordered a drink for me using the kind of customer-to-barkeeper sign language that indicates a sustained relationship, then disappeared with Mitzi.
The next time I saw her she was moving naked among the tables.
Well, not completely naked, but her Victoria’s Secret undergarments were flesh colored and there was so little of them she may as well have been naked. As it was, she had all she could do not to pop out in front of the customers. Mitzi—brushed and combed—walked imperiously before her on a pink leash.
Which didn’t deter the feely-grabby customers one whit.
Including a couple of Hell’s Angel’s types who looked like they’d rape your grandmother and pay you. Tongues on the floor, chins dripping saliva, the rowdy crowd at Hurley’s was actually laying money on their beer-stained tables, betting on the moment something would pop out. Through it all, Sylvie strode professionally, spun and posed with grace and dignity, giving every table the same clear view without actually lingering long enough to break stride or get groped.
Of course, with the kind of apes that inhabited a dive like that, some hairy arm or ham-fisted paw was bound to eventually get a free squeeze in there. When it finally happened, I was off my stool in a huff and charging a guy at least three times my size.
Fortunately I only got part way off the stool before a hand the size of a Cleveland catcher’s mitt pushed me back down gently and our switchblade picking bouncer strolled over and stood above the offending groper. He didn’t say a thing or move a muscle—he didn’t have to. That Attila the Hun smile promised: “One more grabby, wise-guy, and I start shooting hoops with your nuts—one at a time.”
No one argued.
In a few minutes, Sylvie disappeared and another model came out from the back room and began parading a pink teddy so sheer it only had one side. 
There was much clapping and whistling and thunderous stamping until Hurley’s walls began to vibrate and the light above the pools tables began to sway alarmingly.
Back went the teddy, out came Sylvie.
Back went Sylvie, out came a redhead in red garters and red heels. 
This went on for a good two hours or more. It made for a very raucous room. It made for several very humiliated but extremely game young women. It made a lot of beer money for the saloon owner.
* * *
It was growing dark in Chicago streets when we finally left the bar.
Sylvie didn’t say anything during the ride back. No, wait: she said just one thing, without looking at me, as she climbed unapologetically into her side of the cab. “It pays the rent.”
After that she just sat staring out her side window at the gray streets and gathering dusk.
I recall clearing my throat uncomfortably several times.
“Say something.”
That from Mitzi between us in the back seat.
I turned to her. “Like what?”
“Anything. Tell her she was sexy. No….tell her she was lovely.”
I smiled past the poodle at the back of Sylvie’s turned-away head. “You were great!” I said.
She stared silently out her window.
“Tell her she made the other girls look like boys.”
Sounded corny to me but I shrugged and leaned toward Sylvie. “The other girls didn’t stand a chance,” I told Sylvie.
She stared out her window.
“Tell her you’ve seen a lot of pussy in your time, but—“
“Mitzi, just shut-up, huh?”
“Come on, man! The poor kid’s hurting! God, you know nothing about women!”
“I thought you didn’t like her!”
“I said I didn’t trust her, nothing about not liking her. She can tickle my tummy any time.”
We rode in silence for a while.
Mitzi turned to me. “Tell her that, Ed.”
“What?”
“Tell her she can tickle your tummy anytime.”
I looked down at the dog. “You don’t date a whole lot, do you?”
“Tell her that once you’ve rescued Clancy, a threesome isn’t entirely out of the question.”
“Jesus.”
“Just kidding, tell her that—oh, look! A flower shop! Stop the cab! Get in there and buy her some flowers!”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“No, I mean it! Stop the cab!”
“Mitzi, I am not going to—“
“Forget all that other crap I said, just pull this thing over and buy her a nice bouquet of something. Roses are nice.”
“Roses!”
“Can’t go wrong with them.”
“Are you out of your—“
Mitzi barked suddenly at the top of her lungs.
The cabby slammed on the brakes. I thought we were going to fishtail through the display window and buy the flowers without leaving the cab.
Five minutes later I came reluctantly out of the flower shop with a handful of white tulips.
I climbed in beside Mitzi and tried to avoid her eyes. 
“I said roses! It’s not a freakin’ funeral!”
“It was all they had!” I was so frustrated by then, that last one came out of my mouth by mistake again and filled the cab.
Sylvie turned from her window with surprise. Then she saw the flowers.
She just stared at them a few moments, mouth slightly parted, long lashes blinking.
Then her eyes brimmed. Her bottom lip set to trembling.
“Shit!” I reproached Mitzi. “I told you this was a mistake!”
“Oh, yeah, you think? Watch!”
Sylvie swallowed a thick lump, tears streaming her cheeks now, and threw herself suddenly across the seat into my arms, ignoring the bouquet. 
“See!” I panicked. “She hates them!”
“Tell her she’s beautiful.”
“Just leave m—“
“Will you please goddamnit do as I say for once! Now!”
I bent down to Sylvie soft cheek, her tears soaking my shirt front. “You were so beautiful,” I said quietly.
She made a little breathless gasp, grabbed my neck and pulled me into a tighter clench. “Oh, Ed,” she whispered, sobbing, “she doesn’t deserve you! Whoever this Clancy is, she doesn’t deserve you!”
I glanced over at Mitzi, helpless. “Is that a good thing?”
The poodle was smiling self-righteously ahead at early evening traffic. “That, my dear Edward, is a very good thing.”
* * *
Back at the apartment, Sylvie found a big vase for the flowers (which she kept smelling and cooing above and rearranging) made a fresh pot of coffee and brought down the photo albums from her bedroom closet.
Cheesecake, mostly.
And a few slightly less obvious “art studies.” Mostly from her late teens, early twenties. Or as Sylvie put it: “Before digital photography took over the world.”
She caught my eye after she said that, added: “Like your vampires.”
I flipped another page of another album there at the kitchen table. Cheesy stuff, maybe, but she was gorgeous in every picture, undressed or wrapped head to toe in the latest couture dream.
“These are amazing,” I gushed sincerely, “you should have been a super model.”
She smiled, wistful. “Too short. Not enough leg. And too stacked, even for these days when a bit of rack is in fashion.” She sighed. “The twins…they’ve got the proportions. And the youth.”
I looked up, surprised. “You’re mid-twenties at the most!”
“I’m thirty-two, Ed.”
“No.”
“And got the scars to prove it.”
I shook my head. “Well, they don’t show.”
Another wan dimple. “Internal ones never do.”
And I got a quick vision of abortion offices and broken promises I didn’t pursue.
But Sylvie did. “I wanted children,” she murmured in soft reflection. “I wanted kids…”
I exchanged a quick look with Mitzi, then reached out and took Sylvie’s hand across the kitchen table. “Thirty-two…that’s not too late…”
She shrugged. “Maybe not.” Looked me in the eye. “If I find the right guy.”
I withdrew my hand gracefully, flipped another album page.
“Before we get too sentimental, it’s not just me. The twins have their histories too.”
I looked up to see if she was joking. She wasn’t.
“Oh, maybe not pasted down in yellowing albums like little grave markers, but they’ve got them, even if only locked away safely in their little minds, their little hearts. It’s a tough world out there, Ed. Sometimes it’s a regular goddamn bitch.”
“But the twins do legitimate runway work…”
She nodded. “You’d be surprised what waits at the end of some of those runways.”
I didn’t understand.
“We all belong to the same agency, the twins and I. Seventy per cent of it is strictly legit…well, all of it is legit really. But sometimes when the phone rings it’s to work a fancy hotel room or opening or even one of the better restaurants in town. And sometimes you’re given a name.”
“A name?”
“Of this-and-such client. Usually rich, often with political affiliation. If you don’t happen to know his name, the agency can always supply a photo so you can spot him, at the bar, the show, whatever. Sometimes he’s already seen your photo, sometimes not. In the latter case you have to approach him…getting the picture?”
I was. “Like…an escort service?”
She laughed. “Oh, they wouldn’t dare admit that! No, it’s all strictly on the up and up like I said. You’re not forced to do anything. But if the…client likes you, and you happen to be modeling in the hotel he has reservations with, well…”
“And the agency gets its cut, of course.”
“Of course. But they’re more than fair. And the client…well, these guys are always gentlemen—almost always—very sweet, usually shy, big bashful puppies fooling around on their patrician wives for the first time. But they do pay. A lot.  And they aren’t anxious to incur any risk to their over-priced Connecticut zip codes, you know?”
I shut the photo album. “Sylvie, you didn’t have to tell us all this.”
“Us?”
She glanced over at Mitzi. “Oh. Right. The mind-reading dog.”
“We would never think any less of you.”
“Why do you think I’m parading all my skeletons? You trusted me, remember?”
I sighed, sat back. “But you still don’t believe in me.”
She gave me an indescribable look. “I believe in you more than I’ve ever believed in any man, Ed.”
I smiled.
“It’s this vampire shit I’m not so sold on.”
And we both chuckled.
Sylvie consulted her watch. “Ivan’s gallery will be closed in fifteen minutes…”
“You sound like a regular customer,” I said, “or someone who’s worked there.”
She stood with a cryptic smile. “Sweetie, I’ve worked for Ivan all over town.”
My jaw dropped a little.
“He knows me on sight, so we have to be careful.” She slung her purse, waiting.
“Now?”
“If you want to try proving to me one that of the most well respected, not to mention eligible, men in town is a vampire, we may as well get started.”
“You’ve put your plan together?”
“Retrieving Clancy, you mean? Not quite. But if you’re going to steal from somebody it’s best to know all you can about him first. His private as well as his social life.”
“And how do we do that?” I asked, rising.
Sylvie shrugged. “Start tailing him, I guess.” 
“On foot?”
“If we have to. If not, I’ve got a car down in the garage. Haven’t paid the garage bill in a while but the night man knows me. Sometime it works if I get a good start.”
“The night man?”
“The car.”
* * *
The car, a beat-up Prius blind in one eye, worked.
We drove to Kolcheck’s gallery and parked discreetly across the street. He was just closing for the night. A glimpse of the inside showed he’d added a lot more canvasses to the walls since the last time I’d been there. 
“There’s a show next weekend,” Sylvie whispered beside me. I don’t know if she realized vampires have great hearing acuity or not, but something about trying to sneak around Ivan Kolcheck made you want to whisper anyway. “We should try to attend,” she said.
I looked at her darkened profile. ‘We’? He knows me, Sylvie. Knows my face.”
“Clancy will be at the opening.”
My heart hitched. “Are you sure?”
“I’m sure. She’s with him at every important event he honors.”
I grunted. “Showing off his prize.”
“You might call it that.”
I looked at her. “What do you mean, ‘might’”?
“Never mind, now. Look. He’s closing up.”
Ivan was leaving the shop, switching off the interior lights, leaving one above the front door burning, locking the door. He was alone.
“You don’t seem surprised,” I said.
“At what?”
“He’s alone. Important guys like that usually have at least one bodyguard in tow, especially at night.”
“Maybe he knows karate.”
I grunted. “Or some ancient art form.”
Ivan walked down the sidewalk and disappeared around the corner.
I looked at Sylvie. “Now what?”
“He’ll come to us. His midnight-black Lamborghini is parked behind the shop.”
“You do know this guy.”
“I’ve been in there.”
“Ivan?”
“The car.”
We followed the sleek, black sports car to The Loop, if ‘follow’ is the right word. Sylvie stayed so far behind him I was sure we’d lost him on several occasions; but she remained calm and cool, always picking up his tail lights again as if she knew where he was headed. Which, as it turned out, she did.
Again we parked across the street. A much wider street this time, busy with dinner traffic that included more than few fancy sports cars of its own.
“’The Trottery’,” Sylvie said nodding at the swirling cursive of neon above the long, stylish bistro across from us. 
“Nice.”
“Best steaks in town. Priciest too.”
Ivan didn’t bother with the parking attendant; he nosed his black Italian monster right in front of a fireplug and stepped out. He was carrying a small but heavy-looking power briefcase.
“He parked right in front of a—“
“Want to make odds on his not getting a ticket?” from Sylvie.
No, I thought to myself, I wouldn’t want to make odds on anything concerning this guy.
Our prey (yeah, right!) disappeared through the beveled-glass and deep mahogany double doors, slipping the uniformed doorman a bill without looking at him, the doorman nodding silently. 
We waited five minutes.
Ivan reappeared and climbed back into his chariot. Vroom, and we were off again.
Four more stops. Two more restaurants, a high class bar, and a higher class hotel. We waited across the street.
“Who’s in the hotel?” I whispered.
“Could be anyone,” Sylvie said, “the vice president’s in town this week.”
I looked at her. She didn’t seem to be joking.
Fifteen minutes and Ivan was out again with his briefcase—slam, varoom.
“How much money do you suppose he collects?” I said as we merged with traffic.
Sylvie tossed her shoulders. “More than congress makes all year, I expect.”
“All of it dirty, of course.”
“Which, the money or congress?”
“You’re funny.”
“Am I?”
I nodded at the windshield. “Are we going to the lake?”
“Apparently.”
“Another restaurant?”
She shook her head. “No idea. Never been this route before. Funny…”
“What?”
“What you said earlier about Kolchek’s lack of bodyguards. I never thought much about it before but there is a lot of money in that briefcase. Why wouldn’t he just use one of his people to collect for him?”
“Maybe he doesn’t trust anyone.”
Sylvie scoffed. “Everyone in town’s afraid of Ivan Kolcheck, including the mob.”
“Afraid doesn’t mean trustful,” I said. And she gave me a sideways glance.
Ten minutes later we pulled up before a line of darkened warehouses lining the south wharf.
It was so black around there it actually took us a minute to find Ivan’s car.
Sylvie parked a good block away from it and cut the engine. I got out.
“Hey! What do you think you’re doing?” Her voice held real fear, enough to make it crack a little.
I pulled open the driver’s side door, looked down at her. “You know what this place is?”
“No idea.”
I put my hand out to her. “Then let’s go find out.”
“You’re crazy, Ed! It’s too risky!”
“Sylvie, it’s going to be risky if I’m ever going to convince you about the vampires.”
She hesitated, big eyes growing bigger as she accessed the dark windows of the warehouse.  “You think he’s meeting other vampires in there?”
“I don’t know. Mitzi doesn’t think so.”
Sylvie turned to the dog in the back seat. “How do you know?”
“Because she always warns me when vampires are around and the only one she smells so far is Ivan. But that doesn’t mean they won’t show up. Come on, Sylvie, I can’t have you risking your life if you don’t know what you’re really up against.”
She finally got out of the car. 
Even in the dark I could see she was trembling, and it wasn’t from the night breeze.
We were halfway to the big steel door when the floor level windows of the warehouse flared with light abruptly. Sylvie jerked to a halt just short of stepping into the just-appearing rectangles of illumination across the macadam in front of us.
“They’ll see us!”
I took her arm. “No. They’ll be blinded by the inside lights, and Mitzi smells no guards around the perimeter. Come on.”
“Ed—“
“You can do this, Sylvie. Trust, remember?”
She finally let me guide her to the building where the dull rectangles of light morphed into bright squares just below the windows. I pulled myself up on a packing crate against the wall and took the first peek over the sill.
The interior at first appeared empty and definitely dusty. Then I made out Ivan’s shoeprints on the concrete floor leading to about the center of the room. Then I made out Ivan. He stood with his back to us, black briefcase in his right hand. A throng of about twenty or so dark-coated men emerged from rear-building gloom, all in tailored suits, expensive Italian shoes. Each was the size of a small mountain, lined up like linebackers. The quarterback was in the middle—ten suits on either side—sitting just before them at an ancient wooden table, cigar in hand. A heavy set man with a thick crown of hair and small glasses that didn’t go with his broad, muscled face stepped forward.
“Goons,” Sylvie whispered, rising slowly beside me.
“Not the one in the middle,” I whispered back.
“No. That’s Tommy Frazetti.”
“You know him?” 
“Know of him.”
“Mob boss?”
She shook her head. “Pretender to the throne, I think. I’m not sure but…”
I squinted at her, trying to stay back from the light, confident Mitzi—waiting below—would growl a warning if anything untoward came our way. “But what—?”
“…from the look of him—his posture—I don’t think this is the group Ivan expected to see tonight.”
“Oh?”
She swallowed a knot of fear. “Just a guess. Damn. I wish we could hear them.”
“I can hear them,” Mitzi said below me.  
“And—“
“They’re not the guys Ivan expected to see tonight.”
I looked down at her. “Thanks. Now tell us something we don’t know.”
Mitzi cocked her head in the dark. “Metal or aluminum sheeted walls in there…lots of reverberation—echoes. Hard to read the mood, but I’m not feeling a lot of love loss from either side.”
I peered back through the window. Ivan was discussing something with the guy at the table. His black briefcase was now placed atop it. Opened.
“Anything now?” I asked Mitzi.
“Not clear…but I distinctly heard the short guy—“
“He’s sitting at a table.”
“—distinctly heard him say, ‘go fluff yourself.’”
“Fluff?”
“That may not be an exact translation.”
There was sudden movement within the big room. 
The leader, Frasetti, was standing now, puffing angrily on his cigar, little glass lenses shining. And now he was flinging Ivan’s briefcase back at him brusquely. Fearlessly. 
“Oh, shit,” Sylvie and I said in unison.
Two of the linebackers each put a hand in their coat pockets as a warning.
Ivan just stood there saying nothing, not moving.
After a while the guy at the table began smiling. Then he began laughing. Not a pleasant laugh. He glanced around at his goons and some of them joined in.
Ivan watched them quietly.
Then, composed and unruffled, Ivan bent and retrieved his empty briefcase.
He took two steps forward, spoke to the guy at the table and held out a hand for him to shake. The guy at the table grinned and put his cigar out in Ivan’s palm.
I was the only person within proximity who didn’t gasp when Ivan didn’t react to the red hot cigar. The only person including Sylvie who wasn’t at all surprised when everybody else in the warehouse stopped laughing and stared incredulously at Ivan’s upheld palm.
“What’s going on?” from Mitzi.
“He was just offered a cigar,” I told her.
“And—“
“He declined.’”
After a few minutes the Frazetti guy was smiling again at Ivan, telling him “Pretty neat trick,” if I read his lips right.
Ivan smiled back and placed his briefcase back on the table, opening it again.
Frazetti stopped smiling. 
He shook his head once at Ivan’s bravado—then turned and nodded to his men.
I saw what was coming and clamped my hand tight over Sylvie’s mouth. 
It probably wasn’t necessary.
The ensuing roar from all those handguns going off at once would have masked any scream. 
Ivan just stood there in the face of it. You could see the back of his coat flapping and tattering from the force of that lead whipping through him, but, the vampire himself, of course, remained upright.
It got very smoky very fast. 
I was glad for it for Sylvie’s sake.
It helped conceal what came next, though what came next came so fast it would have been hard to follow in bright sunlight on a cloudless day. 
Ivan seemed to disappear in the smoke. For a moment I thought he actually fell down.
Then Frazetti’s goons did began to topple over backward in almost rhythmic succession, not all at once, but like a neat row of dominos, or those bathing beauties in a Busby Berkley musical, choreographed and in formation as they dropped into the pool. 
They fell kind of slow, the gangsters, some of them with their gun arms still extended, some not, but nearly all with the queerest expressions, like a child who’s just been slapped and can’t imagine why.
I don’t think a single one of them had the least idea what hit him. That a livid red line had opened across their Adam’s apples one after another, unseen and perhaps unfelt, even their astonished heads toppling backward faster than their bodies. It was as if Ivan were wielding a Samurai sword instead of merely those awful fangs.
There must have been oceans of blood.
But most of it didn’t start pumping in full force until after the headless bodies were on their backs and, thankfully, mostly concealed by the curtain of smoke. Still, I kept my hand firmly planted over Sylvie’s mouth, her eyes bulging like a stuck bullfrog’s above my fingers. Maybe I should have covered her eyes as well.
And Ivan?
Ivan never moved.
Well…of course he moved, but I don’t think even Frazetti saw it. I’m not really sure he understood it, even after he heard the cement sack thuds of his men dropping to the floor behind him like nine pins. 
Then Ivan moved again—this time so we could see him.
He leaned forward and pushed the open briefcase in front of Frazetti one more time.
Frazetti just sat there staring at the tall vampire with his jaw hanging.
“Give him the money,” I said.
Maybe I even said it out loud, I don’t remember. But I didn’t really believe the fat, bespectacled mob chief had brought any money with him and I’m pretty sure Ivan knew that too, maybe even before he set the black case on the table to begin with. Hell, maybe even before he walked into the joint.
I knew what was coming next, too—or had a fairly good idea of it—and I really should have pulled Sylvie away from that window. Even today I’m sometimes sorry I didn’t. It might have saved her some future nightmares. Certainly it would have saved her a lot of tortured vomiting, some of which nearly splashed on Mitzi.
It began when Ivan leaned gently over the table and reached his long-nailed hand down the gangster’s throat…
…and sort of went on from there.
One thing about the whole mess really bothered me later.
Okay, everything about the mess bothered me, and Sylvie a lot more, but one part specifically stuck in my mind after we’d jumped from the window ledge and run white-faced back to her car and locked all the doors securely and shrieked away into the safety of the night.
I think I instinctively knew Ivan was a psychotic after what I saw him do on the rooftop of that hotel Halloween party. But even that didn’t prepare me for the cold, alien fury of what I saw that night. Basically, sparing you most of the gory details, Ivan gutted the would-be mob boss Frazetti from the inside out. Pretty much hollowed him out like a pumpkin. There were rivers of blood and yards of intestines flying everywhere, along with all the major organs of the human body, Ivan’s hand and arm moving so fast it looked like Frazetti was hanging there in the air spewing his guts skyward like an active volcano.
What brought me up short was not just the internal workings being plastered over the warehouse walls. It was when the gangster’s still beating heart smacked us right in our faces–or against the window we were watching through, anyway. Stuck there for a slimy, dripping moment or two, then slid smearing down the glass until it plopping on the floor inside.
I kept thinking while driving us home afterwards—Sylvie was passed out in the back seat, even Mitzi in a slight state of shock—I kept thinking the same thing over and over.
Did Ivan throw that bloody thing at us on purpose! Like a grim joke? Was he aware?
Did the bastard know we were out there?
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Driving back to the apartment, Mitzi beside me in the passenger seat, my eyes kept jumping to the rearview. Expecting the fang-dripping vampire to come swooping down at our back window.
I couldn’t see much of Sylvie stretched out there on the back seat but I was more than a little worried about her. Sure, the idea had been to shock her—it was the only way I could be sure she’d actually make the leap of faith required to believe in contemporary vampires, seeing one in full action—but I hadn’t expected such a gruesome display from Ivan. The most I’d bargained for was some bearing of fangs and wild-eyed posturing, not a clinically accurate vivisection.
My guilt-torn eyes jerked up to the rearview so often I had to dodge two oncoming trucks and an angrily honking SUV before Mitzi finally spoke up.
“She’ll be fine, Ed. I checked her pulse before we got going—she’s isn’t in shock.”
I hunched over the wheel in self-reproach. “Not physiological shock, maybe, but emotionally…I’m not so sure.”
“She’s a strong girl. She’ll get passed it. You knew that instinctively or you wouldn’t have brought her along.”
Mitzi shook her head thoughtfully under the strobe of passing street lights. “That Ivan, though…whew! I mean, a vampire’s bad enough, does he have to be a psycho-sadist to boot? Who turned him back in the day, Jack the Ripper?”
I sighed exhaustion behind the wheel. “Alicia turned him. She was his mentor and initiator, remember?”
“Yeah, well, I think he graduated the University of Alicia with honors and went on to higher levels of insanity. What was he studying before Alicia, pre-med? The claws on that guy—like scalpels. Did you see what he did to those goons? Beheaded them without even—”
“I was there, okay! Let’s not replay it, huh? Anyway, how’d you see it—you were down below the windows.”
“I can hear. And I know the sound of heads hitting the floor prior to their bodies—”
“Can we change the subject now? I’m getting acid reflux! Listen, maybe we should take Sylvie to a hospital, just to be sure…”
The poodle turned to me in the seat. “Yeah, that’s a good idea, Ed! And explain to some pimple-faced intern how she passed out during a vampire attack. Great idea!” She looked back at the windshield. “Where are you driving us, anyway?”
I focused on the highway ahead, the flashing lights, swishing traffic. “I think…yeah, I’m sure I passed it.”
“Passed what?”
“Whatever landmark I was supposed to be looking for, I’m completely lost. Where the hell is Marina City?”
“Get off at the next ramp. Unless you want to cross Lake Michigan underwater. I understand the view is marvelous, if limited. You better pull it together, Sport. Don’t let Sylvie see you like this. She needs you to be the strong, confident Ed Magee now.”
“I think I lost him somewhere back in KC.”
I took the ramp ahead and headed north again. 
“Listen, about Sylvie. All she knows for now is that you read minds—or I claim you do— and that there’s a plague of rampaging fangers out there. Let’s not give her more to handle by mentioning you’re one of them, okay! A vampire poodle might be just the nudge that sends her over the edge.”
“Probably a sound idea. Poor kid’s seen enough tonight to last a lifetime.”
I glanced askance at my adopted canine. “Poor kid? You almost sound like you like her.”
The poodle rolled her eyes heavenward. “Trust, Edward, trust!  How many times do I have to tell you? I don’t trust her! It’s got nothing to do with like. I mean, look at her, who wouldn’t like her? She’s a sweetheart. She’s beautiful. Like Alicia was beautiful, maybe, but still beautiful.”
“You don’t trust Clancy, you don’t trust Sylvie, you don’t trust The Count…who the hell do you trust? Do you even believe in me?”
The dog said nothing.
I finally turned to her. 
“On Monday, Wednesdays and Fridays,” she replied drily. “Turn right here on Sutton. That’ll take you to State Street and The Towers.”
I shook my head. “How the hell do know all this stuff? You’ve never even been to Chicago.”
“I’m a dog, Ed. A highly sensitive, keenly intelligent, exceptionally prescient—“
“Dog. I get it.”
We pulled into The Towers’ parking garage and found Sylvie’s space on the lower level.
I cut the engine, came around to open the back door and found her sitting up dazedly in the back seat. I scooted in next to her. “Hey.”
She blinked lazily at me.
“You okay, kiddo?” I felt her forehead; it was cool.
She looked a little glassy-eyed, though. “I’m all right.” She nodded. “I’m all right.”
I took her hand.
“Ed?”
“What, honey?”
“It was…it was real, wasn’t it?”
“It was. I’m sorry. You needed to believe me and I thought…maybe I shouldn’t have pushed.”
She nodded, swallowed thickly. “Just give me a second…”
“Take all the time you need.”
“Hold her,” Mitzi told me.
I put my arm across Sylvie’s slim shoulders.
Mitzi made a derisive sound in my head. “Not like that! Hold her, Ed!”
I pulled Sylvie close, held her. “Is this okay? What if she wants more, Mitz, like a kiss or something?”
“God, you’re hopeless.”
“Thanks a lot.”
“She’ll let you know, trust me.” 
We sat silently a few moments. Sylvie’s hair smelled wonderful.
“So if she does…should I kiss her or not?”
“Ed, do you go to the bathroom by yourself yet?”
“She’s sliding a hand between my thighs, Mitz…”
“She’s just getting warm. Relax, will you, nobody’s going to tell Clancy. Just hold her awhile. You might put her head down on your shoulder. Yeah. Good. A little less like you’re closing a hamper next time. There. She’ll be fine. You’ll see, she’s a survivor.”
“And you can what—smell all this ‘cause you’re a dog?”
“’Cause I’m a female, Eddie. The species is moot.”
* * *
By the time we got off the elevator Sylvie was back on her feet, nearly her old self.
Even so, I took the keys from her, fumbled through the ring, and finally inserted the right one in the apartment door.
“Hold it a second!” Mitzi warned, poking my thigh with her nose.
“What’s the matter?”
“Listen…”
I froze. Cocked my head, saw Sylvie do the same. “I don’t hear anything,” I said.
“Wait…”
I pressed my ear to the door. Nothing.
Then I heard it. A man’s voice. Low. Strong. Commanding.
Ivan!
I bent gently to Sylvie, whispering. “What time do the girls get home?”
She checked her watch, looked up at me with fearful eyes. “They’re home!”
“…you must join me,” the voice inside was saying, “you must walk with me the untrodden path, and though the way may be dark, you will not be afraid…for I will lead you…”
In my mind I saw white apartment walls scalloped crimson.
“…I will lead you into a land of both the living and dead…a land of unearthly beauty…unimagined desires…where the pain is sharp and quick…but the joy of lust is eternal…”
“Shit!” I spat, hand frozen on the knob.
“Easy, Sport,” from a trembling Mitzi, “let’s think this through…”
But, to my shock, Sylvie’s strong hand was suddenly atop mine, nails digging in as she twisted, pushed inward. “I will not let him harm them!”
“Sylvie, NO—”
But we were already inside, door banging the jamb. The living room was black as a pit.
Sylvie reached reflexively for the switch. I grabbed at her wrist, wrestled briefly, but she tore away. “Let go of me!”
Just before she hit the light, I heard a strange thumping sound close by.
The room flared with brilliance.
Mitzi sat in front of us facing the coffee table, tail thumping the carpet.
Mindy and Mandy sat opposite each other across the table, arms stretched long, polished nails lightly pressed to the plastic cursor atop the Ouija board. Their eyes were closed. Heads bent. Brows knitted in concentration.
“…I will enter you, body and soul,” the deep voice droned on, “and you will join my kingdom…”
Only it wasn’t a man; it was Mindy.
“What the hell!” Sylvie shouted.
They turned to us in tandem, faces bright with identical smiles. “Hi, guys! Out on the town? Bring back some dessert?”
Sylvie strode forward sternly like a wet mother hen. “What on earth are you doing?”
Mandy looked up innocently. “Just…channeling. Mindy bought a Ouija board!”
“I warned you about messing with that stuff!” Sylvie hissed.
“Chill,” Mandy said, “it was on sale.”
“Closing-doors bargain at Borders!” from Mindy.
I slumped  relief. “God, I’d have sworn that was man’s voice. Where’d you learn to do that, Mandy?”
“Mindy. Two years of acting classes at The Chicago Rep. Thought it might get me film work. Thought. I’m really an actress, you know. I mean, an actor.”
“Sure you are,” her sister quipped.
“Put it away!” Sylvie commanded, glaring at the board. “Now!” 
Turned a cold shoulder and marched stiffly to the liquor cabinet.
Mindy picked up the board meekly, a soundless, chastised eek between clenched teeth. “What’s with her?” she whispered to me. “You two have a fight?”
“We did not have a fight!” from Sylvie at the bar, pouring gin. “Ed? What’s your poison?”
“I’m fine, thanks.”
“What about the dog?”
Mitzi looked at me hopefully. “Bloody Mary?”
“She’s fine too.”
Sylvie nodded, skated back over and handed me a drink anyway, already sipping at hers.
Mandy watched us guardedly from the easy chair. “W-What happened? Was there an argument?”
“We did not get into a fight!” Sylvie spun on her. The surface of her martini was vibrating like a tuning fork in her hand. She took a ragged breath, put the other hand to her head briefly, closed her eyes. “Sorry. I’m sorry, honey. Little tired tonight.”
I came to her side, put an arm about her.
“You didn’t get into a wreck?” from Mindy.
I shook my head. “We’re fine.”
Sylvie knocked back the rest of her drink, handed me the empty glass. “Make me another, will you, darling?” Started to turn, then stopped herself…turned back sheepishly. “Sorry. Make me another one, will you, Ed.” 
“Sure.”
I headed for the cabinet.
“And make one for the girls, too.”
“I’m okay,” Mindy said.
“Make one for the girls,” Sylvie repeated. Then she turned to them. “We have to talk…”
“Sylvie,” I called, pouring, “maybe tonight’s not the best time…”
“Tonight’s fine. The sooner the better.”
“Shit,” Mandy sighed and sat back limply in her chair. “You want us to move out, right? Mindy and me? You want the place to yourselves.”
“What?”
“You and darling. I mean, Ed.”
Sylvie stomped her foot hard. The glass-topped coffee table tinkled musically. “We are not having an affair!” cheeks coloring.
Mandy waved an indifferent hand from the couch, finally bored with it. “Oh come off it, Sylvie. Following him all over the apartment like a puppy. Thrusting those melons at him every chance you get.” She stretched and yawned. “That stripper’s thong posing as a breakfast apron…”
“My clothes were in the dryer!” Sylvie snapped defensively.
“Yeah, whatever.”
“You could have borrowed something of mine,” from Mindy.
“For like the thousandth time!” from a sarcastic Mandy. “Anyway, why the prude act all of a sudden? I thought we told each other everything! What happened to that rule? Have Mindy or I ever pried, ever cared who you sleep with?” She tossed her head at me. “You can bang all night and day for all we care.”
“Thank you,” I said uncomfortably.
“Are you jealous, Sylvie?” Mandy pressed. “Is that it? Didn’t we promise never to touch your darling Ed?”
“I actually never signed off on that one…” Mindy began.
Sylvie screamed. Loud and shrill. “There are vampires in Chicago!” 
The twins stared at her. 
Turned and stared at each other.
Mandy turned and stared at Sylvie tentatively. “The landlord, you mean?” 
Sylvie pulled her hair. “Vampires!” she cried, turning purple. “Real, living vampires!”
“Not…actually living—“ I attempted.
“The kind that feast on humans, drink their blood! Drink your blood! Do you understand what I’m saying, girls? I saw one tonight! Saw him rip a man to pieces right in front of my eyes! And toss the pieces around like confetti!”
Her last words seemed to echo against the apartment walls in the ensuing silence.
Mandy and Mindy sat in silence across the coffee table staring speechlessly at Sylvie.
Then they stared speechlessly at each other.
Then Mindy turned and looked up again at both of us.
“Vampires? For real?”
“Yes!” Sylvie pleaded.
Mandy looked back at her sister. “Cool!” 
* * *
We told them everything after that.
 Well, I held back about Mitzi and me being Readers, but we unloaded in full detail about everything else. 
The girls sat shoulder to shoulder together on the couch—twin Cupie dolls on a carny ring-toss shelf—pretty painted mouths open, porcelain eyes wide, hanging on our every word like two kids just learning there is no Santa Claus.
Then we told them about Ivan.
Mindy gasped.
Then slapped her knee with a defiant smack. “I knew it! I knew it the first time we dated! He kept staring at my neck!”
Mandy turned coolly to her twin sister. “You dated Ivan?”
Mindy bit her lip, hunched low. “Just…once.”
“You said, ‘the first time’!”
“Twice then. It was no big deal, Mandy.”
Mandy’s eyes narrowed. “It was those times you borrowed my black dress, wasn’t it? Wasn’t it!”
“So?” 
“You impersonated me!”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“All night long, he thought you were me!”
“Well, it’s not like he was going to marry you or anything!”
“I can’t believe this! I knew that voice sounded familiar! You were doing him over the Ouija board just now, weren’t you?”
“No.”
“Weren’t you?”
“I was doing Brad Pitt.”
“Brad Pitt my ass!”
“You wish!”
“Girls!”
They jumped before Sylvie’s high C.
“Can we please get back to the point! Which is to help Ed here and, hopefully, prevent the rest of us from acquiring new sets of dental work! All our lives are in danger, do you understand the gravity of this? All of us! The entire planet!” 
The twins nodded meekly.
“So try real hard to grow up for a few minutes! And lay off the Ouija board shit, huh? Any stuff like that is way too dangerous now!”
The twins nodded meekly.
Sylvie heaved a weary sigh. “Okay. So. Where were we—?”
“Ivan,” I said.
“You’ve both been with Ivan, is that true?”
“Apparently!” from a huffy Mandy.
I came over to the couch, touched Sylvie lightly on the shoulder. She moved aside and I sat down across from the twins. Looked them in the eye, on to the other. “Think carefully, now,” I began earnestly, “and be honest, that’s very important. The times you were with Ivan. Was there any sucking involved?”
Mindy jerked. “That’s a rather personal question, Ed—“
“Your neck, Mindy! Did he ever get near your neck!”
The twins looked at each other. “Well, he kissed mine,” Mindy said.
“After you blew him!” Mindy snorted.
I leaned toward them, looked hard into their eyes now. “Are you sure? Absolutely certain? Just kissed! Nothing more! Not even a little nibble?”
They both shook their heads.
I sat back, blew out pent-up breath. “Well, that’s a break, anyway.”
“They both walk around in broad sunlight, Ed,” the poodle reminded me, nodding at the girls.
“I know, Mitzi, I know…” accidently speaking aloud again, “I’m just being cautious.”
“What did he say?” from a confused Mindy.
“He talks to the dog,” Sylvie told her.
Mindy looked over at Mitzi.
Then back at me. “Oh.”
“I think I’ll have that drink now,” Mandy said softly.
“This could actually be advantageous,” Sylvie was explaining mixing the drink, “you two having such an intimate relationship with Ivan. Have you ever worked for him?”
Both twins settled back like innocent cherubs. “Worked?”
Sylvie turned levelly. “C’mon, you guys! Cards on the table! We’re trying to help get Ed his girlfriend back. It’s going to hard enough without little white lies.”
Mindy shrugged. “I did. A few times,” she admitted.
“A few times this year or a few times this month?”
Mindy sighed. “Month.”
Sylvie turned to the other girl. “Mandy?”
Mandy nodded.
“Good. Then he’ll expect you at the gallery opening this weekend. That’s three of us that are acquainted with Ivan, including me. Three of us whom he won’t suspect or be surprised to see show up. Now. If we can keep him distracted somehow, and Ed can figure a way to slip Clancy out of there—”
“Not possible,” I sighed, pacing myself now, “like I said, Ivan will remember me from the rooftop party in KC—remember whose girl he stole. And even if he didn’t, there may be a bigger problem…”
“Like?” from Sylvie.
“Like I’m not sure how anxious Clancy will be to see me. Or even to leave Chicago.”
“I thought she was your girlfriend,” from Mandy.
I nodded wryly. “’Was’ being the operant word. Before Ivan got his talons on her. Got his mind inside her. I’m not sure Clancy even remembers who Clancy is anymore.”
“You mean she might be a vampire!”
I shook my head. “No, she’s immune to vampirism. But not, apparently, to the magnetically charming Kolcheck. He’s got her under some kind of sway.”
“Did you say she’s immune?”
I waved my hand. “It’s a long story, for another day. Right now I’ve got to figure a way to get into that gallery party without Ivan suspecting me. I can worry about confronting Clancy later.”
“That’s simple,” Mindy shrugged, “go in disguise!”
I smirked. “Good idea, sweetie, but Ivan is the Prince of the Vampires. Not an entity easily deceived. It would have to be one hell of a disguise. A vampire can smell who you are!”
Everyone was silent for a time.
Sylvie and I continued to pace, passing each other on the carpet.
Then Mandy leaned forward on the couch. “How do you mean, he can smell?”
I tossed my head. “You know, like an animal. Vampires have hypersensitive hearing, hyper sight, and especially hyper olfactory acuity. Akin to a bat. They can tell one human from another in total darkness.”
“Damn,” Mindy muttered admiringly, “nice senses!”
Mandy chewed her lip. “Your scent, could it be…disguised somehow? You know, covered up with something? Like say, aftershave?”
I rolled it around. Looked over at Mitzi.
“Unlikely,” she said carefully. “Possible…maybe! Dangerous to try with a vampire as advanced as Ivan. But yes, theoretically possible, I guess.”
“Possibly,” I told Mandy. “Why?”
Mindy suddenly whipped around to her sister. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
Mandy was all smiles. “Who knows more about disguises than anyone in town?”
The twins grabbed hands, squealed and bounced on the cushions like adolescents.
“Binkie O’Brien!”
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Binkie O’Brien was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen.
She was also one hell of a jazz artist.
She sang nights at a little place near the Navy Pier called The Blues Wing, named ostensibly after jazz clarinet genius Charlie “Bird” Parker, who’d played there often during the ‘40’s along with other greats like Jimmy McPartland and Eddie Condon—and Count Basie and Lester Young over from St. Louis and up from Kansas City—going way back to the Boss Pendergast days. 
Jazz in America (where it was born) isn’t held in as high esteem with the current populace these days—just try to find a radio station dedicated to it—but The Blue Wing struggles on trying to keep the “Chicago style” alive and breathing. 
The atmosphere inside the Wing didn’t look the least on the wane; it was as dark and cool and sweetly downbeat as the music coming from the stage, and from the beautiful voice of Binkie O’Brien. Under a blue spot, accompanied by only piano and horn, she wore a shimmering white strapless that caught the soft light with gentle winks as she belted and whispered and scatted from somewhere way past the sparkles, deep down in her whisky soul.
The twins got us front row seats and I could have sat there all night and listened to that woman ply the blues, wiggle to the Dixeland and slide effortlessly into the Traditional. I was a fan after the first ten minutes.
Backstage she was a petulant diva whose blonde wig came off quickly before her bulb-ringed vanity mirror, revealing a short mane of tight dark curls against coffee and cream complexion.  She looked thirty but was well into her sixties according to the girls. Sitting there in a low cut nearly naked back applying lipstick and powder for the next set, yacking with the twins, she didn’t appear to notice the guy from Topeka standing quietly off to the side wishing distantly for an autograph.
Her speaking voice was rich-syrup South with only a touch of nasal Chicagoan. 
“You girls behavin’ yerselves? Findin’ runway work in this Christ-awful recession?”
“Enough to pay the rent,” from Mandy.
Binkie grunted at her reflection, tapped down a loose lash and finally glimpsed me cursorily in the glass. “Who’s the drink of water, your new agent?”
“This is Mr. Ed Magee,” Mindy told her. “He needs an outfit.”
The lipstick hesitated an instant at the generous mouth. “What kinda outfit?”
“One kind of like yours,” Mandy said.
Binkie grunted. “That a fact? Kinda big, ain’t he?”
“Actually,” Mindy began tentatively, “what he really needs is a make-over.”
Binkie snorted. “Ain’t in the make-over business, honey.”
Mandy winked at me. “She’s being modest, Ed. Binkie’s the best make-up artist in town.”
“Well,” I offered companionably, “if she can do make-up half as well as she can sing…”
Binkie snorted louder at the mirror. “Honey mouth on the white boy.” She snorted again. “Singin.’ Boy, you ain’t heard me sing.’ Should have sampled these pipes in the old days. Melt the butter in your mouth.” She sighed deep and long and it seemed to fill and leave her whole body at the same time. The reflection in the mirror had gone wistful now. “You see anything but white faces out front tonight? Shit. I’m lucky to get a rhythm section knows a string bass from a tuba, a guitar from a banjo. Half the time playin’ that rinky-dink
Dave Brubeck crap. Where you hail from, Mr. Ed?”
“From Kansas City,” Mindy told her.
Binkie froze. Put down the tube of lipstick. Swung around on her vanity stool and looked me straight in the eye. “For real?”
“Yes, ma’am. Well, by way of Topeka.”
“Shut yer mouth.” She looked me up and down like she was sizing me up for something. “Damn. KC, huh?”
“Yep.”
“Count Basie. Charlie Parker. 1940’s Bebop!”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She nodded in slow reverence—not at me but at the city, the times. “People say New Orleans was the birthplace of jazz, but she grew up in KC. Got it all over St. Louis and the Big Apple. Storyville, they used to call Kansas City. Wide open town. People come from all around just to compete. Keep a single tune performed in variation for an entire night! Extended soloing, heavy blues influence. Invented the 12-bar structure, put that 8-bar jazz to shame. Hey! You ever meet Tom Pendergast? Nah, you too young. Listen, whatever happened to the River Quay area?”
“Mob blew it up.”
Binkie slapped her knee and bellowed like a trumpet. “That’s it, sure enough! And killed off all the gangsters in the Vegas Casinos in the doin’! Bet you didn’t even know Vegas and KC was connected, did you?”
Actually, I did; I’d seen Martin Scorsese’s Casino.
 Binkie was still laughing, straight from the heart. “Oh, bless me but that cracker town was the place! Least ‘till 1940 or so…” she sighed wistfully again, “…when they closed down Mayor Tom P. and all the best spots with him.”
She looked up at me sadly. “Ain’t nothing left of it now, I guess.”
“A little,” I told her. “The American Jazz Museum at 18th and Vine’s still going strong.”
She shook her head, grinning. “18th and Vine! Damn! ‘With my Kansas City kitty and my bottle of Kansas City wine’!” And she roared, slapped her knee.
She got up then, faster and smoother than most women her age, came over quick and stuck her face in mine. I blinked.
Then she began walking around me. Her eyes went up and down, up and down while her head nodded and that whisky bass kept going, “Uh-huh, uh-huh…KC boy, huh?”
She lifted my chin critically, ran her hands down my shirt all the way to my crotch. “Oh, my! Best tape down that Johnson!”
Mindy giggled.
“Uh-huh, uh-huh,” Binkie smiled, revolving round and round until I began to get dizzy, then stopping abruptly with a thoughtful finger to her chin. “Got you some nice eyes, Kansas City. Bedroom eyes. Uh-huh. Think maybe we can do a thing or two with this chile…”
Mandy and Mindy, way up on their toes, clapped excitedly in mimed silence.
* * *
We were running out of time.
But, in a way, had too much time.
As Mindy said: “We can’t have Binkie slave over you for hours, completely change your physical appearance, only to have you sleep on it overnight and wake up with most of it on the pillow.”
So—Ivan’s gallery show officially began at seven o’clock Saturday night—we told Binkie she’d have to put me together Saturday afternoon, was that possible? She nodded that anything was possible with the right bone structure (a reply I’m still trying to unravel). As we left her dressing room Friday evening, I asked if there was anything I could pick up in the morning, like fake mustaches, or hair color or whatever. She just shooed us out the door and told me not to worry, she’d handle it.
I must have looked doubtful: the twins hugged both my arms for morale. “You’re in good hands!” Mandy assured me.
By two p.m. Saturday afternpoon I was beginning to unravel myself; Binkie still hadn’t showed and this whole scheme of trying to fool the dangerously perceptive Ivan Kolcheck seemed more and more like a very remote, very bad idea.
By the time the apartment door rang around 3:00, I was ready to call the whole thing off.
Sylvie got the door, and a nice-looking young man strode in like he owned the place, black satchel in hand. “Where’s the patient?”
I was just coming out of the kitchen. “Is someone sick?”
The young man started before me and came up short. “Man, you ain’t half as good-lookin’ in the daylight!”
There was an eerie quiet from the living room, all three girls looking at me, Mindy with her lips pressed together like she was forcing back a scream. Or a laugh.
I looked from one to the other of them. “I don’t get it.” Then I looked down at the young man, unsnapping his satchel. “Who are you? Did Binkie send you?”
He craned over at the girls (Mindy sputtering by now) and lifted one brow. “You didn’t tell him?”
Mandy shook her head. “We were…afraid—”
“—that he wouldn’t go through with it,” Mindy finished.
The young man shook his head, withdrawing a long pink evening gown from the satchel while glancing around the apartment critically. “So what we got here’s a kinda “Three’s Company” thing, that it?”
“Ed’s Sylvie’s boyfriend,” Mindy said.
“He’s not my boyfriend!”
“Only Sylvie doesn’t know it yet,” Mandy said. “So how about it, Binkie, can you do anything with this big lug?”
My jaw dropped. About seven feet, I think.
I bent close to the young man. “Binkie?”
He pushed me back, set his satchel on the coffee table and began unloading his make-up kit. “Ain’t your Aunt Jemima, sugar. We gonna do this thing, Kansas City, or you turnin’ chicken shit?”
I was turning green is what I was turning. I staggered back about eight miles. “Do what thing?”
Sylvie came forward and patted Binkie on the back. “Binkie’s the best in the business, Ed! You wanted to get past Ivan, right?”
“Not in a pink dress!”
Binkie scoffed, handing the dress to Mandy. “A dress about the only way you gonna get past Ivan Kolcheck! Mandy, get this ironed.”
He produced a woman’s wig from the satchel, handed it to Mindy. “Comb this dead weasel out, honey.” But before Mindy could take it from her, Binkie turned toward me with the wig. “Wait a second, better try it on for size…”
I tried to run but my back was to the couch. Binkie slipped the wig over my head expertly.
I clawed at it. He slapped my hands away. And when Binkie slaps you, you stay slapped.
He stood back, fists poked on his hips, head turning this way and that. “Uh-huh…not bad…have to do.”
The howling laughter inside my head was cacophonous. 
I looked across the room to find Mitzi arched on her back, four legs kicking helplessly at the air. “Oh my God! Oh my God, this is too good to be true! You look like freakin’ Ru Paul!”
“Just shut the fuck up!” I shouted.
Binkie stepped back. “Say what, bitch?”
“He talks to the dog,” Sylvie sighed.
And that’s when Binkie turned to the dog.
He gave the chortling Mitzi the once-over. “Call that a dog?”
Mitzi stopped chortling, squirmed back up on her feet. “Say what, bitch?”
Binkie shook his head in wonderment. “Looks like a damn warthog. Where’d you pick that up, Sylvie, Lincoln Park Zoo?”
“Mitzi belongs to Ed, Binkie.”
Binkie snorted. “Belongs in the damn reptile house! Does it bite? Or is that its asshole?”
Mitzi growled low, stalked deliberately forward.
Binkie turned calmly to his satchel, produced a small black handgun and pointed it lazily at the dog, one hand on his sassy hip. “Keep comin’, Scooby! Put a cap through yer brainpan and out yer other asshole!”
Mitzi froze in place. “Jesus! He’s a psycho! Ed, he’s a redneck transvestite psycho!”
“He’s also the best jazz singer in America.”
Binkie spun to me suddenly, smile lighting his whole face. “Ain’t you the sweet one now!”
I started. “Y-You heard that?”
She patted my check. “From the moment you walked into my dressing room, sugar.” She nodded at Mitzi. “And Killer there too!”
“Oh my God, Ed!” Sylvie said.
“Holy shit, Ed!” Mindy said.
“I’ll be damned!” Mandy said.
“This is a madhouse,” Mitzi said. “See you later, Ed!”
But she stopped immediately again when Binkie stepped in front of her. “You just stay put, Lassie, you’re part of this.” And he whipped the wig off my head and tossed it to the twins. “Pink frosting,” she told them, “to go with the dress. And Mandy, go get that pink clutch of yers.”
He reached into his bag and handed Sylvie a pair of long clippers. “You start on the dog, Sylvia. Try to make her look like a real poodle—or close as you can. Short hair and pom-poms. I’d use the kitchen floor, easier to sweep up. Call out when you’re done. Then start the bath. We’re going to dye her.”
“Dye me!”
“Pink. And we’ll need a pink leash to go with Ed’s ensemble.”
“Like hell we will!” and Mitzi started for the door again.
Binkie didn’t even bother lifting the gun this time. “Best do as you’re told, Frenchie,” he said in both Mitzi’s head and mine, “unless you want your nice roommates here to know all about your little…secret.” And he made little clicking sounds with his white teeth.
Mitzi froze, looked at me. “Please, Ed, let me! I’ll make it quick, painless! They can take him out with the morning trash!”
Binkie chuckled, at the gun in his hand, dropped it back in the satchel and winked at me. “Relax, Eddie, just a water pistol anyway. Keeps the street scum away!”
Mitzi dropped to the carpet, covered her head with her front paws. “I’m begging you, Ed! Don’t let this creature do this to us! Think of your pride! Think what Clancy would say!”
“Clancy won’t even know,” I said sadly.
But I caught Binkie’s arm gently. “Look. Binkie. I appreciate it, I really do. Even Mitzi appreciates the intent. But it isn’t going to work! You cannot turn me into a woman! Especially one that will get past Ivan Kolcheck!”
Binkie gave me a long thoughtful look, then smiled confidence, dug through his satchel. “Sugar, never said I could make you a woman. Said I could make you look like one! Rest is up to you. But by the time I’m through with your skinny butt, half the men at that gallery show will be tripping over their tongues asking for your number, promise you that. We’ll make you look like a woman, all right.”
And he looked up at me with a warning expression. “Meanwhile, you best start thinkin’ female, KC. Ivan Kolcheck’s no fool.”
I looked away, a chill around my heart.
Binkie took my arm. “Want some advice, Slick?”
“Please.”
“Be charming. Watch the twins. Do as they do. And with a little luck…”
“And what about my voice? What do I say to him if Ivan approaches me?”
“What all women do, honey.” Binkie winked. “Say it with yer eyes.”
* * *
I know what you’re thinking.
I was certainly thinking it myself. But we’d both be wrong.
Binkie actually pulled it off.
I’m not saying I was gorgeous. But there was something there. ‘Striking’ is maybe the word. And yes, in my own way, even sexy. 
Remember that Canadian TV show Kids in the Hall?—the way Dave Foley looked in drag?—it was like that.
Later on, Binkie told me he wouldn’t even have attempted it if, after seeing me in the dressing room, the bone structure wasn’t there. And it wasn’t all there. But with putty and tape and some tricks he knew with white powder under pancake to hide the beard, he made it all come together. Maybe too well. After a while, when I looked in the mirror, I began to get this…weird feeling. Hard to explain. Not that I was beginning to feel like a woman, or even less like a man. Maybe that, on some fundamentally abstract level at least, there wasn’t all that much difference between the two. Does that make any sense? Never mind. You had to be there.
We shaved my arms but that didn’t really cut it, so Binkie made the sleeves long.
I was so long-out-of-work skinny we were able to make the dress tight and, with additional padding, fairly curvy. The girls made the mistake of gluing my nails on early so I couldn’t touch anything for fear of breaking one. Which was a problem when it came to hiding my own private parts. The nails kept breaking. 
Binkie finally got disgusted, held up a fat white roll and addressed the room. “Who wants to tape down his Johnson!”
“I’m free!” from Mindy, before her sister could open her mouth.
It didn’t go well.
“It won’t stay down!” Mindy complained, kneeling before me. “Ed, stop that!”
“I can’t help that!”
“It’s a taping job, Mindy,” from a bored Binkie, “not a hand job.”
“I’m doing my best!”
“Yes,” her sister agreed, “we can see you’ve had years of experience.”
“Try thinking of baseball,” Sylvie advised.
The heels were even worse.
We used Binkie’s and though too tight, they fit at least. I just couldn’t walk in them. Even after practicing for an hour, hobbling back and forth across the living room, the girls looking on with quiet scrutiny.
Toward the end I thought I might actually be getting the hang of it.
“How’s that look?” I asked hopefully after my latest pass.
The girls watched me for a moment.
“Ruptured duck,” from Mindy.
“Cob up your ass,” from Mandy. 
“Well, he can’t go in flats!” from a frustrated Mindy.
In a stroke of her usual genius, Binkie came up with the solution. “Leave them off, Ed.”
I balked. “But that’ll look ridiculous!”
“Barefoot?” from an incredulous Mandy.
“In sandals. With pink toenails to match the fingernails,” Binkie muttered at my hem, pins in his mouth, “it’s a Chicago gallery showing, everyone will think you’re Bohemian. Very chic.”
The bathroom door swung open and out came Sylvie leading a barely recognizable Mitzi by a bright pink leash.
Everyone turned. 
Everyone gasped.
I almost dropped my girdle. “I’ll be go to hell!” I smiled with genuine awe.
“I second that motion,” the pink poodle grumbled.
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We waited in the tower lobby.
The girls looked fabulous.
I looked a wreck. Or, felt a wreck, anyway. 
And like everyone in the foyer was staring at me. And that not one of them was being fooled for a moment. I suddenly understand the concept of a panic attack. I nearly bolted for the men’s room. Only that would have been the wrong door, right?
Sylvie hugged my arm tight and beamed up at me proudly. “You look wonderful,” she said. “Really, sweetie, you look beautiful!”
My eyes must have revealed my terror.
“Not that you look any less a man! I mean…underneath! Not that you can tell you’re a man! I mean, I…you…”
“—look like an idiot,” Mitzi growled at the end of her pink leash, “as idiotic as I feel! Do you have any idea how long either of us would last out on the streets like this at night? I thought we came to Chicago to pick up Clancy, not be pick-ups!”
“Better shut-up,” I told her, “Binkie might hear you.”
“No, Binkie went back to his apartment, locked the door and buried his face in his pillow so I couldn’t hear his maniacal laughter from here! Binkie is the one person in all this who managed to retain a small part of his sanity!”
“Right. His sanity.”
“You don’t really think we’re going to pull this off, do you, Ed? Do you!”
“You don’t really think you’re putting my mind at ease, do you, Mitzi? And I don’t know what you’re bitching about, you finally look almost something like the poodle you claim to be!”
“Oh yes!” she echoed painfully in my skull, “—pink! I always prayed to the gods to be pink! ‘I’ll do anything’, I prayed, I’ll eat cat food and do that weird thing where they lift one leg and lick their nuts, just please make me bright fucking champagne pink!”
She snorted and settled at my feet. “You know Sylvie wanted to paint my toenails pink too, like she did yours. Crazy bitch. I threatened to bite her.”
She sighed, cast about. “Anyway, why are we hanging around down here in these plush lobby chairs? Aren’t we taking that battle wagon Prius of Sylvie’s to the party?”
I nodded at the hotel’s double doors. “There’s your answer…”
A uniformed chauffeur was stepping smarty past the shiny glass and brass handles, headed toward us.
Mitzi got back on her feet in a kind of dreamy awe, glimpsing the black stretch limo at the curb beyond. “A limo? You’re kidding! The girls can afford this?”
I took hold of the pink leash and stood with her. “No,” I told her, dry-mouthed and nauseous, “Ivan can afford it.”
* * *
It was a splendid first night showing.
The gallery was packed elbow to elbow with all manner of fashionably dressed dignitaries and Chicago high society, including the mayor and his wife and a few Hollywood big wigs who flew in just for the event. Ivan was very connected.
On entering, I felt even more ostentatiously overdressed than before, dead certain I was the object of ludicrous stares, stifled whispers and outright snickering. I mean, a pink dress and matching poodle, come on!
But, amazingly, once we’d arrived, we seemed to melt in without incident. It was artists’ gathering as well, after all, in some cases we weren’t even the most flamboyant group in attendance.
Mitzi fell into a stiff strut that became almost confident. “You know, Eddie, this isn’t really that awful. Kind of reminds me of the Halloween roof party in KC, minus the humpbacks and wolverines.”
“Werewolves.”
“Whatever. Hey, check out the chick there by the north wing! Do you see that?”
I looked, glimpsed between elbows a slinky black dress, tumbling diamond jewelry, black stiletto heels and an even blacker panther on a short black leash.
“Jesus,” I breathed.
“Yes, apparently the key theme here is avant
garde by way of Woolworth’s.” She shook her head in mock distain. “One-upped again, old man, always a step behind the fashion curve.”
“That woman stole the whole panther thing from an old RKO Val Lewton film,” I said.
“Yeah, The Leopard Man, I know.
And we were worried about standing out! Look at that slinky bitch struttin’ all high and mighty like she’s just taking a short cut to the zoo! Like she doesn’t know everybody’s watching her! Wait till someone steps in a steaming pile of fresh leopard poo! That’ll turn heads! Speaking of which, I wouldn’t keep doing that if I were you.”
“Doing what?”
“Craning around like you’re looking for someone.”
“I am looking for someone.”
“Well, look less. You’ll attract attention.”
“You think? Seems to me everyone’s more concerned with his own look.”
“Mmm,’Mitzi nodded, “Bunch of effete snobs and wanna-be starlets. How’d you like being stuck on a broken elevator with this bevy of funsters? Talk about The Island of Dr. Moreau. Look, look! The old guy over there with the awful rug! What color is that—burnt toast? Jesus, do you think he’s showing enough netting? Looks like a freaking bee keeper!”
“You know you’re getting kinda bitchy in your old age.”
“It’s the atmosphere. But kind of fun, isn’t it? Oh, oh! Check out the old woman in hot pants! Hot pants, for the love of God—with those ropey old legs! Are those varicose veins or blood worms? Poor thing’s a walking roadmap! Look, the guy behind is following her, trying to find a highway back to Cincinnati!”
“That pink dye’s gone to your brain.”
“Come on, you’re loving it! Don’t be a party pooper, Eddie, this is fun! I never want to leave!”
“We have to leave now,” Sylvie said on my left.
I did a panicked double-take. “What!” 
Mandy nodded on my right. “Ivan’s signaling…”
I peered over the sea of moving heads. “Where—?”
“By the aperitifs,” Mindy said, taking her sister’s hand and moving off. Sylvie joined them. 
“Where? I don’t—“
Then I saw him.
How could you miss him? Taller than anyone there. But more than that… more a presence, even in a simple dark suit. Commanding? Striking? No, that’s not quite the word.
Sinister?
Maybe.
My panic rose at the women’s retreating backs. “Wait a second, why do you have to—“
“Work,” Sylvie said flatly. 
“But—“
“You’ll be fine. And Ivan doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”
 “But what if I find Clancy?”
“Take the first cab,” Sylvie said, disappearing into the crowd, “don’t wait for us.”
And she was gone.
“Shit.” I muttered.
“Yes,” Mitzi noted casually, “I’ve been wondering about that.”
I turned irritably. “Wondering what?”
“Or if you have to pee, for instance. I mean, what’s the plan in the outfit…just let it run down your leg?”
“I took care of it before we left, thanks, I don’t have to pee.”
“Good. Because I just glanced at Prince Ivan again and he still scares the piss out of me.”
“Thank you. That really helps.”
The dog nudged my thigh. “Don’t sweat it, Sport. We’ve gotten men all the way to the moon and back without once changing diapers.”
“Good-evening, Mr. Magee…”
I jumped about seven feet—in my mind, anyway—and spun around.
“Good gracious, my boy,” The Count smiled apology, “didn’t mean to startle you!” His sunken eyes traveled over me. “My, don’t you look divine tonight! What a lovely dress!” He glanced down, smile widening. “And Mitzi! My little pet! What a wonderful look for you!”
“Count!” Mitzi shouted in my skull. “God, it’s good to see you!” 
“And you, my dear! Enjoying the soirée? Dreadful art work, isn’t it? But it’s rather nice to be someplace where top hat and tails aren’t out of style! Our Mr. Kolcheck knows how to throw a party, eh? Reminds me of the hotel rooftop!
“Yes, we were just saying,” Mitzi agreed.
I stood there stunned before the ancient vampire. “Y-you saw right through me!” 
The dapper old gentleman winked his crinkled wink. “Inside you, dear boy, saw inside you! But you needn’t fret. The other guests can’t see past that wonderful ensemble of yours! Who does your hair, by the way?”
“It’s really great to see you!” from Mitzi.
“Thank you, munchkin, but would you mind turning away a bit—you know, as if you’re talking to Eddie instead of me?”
“But why?”
The Count waved his hand at the crowd. “Because even though they don’t see me standing here, it’s just barely possible Prince Ivan can. Which might put you dears in danger. Which it also why I must make our visit brief. Just popped in to say hello, keep an eye on my favorite vagabonds.” He smiled fangs. “All of you!”
Clancy, he meant. 
I searched the aged face desperately.  “Where is she, Count?”
“Oh she’s right here, my boy.”
I grabbed his arm. “In the room? But where? I’ve looked every—” 
He sighed reluctantly, raised his eyes ceiling-ward. “Upstairs. But Edward, listen…I’m afraid she isn’t quite…shall we say, the Clancy we all knew and loved.”
I searched about distractedly for a staircase. “Mean she might not remember me. Does she even know who she is?”
“Oh, she knows exactly who she thinks is. Mrs. Ivan Kolheck.”
I couldn’t hide my fury. Fear morphed into hatred.
“A very becoming color, Eddie, but I shouldn’t push it were I you. The only weapons you have tonight are your own common sense and good judgment. I strongly recommend you use them.”
“He’s right,” from Mitzi, “let’s don’t blow all of Binkie’s hard work by going off the deep end.”
The Count winked at her. “Smart little munchkin!”
Then he turned those wise, vampire eyes on me in earnest. “You can’t take her away, Eddie. Can’t simply grab her hand and run, much as I know you’d like to. And may I say, my boy, your sense of loyalty is quite admirable, quite beyond anything I’ve ever known. Ever will know, doubtless.”
That wistful look came back to the aged features. “Love. Real love. The kind beyond mere friendship. However does it feel?”
“Terrible,” I told him.
The Count smiled gently, touched my arm in sympathy. “Lucky lad.”
“Why can’t I leave with her?” I asked him, keeping my eyes on Mitzi. Though what the other guests must have thought of me talking to a pink poodle I’ve no idea.
“You can’t have her, Eddie,” The Count said cryptically, “but you can keep her.”
He was beginning to fade…
I drew a blank. “I don’t understand.”
“You will in a moment. Here comes Ivan and his fat new friend. I must bid you adieu,”—he smiled at Mitzi—“and you too, precious. Have faith, my friends! What was it that great ballplayer of yours quoth once so brilliantly?”
And The Count suddenly wasn’t there anymore.
I looked down at Mitzi. “What ballplayer?”
She sighed. “Yogi Berra, I suspect.”
“Oh.‘It gets late early around here’? That one?”
Mitzi rolled her eyes. “I think probably, It ain’t over till it’s over.”
I thought about it. Did The Count believe we actually had a fighting chance?
“Excuse me…I don’t believe we’ve met…”
Ivan Kolcheck loomed above me, large, long-fingered hand thrust forward. I had no choice but to shake it. 
It was as cold and alien as I’d have expected. So were his lips, which—to my horror—he drew my trembling knuckles to and kissed.
“Ivan Kolcheck,” and he bowed low.
“If you reply ‘Ed Magee’ I’ll kill you!” Mitzi screamed silently.
“Edwina Smith.” 
“Brilliant,” from a sarcastic Mitzi.
I was positive my well-practiced but obviously fake falsetto would tip the vampire off, but he kept the smile in place. “Charmed!”
He looked me over top to bottom. “I think you’re new to us!”
I suddenly thought of the guest list, my heart seizing up: I wasn’t on it!
“Uh, yes! I hope you don’t mind. I just arrived in town and I’m a tremendous fan of the artist!”
“Not at all, not at all. You and your charming companion are most welcome!” He smiled retracted incisors at Mitzi, who looked just seconds away from spraying the floor.
“Ahem!” an impatient throat-clearing beside our host.
I turned to find a swarthy, heavy-set, almost jolly-looking man probably in his late fifties, with dark, fiery eyes and a wide, sensuous mouth that apparently never stopped smiling.
“Ah, where are my manners,” from Ivan, turning to his rotund friend. “Miss—forgive me, is it ‘Miss’?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Miss Smith, allow me to introduce my good friend the caliph Al Mansur. Caliph, Miss Edwina Smith.”
“That’s oil money, Ed! Iranian!,” Mitzi said in my head, impressed.
The caliph bowed, dribbled over my knuckles (a bit longer than Ivan had and a bit sloppier too) and accessed me with the sparkling demeanor of a sex-starved cobra. “The pleasure is all mine, Miss Smith,” accent heavily Islamic but his English not all that bad, “and may I say of the many beautiful acquaintances of Ivan’s I’ve met this evening, you are by far the fairest of them all!”
“Great, Ed, he thinks you’re Snow White.”
“Pleased to meet you,” I smiled, wondered if I should courtesy, and thankfully thinking better of it.
Al Mansur, in his long, dishdashas and ornately embroidered black abaya, smiled wider beneath his red ghatra and held on to my hand longer than necessary. “I am of course, not a true caliph—they went out many centuries ago—but as I was named after the great founder of our sacred Baghdad, my good friend Ivan here sometimes likes to tease me!”
“Iraq,” I corrected Mitzi.
“Yes.Vampires and terrorists, what a memorable evening this will be! My God but the fat man stinks! Is that cologne or sheep dip?” 
“Are you familiar with our nation’s capital?” from Mansur.
“Only from the evening news, regretfully,” I said, taking back my hand.
“Ah, a pity,” Mansur said with the smallest trace of sadness in that perpetual smile.
“That I’ve never been to the city?” I replied, “or all that mass destruction my country did looking for those weapons of mass destruction that never materialized?”  
I could feel Mitzi wither next to me. “Nice, Ed! Diplomatic!”
Mansur gave me a curious look. “Not to mention the ensuing insurgent activities and terrorist attacks. Then you don’t approve of your country’s policies in the middle east, Miss Smith?”
“I don’t approve of war-torn children anywhere in the world,” I told him.
The caliph studied me a moment, finally nodded slowly and—I think—approvingly. “Yes. May Allah keep them safe.”
I nodded back. “Our job as well as Allah’s, don’t you think, caliph?”
The big smile was back. “You are as perceptive as you are lovely, Miss Smith. Have you never been abroad, then?” 
“Not until tonight,” from Mitzi.
“Not to your lovely region, I’m afraid. What is it you do in Baghdad, caliph, may I ask?”
“He does nothing,” Ivan smiled. “He is very fat and very lazy and very rich and he lies about his palace veranda pretending to be a man of culture!”
Mansur laughed. “Only partially true. I work with the great architect Hisham Ashkouri on reconstruction and restoration projects. Particularly the art museums, many of which were looted of priceless treasure after the widespread chaos following the unfortunate entrance of US forces into our great city. You might call me a collector. Of both the ancient and”—glancing down at my fake bosom—“the modern!”
I shuddered involuntarily and swept my arm about the room. “Including art, I suspect.”
His eyes remained on my bosom. “All kinds, yes!”
Mitzi glanced up at me. “Slut.”
I cleared my throat. “Well, I hope you find something in Mr. Kolcheck’s gallery that appeals to you!”
The caliph’s smile turned sly. “Oh, I already have! A real jewel! Wouldn’t you say, Ivan?”
Ivan’s handsome face lit agreeably. “A jewel indeed, without doubt.”
The caliph’s eyes lingered on the vampire’s a doleful moment. “It’s only the price we presently disagree on…”
“As the nobleman said,” Ivan returned equal slyness, “’her price is far above rubies.’”
The caliph nodded consent. “You quote The Quran?”
I shook my head. “Proverbs, I think.” 
I looked past Ivan’s shoulder to see Sylvie, armed hooked through that of a distinguished older gentleman, being escorted out the front door of the gallery. 
It must have shown in my face because Ivan turned to me. “Friend of yours?”
Caught. Unless he meant the distinguished gentleman. “Pretty girl,” I covered.
Ivan gave a backward glance, smiled. “Yes. I try to help out when I can.”
“About my art piece,” the caliph was salivating, “when may I hope to see this rare treasure, my friend?”
Kolcheck turned his graveyard grin on Mansur. “All good things come to those who wait, caliph. It’s not a piece I like to bandy about the gallery indiscriminately. Too many jackals in men’s clothing, if you take my meaning.”
“Of course. Great art must be protected, coveted.”
“And paid handsomely for,” I replied levelly. 
The caliph bowed.
“I went to a great deal of trouble securing this particular artifact, caliph. But then, I won’t bother pressuring you…the piece will speak for itself. Volumes. You’ll see. When the crowd thins, and the room becomes more intimate, I’ll reveal what you’ve come for.” He swept his hand around. “Meanwhile, why don’t you enjoy the other gallery prizes? I have some short business with Miss Smith here.” 
He did?
What business?
Ivan hooked his arm in mine.
The caliph bowed, took my hand—didn’t, thank Christ, kiss it again—and excused himself. “Until the magic hour then! A pleasure, Miss Smith! I very much look forward to your company at least one more time before I depart your wonderful lakeside city!” He was off.
And I was alone with The Prince of Vampires. 
Ivan smiled charmingly, all salesmanship evaporating from his demeanor. “Is it?”
I blinked. “Is it what?”
“Your lakeside city?”  
“Chicago? Oh. No. Just visiting.”
“From?”
“Do you?” I countered, sweating lightly.
“Pardon?”
“Have some short business with me?”
His smile was dazzling; he really was matinee idol material. “A woman who likes her anonymity! I appreciate that!” And he guided me gently through the crowd on his arm.
“Really? I’m surprised you think that, being probably the least anonymous person in the room tonight.”
Ivan sighed regret. “Yes, a high profile persona has its limitations. I try to restrict my social life to the nighttime hours.”
“And your business life?”
He gave me a sharp glance but I looked ahead innocently. He found his smile again. “Like most wealthy men, I gained my fortune by both legitimate and more…exotic means.”
“Exotic.”
He chuckled. “You’re too intelligent a woman, Miss Smith, to be coy with. I do have connections—a few small connections—with the Chicago underground. Most people in this room suspect it if not actually know it.”
“And you’re too intelligent a man not to know some women like a little danger with their wealth. Especially the tall and handsome part.”
Ivan laughed. A rich, not unpleasant laugh. “You are the perceptive one!”
We were coming to a flight of stairs. “Perceptive enough to wonder where it is exactly we’re going,” I added quickly.
He guided me to the slim railing. “My apartment, if you’re amenable, above the gallery.”
“With a cabinet of very old cognac, perhaps?”
“Perceptive, perceptive.”
My mind was racing faster than a whippet. Speaking of which, I thought, looking around, where the hell has Mitzi got to?
“I hate it when you do that, Mitz!” I projected silently outward.
But nothing came back.
“What the matter, Miss Smith?”
We were nearing the top of the stairs.
“Matter—?”
“You were frowning, spoiling that lovely face.”
I stopped at the short hallway at the head of the stairs. “I may as well tell you, Mr. Kolcheck, I don’t think you’d find me at all appealing out of this dress.”
He patted my hand gentlemanly and guided me to a single, rich mahogany door. “I’m terribly flattered, really. And I couldn’t stand another moment watching the caliph drool all over your hand. But, although I hope you’ll accept something of your choice from my liquor cabinet, it’s merely your company, not your delightful figure, I look forward to tonight.”
“You may be disappointed in its limitations, Mr. Kolcheck.”
“Ivan, please. And I very much doubt that. You’ve an innate instinct for beauty, Miss Smith—both the inner and outer kind—I can sense it. You’d be—amazed at my ability to sense things.”
“But you don’t quite trust me.”
He turned from the door knob with a surprised expression. 
“You were about to say ‘appalled,’ not ‘amazed.’”
For an instant the vampire’s eyes narrowed…then lit bright with delight. “You see! Perceptive! Instinctual! Miss Smith, I’m on the verge of becoming quite cross with you!”
“Cross?’
He pushed inward, grinning handsomely. “I’m always cross with people more perceptive than I am! Well, then! Here we are! Small but functional!”
It wasn’t that small.
And it was a hell of a lot more that merely functional, with its massive old world fireplace (working), old world furnishings, old world élan, not to mention Ivan’s old world mannerisms and speech affectation. I got the feeling he was heading in some definite direction; like backward, to the old world. Or wished he could, anyway.
No wonder they called him The Prince of Vampires—he thought he was living in the times of Vlad the Impaler…as opposed to just being a kid from Kansas bitten only a few years ago by a woman named Alicia. But I had to admit he brought it off well; it was even kind of infectious. If that’s the right word.
He shut the heavy door behind us, locked it, and gestured toward an ornate French Provincial divan. “What are you drinking, Miss Smith?”
There was a distant drumming sound in my ears. I felt suddenly very much the helpless fly in Kolcheck’s patiently suave web. I always thought that term ‘knocking knees’ was a cliché. It isn’t.
I couldn’t really sit, not in that outfit. Couldn’t do much of anything but stand there in the middle of the room on the priceless Persian rug and wonder how the hell I’d gotten myself into this.
But I knew, of course. And felt a wedge of disappointment at not seeing Clancy up there in the apartment with us, as The Count had implied.
Ivan came toward me proffering a beautiful crystal champagne glass with the thinnest stem I’d ever seen. It looked like an art piece itself. The blood red contents I wasn’t so sure about.
“Bavarian brandy,” he grinned. “One hundred years old!”
I tried to demure but he pressed the glass into my hand.
“Really, Mr. Kolcheck—“
“’Ivan’!”
“—really, Ivan, I couldn’t. It would be wasted on me.” 
Or, it would ‘waste’ me, period.
“Nonsense. Drink up! You may well never get another chance!”
Not at all sure I liked the sound of that, I took a sip…and found to my everlasting delight I was not dead.
“Good?”
“It’s wonderful,” I told him.
“Isn’t it? Please. Sit down.”
If I do that I’ll pop and snap apart like a rubber band. 
“I’d prefer to stand, thank-you.”
Ivan sighed, turned to place his own glass on the heavy, marble mantle, turned back to appraise me. “As you wish.”
He said nothing for a while then, just stared silently at me.
It was beyond unnerving. 
I did everything I could to cover the tremble in my voice. “What was it you felt you needed my total lack of expertise about, Mr. Kolcheck? Ivan.”
He continued to stare at me with that small, cryptic smile for another few nerve-wracking moments.
Finally: “Well, I’ll tell you, Miss—‘Smith’ was it?” 
“You can call me Edwina.”
Ivan Kolcheck shook his head slowly, smile going abruptly wry. “I don’t think so.”
I swallowed. “Pardon?”
Kolcheck heaved a very big sigh from a very respectable chest. “Miss Smith, I need your unabashed opinion on a subject very important to me. Your complete and unbiased candor.”
I shrugged confusion. “You have it.”
He watched me intently. “Truly?”
“Absolutely.
He nodded. “I believe you. So, why don’t you stop strangling your larynx with that ridiculous falsetto while mincing about the place like a woman? I know your little secret, sir…knew it the moment I set eyes on you!”
My knees had stopped knocking. 
They’d turned to water.
Nevertheless, I managed two steps backwards to the door.
Mitzi will jump out from behind a piece of furniture any second now! I kept telling myself, she
ll jump out and save my life!
But she didn’t.
My back hit the door, sloshing the drink in my hand.
“It’s locked, Ed,” Ivan purred, holding up the ancient brass key.
He started toward me. “May I call you ‘Ed’?”
 
 



 
FIFTEEN
 
 
He could call me anything he liked.
He could call me an idiot, he could call me Boy George, he could call me
Ishmael, but I really wished he hadn’t called me ‘Ed.”
“T-The name is Edwina,” I burbled, so rattled I totally forgot to use the falsetto. 
The Prince of Vampires smiled amusement, picked up his own red glass again, then set it back. That great line from Bela Lugosi’s first Dracula outing flashed through my mind: “I never drink…wine!” Just high test hemoglobin.
Well, Edwina, I thought, this is it, old kid.
Got fired from your job on the Topeka paper, drove all the way to KC, trashed a hotel room, and then on here to Chicago to rescue Clancy, the only woman in your life you’ve ever loved, and you get yourself trapped by the greatest vampire in modern history in his little upstairs apartment because of a stupid outfit and wig a blind man could detect. I could imagine the morning headlines, but I really didn’t want to think about them.
There are lots of ways I’d pictured my last moments over the years—I guess we’ve all done that—but dying in a pink dress wasn’t one of them.
What would poor Mitzi have them put on my tombstone? I thought of W.C. Field’s epitaph: All things considered—I’d rather be in Philadelphia.
And then Ivan was on me.
But not yet, thankfully, at my throat. 
To my astonishment he had an almost compassionate look around his eyes—or as close as Ivan could ever come to one.
“You look…embarrassed,” he said gently.
Really? He could see that through the blinding fear?
I stiffened against the door, tried to imagine myself magically melting through it. “H-How did you know?” I quaked, buying time.
The Vampire Prince shrugged, cupped my cheek with a hand carved from ice. “I simply assume, ‘Edwina’ being the feminine for ‘Ed’—‘Ed” the diminutive of Edward. Did I assume wrong? Do they call you by another name?”
My mind was on overdrive. 
“You’d be surprised,” I stalled.
The vampire’s face went stern as he took my jaw firmly in his powerful hand; I imagined an eggshell imploding. “Don’t!” he admonished hissing. “Never be ashamed of what we are! I may look a few years younger than you, my friend, but believe me I have carried more dark secrets within me than you can imagine!” And he squeezed my mouth into pursed lips for emphasis.
“H-Have you?” I gulped.
The Prince snorted derisively, let go my cheeks and paced about the room. “’Deviant’ ‘Transvestite’! ‘Faggot!’! Oh yes, I’ve known the cruel brands, the whispered snickers, the glances askance! From the age of seven, I’ve endured them!”
He turned on the Persian rug and nodded wistful hatred at me. “Three times I tried to do away with myself!” And he shoved up a sleeve, turned up his wrist, revealed long, ugly scars adorning his veins. 
“Jesus,” I whispered.
The vampires scoffed, buttoning his sleeve. “He was no help to me, no help whatsoever! Please tell me you’re not a Christian!”
At the moment I wished with all my heart I was. I sighed indecisively. “I’m afraid I don’t know exactly what I am…”
Ivan held up a sympathetic hand. “Not surprising. I understand. Don’t worry about it. Worry only about what you’re not, what you musn’t be! And that is ashamed!”
My mind was still catching up to exactly what it was we were discussing.
The Prince refilled my trembling glass. I knocked it back in one gulp. I’m not a connoisseur, but that stuff was incredible. Its warmth spread through me like rocket fuel, easing some of the shaking. 
“We must accept what we are,” Kolcheck was saying, recapping the cut glass decanter, “no matter what the rest of the world thinks. We must be proud. We must be strong.”
I nodded companionably. “Where did you gain such…confidence? May I ask?”
He smiled from the liquor cabinet. “Would you believe it? A woman!”
“Oh?”
He grinned wider, nodding rapidly from some happy memory. “A beautiful vision from the old country…the very old country. She was my mentor, I her student. In one flashing moment of the most exquisite pain and pleasure, she taught me how to look at the world in whole new, wondrously exciting light.” He made an amused sound. “Or should I say, ‘dark’? I owe her an eternity of gratitude.”
My hand was moving slowly behind me, fishing for the knob, finally finding it, turning it hopefully. 
Yep. Locked. “What happened to her?”
The Prince’s face went dark, haunted. He looked away quickly. “I proved…too apt a pupil, I’m afraid. The ward became the mentor. We went our separate ways. To our separate purposes.” He chuckled ruefully. “Actually, the devil being in the details, our purposes were not unalike. Only the means differed. In the end, I was obliged to…”
His eyes drifted and his mind went somewhere else a moment.
But only a moment.
“…she died, I’m afraid, while still opposing my ideals. A shame in its own way. She was very capable, very beautiful.”
“I’m sorry. May I ask her name?”
His eyes drifted again for a moment. “Alicia…”
There was an awkward silence.
Then the vampire seemed to snap out of it. And came striding powerfully toward me.
“But enough of me. What’s important now is that, ‘Ed,’ or ‘Edwina,’ it makes no more difference to me than how you dress. When I look into your eyes I see a troubled soul…one searching for something or someone…perhaps himself. In any case, a kindred spirit. Someone I’d like to help, if you’ll allow me.”
“Help?”
He cupped my cheek again, that graveyard chill. “There’s a world out there beyond your imagination, Edwina. I could show you things, teach you things more seductively secretive than even my own mentor knew. Do you fear death?”
My hand twitched unconsciously for the knob again. “Well…don’t we all?”
The Prince smiled past his well retracted incisors. “Not all of us.”
I cleared my throat. “Uh…are you talking some kind of religious experience?”
Stupid! I thought, that will only incense him!
But he only chuckled softly. “If you like. But more all-powerful, more all-consuming than any religion you’ve ever studied…yet more ancient than any man has known. Join me, Edwina—or whatever you choose to call yourself—and I offer you an eternity beyond that of this plane!”
My mind went blank.
I could think of absolutely no response.
“My. Well! That’s very… I mean, I’ve been offered a lot in my life, but never eternity.”
“You have my word, Edwina. It’s a very private, very special organization.”
That was comforting. “Uh-huh… I’ll bet! Uh, are we talking medical benefits?”
He chuckled. “You’re skeptical. That’s good! One should be skeptical these days.” 
He paced back across the rug again. “Freshen your drink?”
“Thanks, no.”
The Prince stuck his hands in his front pockets, studied me a moment. “I know very little about you…”
I must have looked uneasy. Ivan held up his hand. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to pry. You’ll tell me when you’re ready.”
“If I’m ready.”
He bowed. “Fair enough. I also don’t know how long you’ve been in Chicago, how much you know about me. What do you know, if you don’t mind my asking.”
“Enough to know that asking too much about Ivan Kolcheck may not always be a…healthy thing.”
He chuckled softly again, as if modest. “Like all powerful Chicago men before me I’ve had, at times, been obliged to enlist force in accomplishing my goals.”
“’Powerful Chicago men before you’. Like Mayor Daily?”
“Perhaps.”
“—or Al Capone?”
That was stupid. Kolcheck’s eyes narrowed just the slightest. Then went pleasant again. “Some might think you were deliberately insulting me, Miss Smith.”
I nodded, boxed in. “But what do we care what others think, right? A man is known for his kindness, but remembered for his enemies.”
Now the smile was back. “So true. Who said that?”
“I don’t know. Churchill?”
“In any case, I’ve had men destroyed for saying less.”
“Like Hitler?”
“You can’t insult me with Hitler, Miss Smith, he was one of my heroes.”
That incensed me enough to actually push away a bit from the door. “You’re anti-Semitic?”
He waved his hand dismissively. “Oh, please, not that foolishness. That was lunacy. I was speaking of his capacity as a leader, a strategist.”
“Like Napoleon?”
Ivan wagged his finger. “Admittedly, both were overly ambitious. Ego-driven. Always a mistake.” 
I shrugged. “’Absolute power’…”
“Exactly. But this is the 21st Century!”
“The age of the Terrorist?”
“The age of the computer!”
“Ah!”
He came toward me again. “Yes, I’ve driven men to their knees before. Listened to their futile begging. But only my enemies. But not people like you, Edwina…you are different.”
“Am I? How do you know?”
He hesitated only a discreet instant. “When you’ve…come as far as I have in my beliefs, you get a sense about people and things.”
“Things.”
“I like you, Edwina—Ed. And I don’t like many. I could easily force you to join my private little club as I think you must know. But I’d rather it be your own idea.”
“Why?”
That seemed to throw him for a moment. “’Trust’ is such an over-used word. Perhaps a meaningless word, these days. Call it…curiosity.”
“Which killed the cat.”
“Curiosity about whether two beings from completely different backgrounds, completely different planets almost, can still be comrades.”
“Friends. But isn’t friendship usually earned?”
“Yes. Something I’ll have to learn. Something maybe you can teach me.”
I was out of stalling tactics. “And if I say no?”
Why did I have to ask that? 
The Prince shrugged affably. “I go back to what I do and you go back to wherever you came from. No harm no foul, as they say.”
“Your word? Of honor?”
“There can be honor, my friend, even among thieves. What do you say?”
Before I could reply I was shocked out of my senses from an urgent knocking at my back.
“Avon calling!” Mitzi announced clearly in my head, and my heart leapt for joy.
The Prince bowed. “Excuse me…”
I stared at him. “For what?”
He gestured politely. “The door.”
“Oh!” I moved aside. He inserted the key, and opened it to a cheerily smiling Mansur, leading my pink poodle on her pink leash. 
“Forgive the interruption, old friend,” from the caliph, consulting his watch, “but I have many arrangements to make and I believe we’ve still some small business to complete!” And he handed me the leash.
“Of course,” the Prince bowed, “we were just coming.”
On the stairway down I smiled pleasantly ahead of us but pushed my mind hard into Mitzi’s. “Where the hell have you been?”
“Don’t get excited, I knew where you were at all times. I thought I caught a whiff of Clancy and went to check it out when his imperial chubbiness here grabbed my leash and poured his intoxicating aftershave over my olfactory nerves. What about you? Ivan was showing you his etchings, was he?”
“He was about to show me the other side of eternity!”
“Really? You don’t smell turned.”
“Maybe crapping my panties covered the odor!”
“No shit, in the middle of his big uptown soirée he tried to suck your neck?”
“I don’t think it was my neck.”
“Oh, dear. Oh, my! Ivan’s gay? But your dress—
“Didn’t work, Mitzi! Clearly!”
“You don’t have to shout, Edward! Attending this carnival in drag wasn’t my idea in the first place! What about Clancy?”
“I didn’t see her.”
“Uh-oh. That’s not good. Eddie.”
I sighed as Ivan took my arm and guided me back into the party. “Not much about this evening has been! The word ‘disaster’ comes to mind.”  
“Oh, I don’t know,” Mitzi cheer-led, “I finally got past his private insect repellent to sniff the real caliph. He still reeks—but! Did I mention he’s a vampire?”  
I almost stumbled on the stairs. “Oh my God! They’ve invaded the middle east?”
“Afraid so. No wonder he and Ivan are so cozy, huh? More trouble for an already troubled world. Assholes. Why is it always the ones with the oil?”
It suddenly dawned on me we’d left the stairs and were moving back through the throng, headed toward what looked like Ivan’s office…and a door on the far wall marked: Private.
“You’ll join us of course!” our host turned to me.
“Join you?”
“For the private auction! The reason our good caliph here spent so much precious time and money flying halfway around the world to us!”
I balked. “Well…I…”
“I don’t think he’s asking,” from Mitzi.
I looked down, gestured at her. “Uh…my dog…”
“Oh, indeed!” from the jolly caliph. “Bring her along! I’d very much enjoy the fuzzy thing’s company!”
“How’d you enjoy a fuzzy pom-pom up your ass, fat boy?” 
Ivan watched me patiently. “Well, Miss Smith, what does the dog say—?”
The caliph was bending his bulk red-faced to stroke Mitzi’s head. 
Mitzi gritted her teeth. “Can’t we find Shamu here a little boy to bugger somewhere?”
I yanked on the pink leash. “I think she’d be delighted!”
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The Private door—locked of course—led to a short knotty pine hallway with another Private door, also locked.
The Prince unlocked it and gestured us into a smallish, sound-proofed theater of thirty or so raked movie seats, a curtain-drawn stage, luminous deco sconce lights lining the walls. There was a podium at stage right, behind which a whisper-thin man in tux and sash stood waiting obediently above a green banker’s light, a sheath of papers and goose-neck microphone.
Ivan guided us to the center row where the four of us including Mitzi took plush fold down seats near the middle. 
The caliph seemed particularly jolly. “Isn’t this pleasant, though! You progressive Americans and your fervor for all things technical!”
“We run art films sometimes,” Ivan explained, “when we’re not auctioning.”
The caliph’s eyes lit. “In three-D?”
“Art films,” Ivan said.
“How can you be truly progressive without three-D? What about ‘Avatar’?”
“Art films,” Ivan explained. “Truffaut. Bergman. Fellini. Kurosawa.”
“Who?”
“Rashomon?”
“Never heard of him. He is a friend of George Lukas?”
“I’ve no idea.”
“Spielberg?”
“You do collect fine art, yes, caliph?”
Someone was taking a seat in the row across from us; a broad shouldered man in an out of style suit and hat.
“Serge,” Ivan explained. “The Russian.”
The caliph looked mildly panicked, put an urgent hand on Ivan’s wrist. “You promised the piece was mine!”
Ivan turned calm eyes on the Iraqi until Mansur removed his hand. “I promised it to the highest bidder.”
The caliph flushed visibly. 
“Relax,” Ivan smiled, “you’re far wealthier than even a Russian mobster.”
“Gentlemen, if we’re all here,” from the podium, “we’ll start the bidding.”
Ivan nodded and the auction began.
The first item was a Tiffany lamp. The Russian bought it for ten thousand dollars American.
The second item was a running Chinese horse from the Ming Dynasty. Mansur bought it for twenty-seven thousand dollars.
The third item was one of Elvis Presley’s first known guitars. Nobody wanted it. Except me. I wanted it badly, but then I may as well have wanted the Pope’s hat for all the cash I had on hand.
“…do we have any bids on the Presley instrument?”
“Christ,” I groaned,”—it’s got the king’s name engraved on it!”
The Vampire Prince glanced over at me.
“There are no starting bids? Going once…going twice—“
“Thirty-thousand!” Ivan called.
“I have thirty-thousand from Mr. Kolcheck. Do I hear forty? Thirty-five? Going once, going twice—sold to Mr. Kolcheck!”
“I didn’t know you were a fan,” I murmured to the vampire.
“I didn’t know you were. Consider it a gift. In conjunction with what we discussed earlier.”
My jaw dropped. “I can’t accept something like that!”
“Don’t be silly. Ah! The final item at last!”
I turned to see the curtain behind the podium speaker split and draw apart.
The caliph sat upright like a kid preparing for Santa…or, in his case, maybe the other way around. Even the Russian was leaning forward in his seat.
In a moment, so was I.
The item behind the curtain was a nude statue of Clancy.
Only it wasn’t a statue.
“Our final item, number 614, gentleman, this very rare and lovely piece of Americana! A one-of-a-kind item, to be found nowhere else on Earth to our knowledge! Possessing an extremely unique bio-system, as you know. No matter how toxic the venom of the…ah, predator, the young lady does not succumb! The only one of her kind known to science! Truly a collector’s item of the highest order! The bidding will start at one hundred thousand dollars—“
“Two hundred thousand!” the caliph spat before the auctioneer could quite finish.
I stared incredulously at the lithe, willowy form on the stage pedestal, pale skin like luminous porcelain under the single spot, golden-white tresses perfectly quaffed around ivory shoulders. Deep, blue eyes perfectly blank with incomprehension.
“My God,” I whispered and heard Mitzi say the same in my head.
The Prince smiled proudly at me. “Lovely, isn’t she? Something only God—or perhaps the devil—could make, eh? A true work of art.”
“Five hundred thousand!” from the English-perfect Russian.
I forced liquid back into a parched mouth, leaned to Ivan. “You’re not…surely you’re not selling her!”
“A million!” from the excited caliph beside us.
“Apparently I am,” Ivan smiled at me.
I stared dumfounded at the stage, the gentle rise of breasts, the still intelligent gleam in the blue eyes. She was real all right.
“Two!” from a slightly more vociferous Russian.
“But you can’t do that!” I begged Ivan. “It isn’t….”
“Legal?” He see-sawed his head casually. “Depends on where one is in the world, yes?”
I stared until my eyes burned and I had to remember to blink. “But it’s…barbaric!”
Ivan patted my wrist. “Thank-you, my dear.”
I quickly probed Mitzi’s mind.
“I don’t know what you’re probing me for, Sport, my brain went back to Kansas half an hour ago…”
“Thanks! Thanks a bloody bunch!”
“Well, what the hell do you want me to do? They’re all vampires! You do realize that, right?”
“I do now! Thanks for the heads up!”
“Three!” from a trembling Mansur.
“That fat pig! Like his harem isn’t big enough over there!”
“I think that’s Arabia you’re thinking of, Eddie.”
“Three-five!” from the slow-to-anger Russian.
“We’ve got to do something, Mitzi!”
“I’m wide-open, Sport. You could yell ‘fire’ but I think that’s illegal in a theater. And we wouldn’t want to do anything illegal, right?”
I couldn’t take my eyes off Clancy. “Is she even aware? What’s the bastard done to her?”
“Not much, according to you. It’s what Santa Claus there will do to her I’d worry about.”
“We have three point five million,” from the auctioneer, “do I hear four—?”
The caliph ground his teeth.
“Three point five going once…”
“Five million!” the caliph bellowed.
The Russian threw him dagger eyes.
Ivan leaned toward me with amusement. “I think our former Soviet minister has reached the extent of his reserve! It appears I won’t be doing any immediate business in Moscow for a while yet.”
I was grinding my own teeth. “I didn’t realize your influence reached that far north, Mr. Kolcheck.”
He shrugged. “Today the middle east, tomorrow the Balkans.”
“I have five million,” from the auctioneer. “Who will make it six? Gentlemen?”
The Russian sat back stiffly in his seat, arms crossed in a tight pout over his broad chest.
“The price is five million? Do I hear six? No?”
“Even more than I’d thought,” Ivan whispered to me smugly.
“…going once…going twice…”
“You can’t have her,” The Count said in my head, “but you can keep her…”
“Six million!” I yelled, raising my hand.
Everyone looked at me. 
Except Mitzi. 
Who put her head between her paws and groaned. “Let’s hear it folks, for the gentleman with the inoperable hemorrhoid of the cerebellum!”
Ivan was gazing quizzically at me. Smiling his Ivan smile. “Well! The ever unpredictable Miss Smith!”
The enraged Iraqi grabbed Ivan’s shoulder tightly…released it just as quickly. But his eyes remained flashing red.
“Something I can do for you, caliph?” The Prince addressed him calmly.
“A promise is a promise, Ivan! If you intend to insure my cooperation in moving your operations to the middle east, it is imperative that you fulfill your part of the bargain!”
The Prince of Vampires smiled at the cherry-cheeked caliph and turned his attention back to the podium.
“I have six million dollars, from the young lady in aisle six! Do I have a counter bid?”
The caliph sank down in his seat like an over-cooked toad.
“I have six million dollars for this lovely, golden item! Do I hear another bid? No? Six million going once…six million going twice—“
“Ten million!” the caliph growled.
“Pardon me sir?” from the podium, “I didn’t quite catch that—“
“Ten, you idiot!” And I could feel his hotly defiant eyes burning into my very pale profile.
“I have ten million dollars for this priceless vision of loveliness. Are there any other offers, gentlemen?”
“Well,” Ivan sighed sympathetically, patting my back, “what would someone like you have done with her anyway? Set her in a corner by the fireplace? They do need food and watering, I’m told.”
“You’re an asshole,” I told him evenly. “No! You’re a blood-sucking asshole to boot!”
I felt Mitzi’s hind leg jump reflexively against my leg. “Take it back, Eddie! Take it back!” 
“No!”
“For the love of God, take it back! He may have only taken the ‘blood-sucking’ part metaphorically! Apologize! Quick!”
“I won’t!”
“Pardon me?” from The Prince. I must have blurted that last one out loud.
“I won’t apologize!” I told him firmly.
I stared at Clancy, feeling the vampire’s eyes on me but unable to read his expression. I also had a very strong urge to urinate.
“You too?” Mitzi whimpered. “Mine’s running down the aisle!”
“I have ten million dollars from the gentleman from Iraq. Are there any other offers? Very good, then. That’s ten million going once…going twice—“
“Twelve million!” I shouted, tears in my eyes. “No! Make it fifteen million. Fifteen million dollars and fifty-six cents!”
“Nice of you to remember the sales tax,” Mitzi whimpered miserably.
I turned rabidly to the visibly shaking caliph, shaking pretty hard myself. “You insufferably bloated buffoon,” I spat, “now go spend your money on a magnifying glass when you get home so you can find your dick!”
Dead silence dropped over the theater.
Dead being the operative word.
Then the air split with the sharp thunder of Ivan’s laugher.
His head fell back in his seat and he roared at the overhead chandelier.
Between The Prince’s bellows, I heard a sly, near-metallic clicking sound and turned just in time to see the caliph—fangs extended fully—leap across The Prince for my throat.
I caught a quick whiff of frustrated sweat just before my neck was rent open in a rushing hydrant of blood—
—or would have been if Ivan—in a blur of movement I don’t think even the caliph saw—caught Mansur by the front of his blouse and slammed him back in his theater seat like so much stuffed sausage.
Then he bent and looked deep into the Iraqi’s eyes. 
I couldn’t see Ivan’s own eyes from that angle, I only know that the red-faced, enraged Mansur grew abruptly meek as a kitten and seemed to shrink several pant sizes in his chair before quickly turning away.
“We had a bargain!” his now child-like voice a whimper.
Ivan rose to his full height. His fingers had become ragged claws. He loomed over the quaking Iraqi. “You are a guest, Mansur, both in my gallery and my country! You will not forget yourself again! Nod if you understand.”
Mansur nodded. Several times.
Mitzi peeked meekly from under her seat. “Eddie? Are you dead yet?”
“Not yet. Soon, I think.”
“Okay. Let me know, huh?” And she scooted back under.
Ivan turned to me, face expressionless. He reached down and lifted me weightlessly from my seat by a shoulder.
He turned to address the auctioneer, as well as the others assembled.
“Gentlemen, my friend Miss Smith here is attending her very first auction, an event about which she knows very little, specifically the rules and procedures. As the proceedings are being held in the inordinate confines of a theater and stage, I’m afraid she misunderstood her role here as that of a fellow actor. I therefore offer her my sincerest apologies for an error clearly of my own making and suggest her bids be considered forfeit in this instance until she is more fully tutored in the nomenclature of bidding.”
He looked around the room. “All in favor, please say ‘aye.’”
Everyone did.
Ivan then turned to the huddled caliph. “In light of this agreement between the principals present, I hereby duly submit that my good friend and colleague Al Mansur be named winner of the final item by default…”
He turned and smiled companionably at the Iranian. “…at the buying price of ten million dollars.”
The caliph started to open his mouth—shut it again.
“All in favor please say ‘aye.’”
Everyone did.
Ivan turned to the podium.
The auctioneer rapped his gavel. 
“Gentlemen, the auction is closed. Thank you for your attendance!”
The curtains swished together. 
Clancy disappeared from my life again.
On the way up the aisle Ivan patted the caliph sympathetically on the back. “All things, considered, caliph, an absolute bargain, I think!”
I didn’t like the look in Mansur’s eyes—or the tone of his voice—but he managed a begrudged nod. “I’m pleased enough.”
“Good!” Ivan laughed, and gave me his arm. “Shall we get back to the gallery show, my friends?”
I kept craning back to the closed curtain, not caring anymore who saw me.
“I do, however,” the caliph was saying as we approached the door, “believe some small recompense in order, considering the rather large hit my purse took tonight.”
Ivan patted the fat man’s arm. “What sort did you have in mind, old friend?”
Mansur shrugged noncommittally, waved an indifferent hand at the air. “Nothing major.  A  little balm to assuage my financial wounds.”
“Name it!” Ivan beamed.
The Iranian paused, turned his considerable bulk there in the narrow aisle. “I think…yes! The dog.”
I choked.
“I’ve grown quite fond of the little pink beast! Might go rather well with my drapes. What do you say, Ivan?”
Ivan turned a raised brow to me. “I’m afraid that’s an issue you must take up with our lovely Miss Smith.”
The caliph bowed to me. “Miss Smith—?’
“Oh, SHIT!” from Mitzi beside me.
I couldn’t seem to think of a fast enough reply.
The caliph construed it as acquiescence, bowed again. “Good!”
And to Ivan: “Have the girl delivered along with the animal to my suite tomorrow! By three p.m. if you please!”
And waddled his way up the aisle in triumph.
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I was in a fog by the time we were back at the gallery; too much input for my waning psyche to assimilate in one night.
“Yeah, well you can just tell your psyche to get un-waned and back off its ass!” from a mortified and considerably shaken Mitzi. “I am not getting on a plane to Iraq with the creature that ate Des Moines! And since this whole hair-brained drag queen scheme was yours, I assume you have a back-up plan that doesn’t include me taking it up the pooper from that jihad-happy vampire! They eat little doggies like me over there, you know!”
“Define ‘eat.’”
“’Eat’, Ed! As in masticate and ingest! And don’t get cute with me now! For two cents I’d turn you right in front of them and leave you to un-tape your own balls!”
“As I recall, it was you who dived through my living room window in Topeka, Kansas and shanghaied me into this ‘let’s-kill-all-the-vampires’ cause!” 
“What cause? So far we’ve managed to lose your girlfriend, perform a premature burial on me, put Sylvie and the twins at incredible risk, vaporize a nice old lady in Topeka after burning down half the town! Where in that do you find anything remotely resembling a ‘cause’?”
“I’m afraid I must leave you, my friends!” from the caliph. “The artist just arrived—fashionably late, of course—for his own show, and there’s an ugly little piece of mayhem on the south wall there I’d like to cheat him out of!”
Ivan nodded and handed Mansur Mitzi’s leash. “I’m afraid I’ve some unfinished business of my own, dear caliph. You may as well take the animal now.”
The caliph proffered a sour expression and took the leash like someone accepting a fresh turd. “Very well. And in the event we don’t see each other again tonight, I look forward to your visiting my country in the coming weeks and further delineating our business!”
“We will…don’t worru!” from our affable host.
The fat man tugged at the leash. “Come, beast!”
I’ll never forget the look in Mitzi’s eyes as she was dragged away. “Ed? Back-up plan? I’m about to made into a brisket here! Back-up plan?” 
“I’ll think of something!” I promised her.
“When?”
But they were swallowed by the crowd.
The Prince of Vampires took my hand, looked earnestly into my eyes. “I’ll be away in Baghdad for seven or eight days, Miss Smith. I do hope you’ll consider all we’ve discussed and seriously contemplate joining my little organization. I can promise you a lifetime of riches and beyond, for whatever you deem appropriate in return!”
“That’s very gracious. I’d like to sleep on the idea.”
He bowed, let go of my hand. “However long you wish. Now I must bid you adieu.”
And he vanished into the maelstrom.
…must bid you adieu… I thought, standing there alone for the first time all evening, who the hell talks like that anymore? The guy’s a walking affectation.
“Yes,” from a just barely discernable Mitzi across the room, “the kind that reaches down your throat and hands you your own spleen!” 
“I’ll think of something!” I promised again. “I won’t let the caliph get you on that plane!”
“Really?” even fainter now.
“I just promised, didn’t I? Twice.” 
“I’ll try to keep an eye on Clancy!” she quavered nearly inaudible now.
“I know you will.”
“Unless…”
“’Unless’ what, Mitzi? Mitzi! Are you there—?”
“…unless she sits down to dinner one night in Baghdad over a steaming bowl of me…”
I felt a flush of impotent panic. “Just hang in there, Mitz. We’ll get you out somehow!”
“Eddie—?’
“Yeah?”
“If things shouldn’t, you know…work out. That Sylvie. She’s a nice kid. You should seriously consider a parallel future…”
“Things will work out! You’re going to me fine! You’re MY dog, goddamnit! Do you hear me? MY dog! Mitzi? Can you hear me? Mitzi…?”
* * *
I couldn’t think in there—all those people, the bad artwork—and since I had no idea when or if Sylvie and the twins might show up for Ivan’s limo, I took a cab back to the apartment.
It didn’t occur to me until I’d stepped off the elevator that I had no key.
“Christ,” I mumbled to myself, “your mind is mush, Magee.”
I stood before the apartment door in my pink evening gown numbly trying to decide what to do next, trying to form a plan in my hollowed-out skull. Call Sylvie? But I didn’t have her cell number—something else we should have thought through in advance.
On a whim I rapped on the apartment door anyway.
To my total surprise Sylvie opened it.
“Sylvie! I really didn’t expect to—you’re back!”
She didn’t look right. Not smiling for one thing.
“Yeah, so? I live here.” She opened the door wider for me.
“I know, but I thought…”
“What? That I might be out all night with that guy you saw me leave the gallery with?”
“Well…”
She turned on her heel and gave me her back. She’d changed out of her evening clothes into a simple blouse and skirt. “Would you like some coffee, Ed?”
“No thanks, little late for me. More than anything I’d like to get out of this drag queen outfit. I think I’m developing a uterus down there.”
She didn’t laugh. Didn’t turn around, just marched toward her bedroom. “You know where the bathroom is.”
* * *
It took longer to peel off all of Binkie’s accoutrements than it did her make-up.
I was finally obliged to take a long hot shower and engage in a lot of scrubbing.
When I came out, slipped into my terrycloth robe, I found Sylvie in her bedroom, still with her back to me. She was bent over a suitcase.
There was a distant chill in the air that almost distracted me from her bobbing bottom.
“Going somewhere?”
She didn’t say anything for a moment, didn’t turn around.
Finally: “For a little while, yes.”
I came around the side of the bed, looked down at the suitcase, still rubbing a towel through my hair. “That’s a lot of clothes for a little while…”
She kept moving stiffly between bed and closet, dragging things off hangers, folding expertly, packing neatly. “A long while then. Maybe.”
“Oh?” I watched her a moment. She didn’t look up. “Well…which?”
Sylvie folded, packed, folded, packed. 
“Relatives?” I asked. “An old boyfriend, maybe?”
She hesitated but only for a second, went pack to packing. “Ed…”
“Right here.”
“…I can’t do this anymore.”
We both knew what ‘this’ meant so there was no point pursuing it.
“Why now?” I asked gently.
She contemplated a sweater a moment, smoothing it. “Tonight…after we got to his room, I stood in front of the bathroom mirror. Just stood there for over a minute staring at my reflection. I found two gray hairs, Ed. Two.”
I scoffed. “I’ve got dozens.”
“Then I took off my bra.”
“Lucky mirror.”
“And stood there staring for another minute.”
“Who could blame you? They’re just about perf—“
“Twenty, Ed. When I was twenty they were perfect. Heavy but perky, you know?”
“You were blessed.”
She folded the sweater, placed it atop a dress. “But next year they’ll be a little less perky, a little heavier. Along with a little more gray at the temples, little less narrow at the waist.”
“Perfectly natural.”
She nodded, closed the suitcase lid, snapped the tabs. “I don’t mind not being an ingénue anymore. I don’t mind the sagging or even the stretch marks. Don’t care if the whole damn figure goes to hell, as long as…”
“As long as it serves its true purpose? Like having babies?”
She stood straight a moment, finally turned to me. “That part’s perfectly natural too. Isn’t it?”
“We wouldn’t be talking right now if it weren’t.”
“I want a baby, Ed. While I still can. Before some stranger gives me something so I can’t.”
“I understand.”
“Do you?”
“Of course. I’ve thought about children of my own.”
“But you’ve never tried.”
“No.”
“Then how about we try now?”
I stared at her.
She held my stare.
“We, Sylvie—?”
“Well, I don’t think that poodle’s going to bear you kids. Just one baby, Ed, that’s all I’m saying. One baby and no strings attached. I don’t want to…the idea of going to one of those sperm donor places…”
She took a tentative step toward me. “I want to know what my baby will look like. And I’d very much like it to look like you.”
“Sylvie—“
“Clancy needn’t ever know. We’d just…do it. I’ve read up about timing, ovulation, all that—got it down pretty good.”
I walked a little circle on the carpet. “And once we were sure?”
“I’d go away somewhere and not trouble you again. Unless, of course, you wanted to see the child, in which case—”
I nodded at the suitcase. “Looks like you’re already going away somewhere.”
“Not far. Just some place to think. I’ll still help you get Clancy back! I will! Help in any way I can! You can depend on me, Ed, you know you can.”
I sat down on the edge of the bed, stared at the carpet. “But can you depend on me…?”
“Will you at least think about it, Ed?”
I stared at the floor.
The room was quiet a moment. 
Sylvie sighed. “Is the idea of making love to me so revolting?”
I shot her a wry look. “I think we both know the answer to that. Quit fishing.”
“Just think about it, that’s all I ask. No pressure.”
“Not much.”
“Ed?”
I looked up at her.
“Where’s Mitzi?”
I felt a wave of fatigue so heavy it was like drowning. Explaining anything about the last few hours felt light years beyond my comprehension right then. I let myself flop back on the pillow.
“Ed? Honey, what is it? Where’s Mitzi?”
“With Clancy,” I sighed.
“You saw Clancy then!”
I nodded wanly. “For maybe the last time. Tomorrow night about now she’ll be winging her way to Iraq.”
“Iraq!”
“With my dog.”
Sylvie came quickly around, sat beside me on the bed. She took my hand. “Tell me.”
“It’s a long story,” I said.
“My cab won’t be here for a while.”
I told her everything.
I was still telling her when the lobby intercom buzzed and announced her cab.
Sylvie gave me a spare key, her phone number and the address of the friend she was staying with across town. She told me not to worry about anything tonight, that she’d call me in the morning and we’d figure something out. I don’t think she really believed it herself but she kissed me like she did. I walked to the door with her, she kissed me again. 
And then I was alone in the apartment.
Despite everything going on inside my tortured brain, it took only two drinks and that wonderfully hard living room couch to put me away.
I slept deeply and without dreams.
* * *
I’m not one of those people who experiences déjà vu that often.
But I experienced it that night.
I became awake—wide awake—at just past 3:00 a.m.
I was certain I’d heard a noise in the house.
I remember the time exactly because I checked the radium faced dial of my watch on the end table beside me. Just like the first time this happened.
I lay there staring into the darkness for a time—going over that first time in my mind: the bloody bodies of the twins, The Count’s little visit. I was still going over it when I heard the sound again: a kind of quick furtive noise, like the scurry of feet across the carpet.
Just like the first time.
“Shit,” I groaned softly, “—are we off to parallel universes again?”
I sat up, amazed at my calm, and saw the slice of light spearing from the crack in the partly open front door, trailing across the dark carpet. Like last time.
And again like before—just for a moment—I thought of the twins coming home late, of one of them accidently leaving the apartment door ajar… 
And like before, I didn’t believe it for a moment.
I threw my legs over the edge of the couch and sat barefoot for a moment, listening intently for the sound again. Nothing. 
I cocked my head and listened a minute longer. Finally drew a deep breath and sang out. “Count?” 
No answer.
I stood. Hesitated a moment to let all the sleep wash from my brain…stood quietly until I was convinced this was no dream. But then, the last time hadn’t been a dream either, had it? The last time had been a prophecy.
“Count? Are you there? Is this another of your…parallel worlds things?”
Silence.
And then the furtive rustle again.
Coming, I thought, from the hallway.
Images of blood-spattered walls bloomed in my mind, fresh as yesterday. 
I should have gotten them out of here, I thought—I should have gotten all the girls out of this place no matter how outlandish my story seemed! The Count had warned me! Now it was too late!
I dragged in a measured breath and padded toward the hall.
Just before I came to the arched entrance, another consideration crossed my now heated brow. Sylvie! What if she’d changed her mind? Gotten to her girlfriend’s place, thought it over and taken another cab right back to The Towers? If she’d found me asleep, she might not have wanted to wake me, might have stolen quietly to her bedroom and retired.
And left the front door ajar?
I didn’t really buy it, but something made me turn left at the hallway entrance anyway and pad down softly to Sylvie’s bedroom. 
I slumped with relief when I saw her unmistakable form beneath the covers in the dim lamp glow, her dark hair above the sheets. I felt added seeing the rise of her breasts, hearing the sleepy, dream-born sigh pass her lips and saw her head turn lazily on the pillow.
I held onto the knob a moment until my own breathing had settled, then came back up the hall noiselessly. I was almost back through the archway again when I hesitated. As long as I was up, why not double check on the twins? Maybe they were still out on one of their Ivan-approved dates, maybe not, but I’d sleep better knowing either way. Especially with that blood-dripping memory of what I’d seen in Mandy’s room last time…
I turned back to the hallway, started down it quietly, pausing only when I thought I heard that furtive rat-like rustle again.
I swiveled around. “Count? Are you there?”
Apparently not.
The hallway was empty.
But not unlit.
A wide swatch of light poured across the carpet from Mandy’s open bedroom door to form a glowing square on the wall opposite.
I took it as a good sign; the girls were probably still up chatting, trading stories about tonight’s conquests, bitching about the fashion industry. If I was careful, I could peek around the bedroom corner at them without being detected, then creep back to my couch without anyone being the wiser. I didn’t see the red droplets staining the carpet doorway before I was on top of them.
There was a lot more red inside the room. 
The majority of it oozed from the necks of the twin’s nude bodies, tossed carelessly across the sheets like discarded Barbies.
My legs were pumping back down the dark hall before my mind caught up. Sylvie!
But out loud I was crying, “Count! Count!” and praying, like Scrooge, this was only a grim glimpse of a future yet to come—that tomorrow I’d be thudding down State Street yelling Merry Christmas at every smiling passerby instead of screaming for the wizened vampire.
I hit her wall switch the moment I dove through Sylvie’s door.
She was still asleep, exactly as before, tossing in untold dreams as I vaulted toward the bed. “Sylvie!”
I fell beside her on the mattress, grabbed her ivory shoulders and lifted her into the light.
Then I screamed.
Tried to pull away, but the Queen of Vampires had hold of me now.
“Surprise, Mr. Magee!” Alicia hissed, fangs dripping. “Just looking for my little dog!”
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To this day I’m not sure how I broke free.
Though I have my theories.
I remember vividly planting my bare foot flatly in Alicia’s chest and shoving backward with everything I had. I managed to tear away, but not without a price: long scratch marks trailed the front of both my arms from T-shirt hem to knuckles.
The inertia carried me backpedaling all the way to Sylvie’s bedroom wall where I hit hard enough to shake the whole room. I fully expected the Vampire Queen to be at my throat instantly (I had zero chance against her kind of speed, her kind of other-worldly strength) but she surprised me again by just sitting there a moment on the edge of the mattress, leering at me in ceiling light, coal-red eyes and glistening incisors glowing like latent images in a movie dissolve. 
She was dressed in her familiar black gown, dead white skin showing that same terrible undead translucence. With one marked difference. In valley of shadow between the generous globes of her breasts could not hide the ugly purple hole of rent flesh where the hotel’s spiked fence had impaled her, driven deep from her long fall off the roof.
“You’re dead!” I whimpered stupidly, voice unrecognizably constricted in my throat.
Alicia’s grin was Satanic. “You never really believed that, Mr. Magee…why cling to it now?”
She rose slowly from the sheets, lips a blur of dried blood, pupils afire. “The twins were delicious, incidentally! Fine young necks! Though a bit skinny for my taste!”
Again, a sea of guilt and hatred began diluting the fear alive in me. “You bitch…”
“Flattery won’t save you, Magee. Now, before I rip your balls off and watch you eat them, where’s that fucking dog?”
Maybe it was knowing that Mitzi, at least, was safe for the moment. I’d no idea how Alicia had found me, but at least she’d found us apart. I almost smiled as I picked up the chair, smashed it against the wall, and held up the broken length of leg. “I think we were discussing my balls…”
And she was across the room and on me.
To my amazement she missed. Or, mostly missed—again I was raked by those claws, this time across my right cheek, nowhere near my jugular—as I leapt aside and smashed the nightstand lamp to smithereens. Alicia’s momentum carried her thundering into the bedroom wall with enough force to make a concave impression of her outline in the drywall. 
We both whirled at the same instant, she with those flashing fangs, me with the splinter of chair leg. The pointed end drove through her wide-open mouth and out the back of her head in a black squirt of blood.
For one ridiculous moment I imagined I’d won. Alicia just stood there a moment, the jagged length of wood poking out one side of her head, jutting upward like a fat cigar from her dripping mouth. Then she grinned, grabbed the end in the mouth and wrenched the stake free in a fine mist of crimson that settled over me softer than a lover’s kiss.
“You’ll have to do better than that!” she laughed, and tossed the table leg aside.
That’s when I realized the only real defense I had in this fight was her own arrogance. 
I ripped the blanket from the bed in one smooth motion, whipped it out like a matador’s cape and slapped it across the snarling queen. She stumbled and clawed in a confused rage for a moment but a moment was all I needed to get Sylvie’s nightstand drawer open. It was sheer luck—or sheer guess work—but living in the heart of downtown Chicago with only two other lovely models for protection, something told me Sylvie would have some kind of weapon hidden in the place. It turned out to be a Smith & Wesson O.45in Model 4500 with an eight round magazine…all eight rounds of which I emptied into the blanket and the viciously thrashing figure under it.
I gained me maybe another two seconds. Every time a slug dented the blanket it knocked the Vampire Queen back another foot until she tangled with the vanity and went down with a crash of glass bottles and a scream of frustration.
I threw the empty handgun at her and vaulted for the bedroom door.
Alicia was waiting for me on the other side of it, blocking my way sans blanket; one thing about those vampires—they can move!
But even as the shock of surprise was filling me it was merging with a tiny wedge of hope. For the first time since I’d know her—even during the impossibly vicious battle with Ivan on the KC rooftop—I saw the pale chest laboring a bit, an ugly green slime leak from the fence post’s purple entry. And something else. During the fight with Ivan I’d seen Alicia do something I wasn’t aware vampires capable of: take to the air during combat. So far at least, Alicia hadn’t done that tonight. There was still great speed and strength here, undeniably, but I got the distant feeling she wasn’t quite the tower of hellish power she’d been in Topeka, before Ivan had pounded her into bricks and tarpaper of that rooftop. Was it the spiked fence? Had that iron strut done more damage than she claimed?
She stood before me now, ready to pounce again, burning eyes slit as if reading my mind. “Learned some tricks, has he? Working out in the gym, perhaps?”
My eyes swept the darkened living room for a weapon. I could hardly see the furniture, much less anything to use against the vampire.
We stood for a moment facing each other like two street dogs, each giving the other a moment to catch our breath. “How did you find me?” I stalled.
Alicia raised her chin imperiously, as if the question didn’t dignify an answer. “I’m a vampire, idiot! The Queen! The greatest vampire the world has ever seen!”
I looked past her toward the still slightly ajar front door. Even if I could make it around her…
“The greatest in small town America, maybe” I gasped, “but you’re in Chicago now, where the real carnivores do business!”
Alicia smirked. “The arrogant Ivan Kolcheck?” She spat blood. “I turned that young pup! Taught him everything he learned and only half what I still know!”
I nodded, fighting for breath. “So I guess that little hotel rooftop in KC was just to put him off his guard?”
She chuckled. A reptilian sound. “The hapless Mr. Magee. He seeks to buy time by invoking my wrath!”
Another liquid chuckle, eyes sweeping over me appraisingly. “Yes, our young Edward has learned a thing or two himself since last we crossed paths. But I frankly remain unimpressed. I mean a common handgun? Please!”
“A couple feet lower with that wooden table leg and you’d be laughing through your ass,” I sneered. “If my aim had been a little more—“
“But it wasn’t, Mr. Magee. It wasn’t. No. I’m afraid he’ll have to do better than that.”
I was getting my second wind, head beginning to clear. “If you don’t mind, Miss Alicia, I’d just as soon not be referred to in the third person.”
Her smile was almost genuine now. “Speaking of third persons…”
My blood froze.
Sylvie!
The slithery chuckle returned. “I must commend you on that at least, Mr. Magee, you do have excellent taste in women. A pin-up model yet! Not bad! Not nearly in my class, of course,” and she cupped and lifted her bosom, “but not bad!”
I took an anguished step toward her. “Where is she?”
Alicia went all wide-eyed innocent. “Your little Sylvia?” She tapped her chin in mock reflection. “Now let me think…we shared a cab ride to that friend of hers across town…I invited myself in for a drink…what happened next? …hmmm…”
“Goddamnit!” I hissed.
Alicia tossed her lovely shoulders in defeat, “…I really can’t recall which of them I stuffed up the chimney and which I merely let hang upside down by the shower spigot to bleed out…”
I grabbed a shiny length of metal floor lamp nearby, smashed the shade and bulb against the wall and leapt toward the vampire like a jousting knight.
A foolish move, of course.
But later I’d wonder if it was merely Alicia’s knowledge of that or the fact that her breathing was still a bit labored…that she hadn’t herself completely recovered. In any case she just stood there smiling, hands on hips, as I drove the lamp pole through her stomach.
For one silly instant I thought I’d actually won.
But she just went right on smiling at me, then shaking her head, then grabbing the pole in both hands, jerking it free and tossing it over her shoulder.
“The heart, Mr. Magee! It only works if you pierce the vampire’s heart directly! With wood!” And she made a clucking sound of disappointment and shook her head almost sympathetically at me. Or was that just wishful thinking?
The next thing I knew I wasn’t in the living room anymore.
I have a vague memory of her hand around my throat, her other hand around my groin (I think she secretly enjoyed that last part) and of myself spinning through the air as if thrown.
It was kind of nice there for a moment…kind of refreshing with the living room whistling past my ears and then the night air of the veranda flattening my hair. Then I struck something hard.
It had to be the veranda railing, because when my senses came back to me I was holding onto it with both hands, a terrible ache in my right shoulder but otherwise not in danger. Other than the fact that I was on the wrong side of the railing and my bare feet were dangling high above the picket fence of the Marina City garden far below.
Alisha sashayed up like she had all the time in the world, most of the second hole through her body already scabbing over even if the one between her breasts remained stubbornly weeping.
She came up beside me there on the wind-blown veranda, hand on her hips, raven hair tousled silkily in the night breeze, leaned over the rail and peered past my dangling body to the little tower garden so very far below.
“What do you think, Mr. Magee? Wooden slate on that little garden fence or iron ones?”
My fingers were already going bloodless, my shoulders—especially the right one—quickly numb. 
Alicia came directly in front of me, smiled down into my eyes, bent lower and kissed me gently on my sweat-beading forehead. “Mr. Magee—?”
I could hardly get up the wind to speak with. “I hardly think…it makes any difference…in my case…”
Her smiled widened enough to show me her incisors, now neatly retracted. “I’d give the world to know what he’s thinking right now!”
I squinted up into her face with the last of my strength. “But…you already know…”
She frowned down. “Pardon?”
I groaned, knuckles giving way. “You’ve been here before…remember…and the only thing still keeping you breathing, a little brown poodle holding onto your wrist…”
Alicia straightened, cocked her head at me. “He thinks to play on my sympathies. That’s I’ll suddenly develop a human heart and pull him up. Conveniently forgetting what an immense pain in the ass that mutt has been to me!”
She shook her head in disgust, turned and walked from the veranda.
“Good-bye, Mr. Magee. You may be a failed vampire hunter, but I have feeling you’re going to make a big splash in Chicago…”
I felt a single tear squeeze from one agonized eye.
Let go of the railing. And fell.
Three, maybe four inches. Before the slim white hand reached down, snatched my wrist and pulled me back over the railing and onto my feet with effortless strength and gentleness.
“Really, Alicia,” The Count admonished, “you must someday at least pretend to play by the rules! We agreed, no torture!”
I almost went backward over the rail again from exhaustion. But The Count pulled me straight, steadied me, brushing convivially at my wrinkled T-Shirt with those elegantly veined hands. “Eddie, my boy! Barefoot? You’ll catch your death! Delightful boxer shorts, though! I must get me a pair? Bloomingdales?”
“Walmart,” I gasped.
“Figures,” Alicia snorted, leaning against the veranda door.
I leaned forward, hands on my knees, trembling, waiting for the vertigo to pass, The Count patting my back gently. “Deep breaths, my boy, that’s a good soldier!”
“Hmph!” from Alicia, clearly bored with the whole evening.
I nodded a thank-you to The Count. “How did you find me?”
“He’s a vampire, moron,” from The Queen.
The Count chuckled. “And we’ve been through something like this before, Edward, remember?”
I pushed up suddenly from my knees, ignoring the dizziness. “The twins!”
The Count steadied me. “The twins are fine, Eddie. I only permitted Alicia a quick sip to strengthen her, isn’t that right, my dear?”
“Models!” Alicia snorted. “Skin and bones! Like day old Kool-Aid.”
I looked up hopefully. “And Sylvie?”
The Count hugged my shoulder. “Fine, fine! Everyone’s fine, my boy! Alicia was merely goading you a bit.” He gave the Vampire Queen a level look. “A bit too much, I think!”
Alicia scoffed, lit a cigarette.
I felt my strength returning by degrees.
I looked from one vampire to the other. “Goading me why?”
Alicia blew blue smoke. “To fight, Einstein.”
The Count slapped my back happily. “And fight you did, my boy! Wonderfully! Isn’t that right, Alicia? Alicia? Isn’t that right?”
The Queen made an indecisive sound. “He did okay,” she allowed.
My head was still spinning. “I’m lost. What the hell’s going on? You wanted me to defeat her?”
“And you nearly did, my boy, you nearly did! Grand showing, really! Smashing!”
“Yeah,” Alicia puffed, “but not smashing enough.”
I took a step away from The Count, looked at him with new eyes. “It was you, wasn’t it? You were inside my head all the time…guiding me! Like that time against the bully at the restaurant…”
“Hey,” from a sarcastic Alicia, consulting her watch, “it has an actual brain in there! Too bad the skull around it’s so thick.”
The Count turned to her patiently. “Nonsense! The lad has a wonderful skull! It’s my own feeble mind that’s to blame if anything. Now, if I were a few hundred years younger…”
Alicia flicked her butt over the railing, started toward us. “Yeah, yeah. Meanwhile, the experiment was a failure. So what do we do now?”
I turned to The Count, incredulous. “Y-You two are working together?” 
“Unfortunately,” from Alicia, fists poked on her hips.
“A small truce,” The Count smiled down at me, “a momentary détente to ensure bigger goals!”
I took another step backward, refusing to believe my ears. “You’re in league with her! To spread the plague! Take over the world!”
Alicia grunted. “I told you he talks too much.”
“Eddie, you must understand—“ the old vampire reached for me.
I jumped back, heart sinking. “Stay away from me! Jesus! I trusted you!”
“Eddie—“
Alicia groaned a huge sigh. “Oh, for chrissake, Count, can we get on with this, please! We tried, we failed! Now it’s time for the next step!”
The Count started for me, eyes welling sympathy. “I am sorry, Eddie…”
“The hell you are!” and I started over the rail again.
I wonder where the hell I thought I was going.
Didn’t matter anyway. 
Long before I got the chance, The Count’s fangs sank deep into my throat.
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I woke with sun in my face.
Just like last time.
But with every detail of the evening before etched indelibly in my mind.
I vaulted up on the couch flooded with anger. I threw off the army blanket with clenched teeth and a dragging sense someone had made a fool of me—me!
I looked down at the heavy mahogany coffee table beside the couch, still fighting not to believe what was so clearly obvious. A dream. Just another silly dream. Hell, maybe they were all dreams! Maybe this was a dream!
I was sick to vomiting with dreams!
That’s when the smell of fresh brewed coffee wafted over me from the kitchen.
Alicia was just coming toward me through the partition in her slinky black dress with a steaming cup in her hand. But when she passed into morning light from the veranda window the slinky dress turned into a slinky nightie and Alicia became Sylvia.
“Son of a bitch!”
She jerked to a startled halt before me, nearly sloshing coffee. “Well! Good-morning to you too! Shall I hand you this coffee or just pour it over your head?”
I slumped against the back of the couch. “Pour it over my head,” and reached out to take it.
It was, as usual, delicious. “Thank you.”
Of course, Sylvie was looking pretty delicious herself in that negligée. “Sorry about snapping.”
She settled across from me in the easy chair. “Bad dream?”
I winced visibly at the word. “Please. Can we start the day with another subject?”
She tucked shapely legs under her, sipped from her own cup. “Not a dream. A nightmare.”
I shook my head. “I really don’t want to talk about it.”
Only I did. And despite my angry disappointment, I felt great; none of the usual morning logies, no headache, no drowsiness, not even a cramped muscle. Maybe it was the coffee.
“You look incredibly sexy.”
I looked up at her.
She waved me off. “Don’t have a kitten, I’m not pushing for that baby! You just look great is all.”
I nodded, vaguely puzzled. “I feel great…”
“Whatever those bad dream were you must have gotten in a good night’s sleep.”
I nodded uneasily over my cup. “Anyway, what about you, Sylvie? That was a short vacation.”
She sighed. “It wasn’t a real vacation, just a momentary retreat. Somewhere to rest and think.”
“And did you? ‘Think’?”
She made a sour face that created an adorable dimple. She really looked great in that filmy nightie. 
“My friend has a new roommate. I could swear the back of her head is going flat.”
“What—?”
“From banging it against her bedroom wall all night behind me.”
“Ah. Didn’t sleep so hot yourself then.”
“Sherry is my best friend since high school. Beautiful, bright, charming. You’d love her. But her taste in men hasn’t risen above the freshman football level. We sat there last night, the three of us, with the TV off, Sherry jabbering away for hours about how great Harley was at this, Harley was at that, me nodding attentively, smiling until my jaws ached, Harley slouching in the corner pursuing an issue of Hustler like a caged ape. By midnight all I wanted to do was grab her and shake her and tell her to lose this…loser. But not being able to do that, of course, I opted for a headache I didn’t even have to fake, made some lame excuse I can’t remember and came back home. God, Ed, you really do look great in the morning light. Have you been working out?”
“Worked over. My mind, anyway.”
“I’m sorry. Clancy, huh? Have you decided what you’re going to do?”
I sat there rubbing the back of my neck, staring down at the coffee table. There was a large glass ashtray occupying one corner. “I haven’t even decided what part of this damn thing is real yet…”
Sylvie frowned over her cup. “What do you mean?”
I stared at the heavy glass ashtray. Finally reached over and picked it up. It was surprisingly light. I held it close. I could see my reflection almost perfectly in one side of the beveled glass. I drew the ashtray closer, tilted my head, ran my fingers along my neck across the carotid artery where The Count had sunk his fangs last night. There were no puncture wounds, not even a blemish. Nothing.
“Ed?”
I juggled the ashtray a moment, finally tossed it high—
“Hey! Be careful!”
—caught it one handed and replaced it on the table.
“Take it easy! That thing weighs a ton!”
“Not really,” I sighed. I felt like going back to sleep. But I was too wide-awake, too amped up. Yeah, it must have been the coffee.
“So vivid…” I was mumbling.
“What was?”
I thought about it a moment, finally shrugged and told Sylvie about last night. When I was finished it seemed more real than ever. And pretty impressive, according to Sylvie’s expression.
“Wow. That was some dream. And these two vampires…you’ve seen them before? They really exist?”
I threw up my hands in surrender. Then propped my head on them, staring down at the rug. “Sylvie, I don’t know what the hell ’real’ means anymore.”
My eyes jerked suddenly to her. “The twins! Are they okay?”
“Of course.”
“You’re sure? They came home last night?”
“This morning, right after I came in. They’re tucked away in their rooms, snoring happily like good little Barbie dolls.
“You’re sure?”
“Ed, I saw them! What’s this all about?”
I buried my head in my hands again, shook it back and forth soberly. “Nothing. Nothing. None of it makes sense, even if it was a dream. I mean, I know The Count can get inside my head…guide me, maybe even from great distances, I’m not sure. But he and Alicia joining forces…even if he’d consent to such a thing, she’d never go for it!”
I shoved up in my boxers, began pacing around the room. “Let’s say it was some kind of…dream-message. Why go to all that trouble…Alicia and I tossing each other all over the apartment…explaining all that stuff about some kind of détente, some weird solidarity between them, only end up biting me in the neck until I…”
“Until you what?”
I paced, shrugged. “Woke up.”
“Woke up from what, though?”
I looked at her. “What?”
“Woke up from a dream, or from passing out after being bitten by a vampire?”
I stood there frowning at the floor, rolling it over. “She kept saying something about how they failed, now it was time to move on to the next part.”
“What next part?”
I shook my head. “I have no idea.”
Sylvie put down her coffee cup with a reflective gesture. “Were you scared?”
“Terrified.”
She nodded. “That’s all?”
“Isn’t that enough?”
Sylvie pulled up her knees, hugged them. “Maybe that’s not all you were feeling. You said you always considered The Count a good friend. A good person, even. A good vampire?”
I was pacing again, a little irritated now. “What are you saying, I was conflicted?”
“Maybe. Maybe a little disappointed, too. That The Count didn’t turn out to be what he seemed.”
“Possibly.”
“Maybe…even a little guilty?”
I stopped, gave her a sharp look. “Guilty?”
“Hey, I’m no psychiatrist. But maybe you felt it was somehow your fault your friend The Count had betrayed you. Not only that, but turned to Alicia, your sworn enemy.”
I studied her a moment. “What are you driving at?”
“That maybe you were also a little angry, because here were Clancy and Mitzi about to board a plane to Iraq and no one was helping you. That those thoughts clouded your judgment, didn’t allow you to see what was really going on. That you were part of the solidarity.”
I was staring absently at Sylvie’s magazine basket, a familiar yellow logo on the top issue. “Since when do you read National Geographic?”
She followed my eyes. “I don’t. Must be one of the girl’s magazines.”
I came back over to the couch, sat down, wheels turning. “Alicia was weak. I mean, she was incredibly strong compared to the average human, but not like before she was wounded by that fence. At times, when we were fighting, I felt I could almost…”
“What? Defeat her?”
I looked over at her. “Maybe. Almost.”
“But you didn’t.”
“No. I wasn’t strong enough. I’m not a…”
“Vampire?”
I played with it a moment. Then shook my head. “No. Dream or reality, it just doesn’t make sense. If The Count wanted me to join the side of the vampires, he had countless opportunities to do it from the moment we met at that costume part in KC. Why all the beating around the bush, pretending to be a Scout Master? Mitzi loved that guy…and she’s a vampire! Why bust in here, make a mess, then disappear and leave me here to…”
“To what?”
I shook all over with frustration, my anger finally taking over. “Goddamnit!”
My fist slammed the top of the heavy mahogany coffee table.
The coffee table exploded like canon fire.
Sylvie screamed, missiles of slivered wood flying past her.
Particles rained down like dirty snow.
We sat opposite of the unrecognizable ruins on the carpet between us, gaping at each other.
I looked down, held up my fist. There wasn’t a mark or bruise on it. 
“…holy shit!…” from a wide-eyed Sylvie.
Things were quiet for a moment.
Then I felt my personality fading out and The Count’s stronger one taking over. He has an agenda, that much was obvious. And somehow it involved Sylvie. But I felt powerless to stop him, could only watch my body proceed from a distance. “Come here, Sylvie.” I felt suddenly like a giant, twice my height.
Sylvie pressed back into the easy chair, expression almost fearful.
I smiled. “Sylvie. For cripesake.”
She came to me cautiously.
I bent before her, took both slim ankles and lifted her straight up.
Over my head. She was like a feather.
She looked down at me breathlessly. “Jesus Christ, Ed…”
I nodded up at her. “It was real,” I told her. “It was a test. And it still is…”
* * *
I was pacing again, rapidly now all over the living room, chewing absently at my knuckle. Into the kitchen and back again, mind on overdrive, Sylvie’s head swiveling around from her easy chair to keep up with me.
“What are we looking for?” she pleaded.
“I don’t know. I’ll know it when I see it. Something here in the apartment…something they left behind?”
Sylvie craned about from her chair. “Why?”
“Part of the test. The Count gave me the physical part when he bit me, he somehow imbued me with his strength. But the mental part is just as important—maybe more important—and that part’s up to me.”
“Testing you for what?”
“For going up against Ivan.”
Sylvie’s gasp was almost a sob. “Ivan! Ed, no!”
“It’s the only thing that makes sense! Alicia’s too weak now. And The Count…well, The Count has his own reasons.”
Sylvie twisted around to follow me, running my hands over the mantle, looking under the furniture, rifling through the bookshelves.
“Ed, wait! You said you and Alicia fought—that they left the place a mess! Look around you! Everything’s neat as a pin!”
I nodded urgently, eyes flicking everywhere at once. “And I left out the part about what Alicia did to the twins! Talk about a mess! But obviously that was an illusion to spur me into fighting her!”
“Why?”
I shrugged. “Ivan and Alicia were always in fierce competition for world domination! Nobody knew more about him that her, had more files, more spies, kept more dossiers! It wouldn’t surprise me if she was at the gallery party last night, slinking in the shadows somewhere, even at the auction! She knows her enemies top to bottom, even the caliph!”
“But Ed, the apartment! The twins—!”
“The girls are fine, you told me so yourself.. As for the apartment, these creatures can take an entire office building apart and put it back together again without a scratch quicker that it takes to tell it!”
I shook my head, laughing. “How could I be so stupid? Such an egoist! I knew the moment I woke up this morning I was different! I could feel it!”
My bare feet dug into the carpet suddenly and I whirled to Sylvie; stood there staring at her.
“W-What—?”
“I have the most intense desire right now to make love to you.” I tried to stop it from coming out of my mouth, but like I said, The Count had an agenda and my conscious played no part in it.
She started to smile—then frowned—then met herself somewhere between the two. “Just…make love?”
I tried to sound reassuring. “He didn’t turn me, Sylvie. At least I don’t think so.”
“You don’t think so!”
“I don’t think The Count would do that. At least not before asking. He’d consider it…rude.”
She had a pale hand to her throat now, eyeing me uncertainly. “That’s…comforting.”
I shook it off, went back to casing the living room. “There has to be something here! Some clue they left! Think of it as a game! Everything look exactly the same but for one little thing out of order! And I’ve got to find it, Sylvie! I’ve got to pass this part if I ever want to see Clancy and that poodle again!”
Sylvie nodded from her chair, but her bare arms were crossed before the nightie now as if suddenly chill. “What time does the plane leave?”
I glanced at the clock above the mantle. “Midnight.”
I doubled my fists in frustration, stood in the middle of the living room legs apart, feet planted, swiveling from the hips at the walls around me. “It’s got to be here!”
“Maybe it’s in the twins’ rooms, or mine.”
I considered it, hearing the minute hand ticking in my head, knowing if Clancy got aboard that plane I’d never see her again. 
On impulse, I dragged a chair under the ceiling light, stood on my toes and peered into the hanging glass fixture. Except for the bulb: empty.
“Ed?”
I hopped off the chair. I felt like I could have flown off.
Sylvie was staring at the magazine basket.
I was there like a duck on a June bug, like I didn’t have to think about it, like I brought the basket to me!
I picked up the National Geographic, glanced at the cover: an almost artfully ironic photograph of a terrible middle-eastern street battle. The copy: IRAQ’S BURDEN.
A blank envelope fell free, dropped from slick paper stock to Tower carpet, before I even had the magazine cracked…
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If I’d been expecting a detailed file on the Iraqi Al Mansur, or a complex dossier on Ivan Kolcheck, I’d have been disappointed.
There was only one piece of paper within the envelope and the only printing on it was in hand-written architect calligraphy.
But the paper unfolded into seven long, creased sections that altogether made  a skinny rectangle of more than thirty-four inches. They displayed a badly duped, barely legible blueprint schematic.
I spread it out on the kitchen table.
And breathed an epithet. “Jesus.”
“It’s an airplane,” Sylvie said beside me.
I grunted a single laugh, shook my head in awe. “No. It’s the Big Bunny.”
“The what?”
I’m no aviation expert but I’d put together a lot of Revell styrene models as a kid and I knew a 70’s era DC-9 when I saw one. But even by today’s private jet standards this baby spread out before us was an incredibly luxurious piece of aircraft. I’d seen photos of it, mostly its solid black exterior knifing through slick paper sunsets, but I’d never had a real peek at the fuselage interior until now.
“It’s the N9509B. Hugh Hefner’s Playboy Mansion in the sky. Apparently now owned by Al Mansur. My God, look at this thing!”
Sylvie bent closer. “I’m not exactly sure what I’m looking at…”
I pointed at an elliptical object aft. “See that? That a bed.”
“You’re kidding!”
“And this space here? That’s a Cinemascope projector. For the theater.”
Sylvie swept over the blueprints. “What’s this big area here?”
“A discothèque.” 
“You’re putting me on.”
“This big area here is a powder room. For the bunnies.”
“They needed a powder room the size of my apartment!”
“He had a lot of bunnies.”
“What’s this?”
“Conference room.”
“And this thing next to the left engine?”
“The port engine. That’s a shower.”
She gaped at me. “There’s enough room in there for eight peop…” She trailed off and rolled her eyes. “…right. Eight all at once. I get it. No wonder your Iraqi friend wanted this thing—fit his entire harem just in the bath.”
I nodded, smiling excitedly despite the gravity of the situation. “The only thing missing was a swimming pool and bowling alley.” I’d wanted to fly in the Big Bunny all my life—what man wouldn’t?
“I assume it had a flight crew as well all the bunnies.”
“The bunnies were the flight crew. Just building the damn thing caused two of the largest manufacturers of aircraft to merge—Douglas and McDonnell. They had to create a special ‘stretch fuselage’ as I recall. Hef had her painted solid black, nose to tail.” I found myself chuckling. “Seems a little over-the-top today, I guess.”
“You guess?”
“Hey, it was the 70’s. The sexual revolution. Every college kid in America with his glands connected bought Playboy. My dad spent a lot on those centerfolds.”
“And by ‘spent’ you mean—?”
“Okay, laugh, but those old issues got a lot of boys through puberty. Good old Hef.”
“Ed, he was a dinosaur!”
“He was a visionary! Look at that plane! You don’t see genius?” 
“If genius is a giant black flying phallus.”
“You’re just jealous you never got to be a bunny.”
 “Right. Every young girl’s dream. So, what happened to good old Areole Airlines or whatever it was called?”
 “Magazine sales dipped in the mid 70’s, he had to sell the plane.”
“To the caliph, apparently.”
“Looks like.” I straightened from the schematic, frowning. “That’s funny…I thought I read somewhere the Bunny was retired or scrapped or something. Is your PC up and running?”
“In my room.”
We changed rooms and I Googled ‘Big Bunny.’
Tapped a few more keys and started reading. “‘—plane completed and delivered to Hefner on January 27, 1969. Was originally based at Purdue where the aviation department of the University maintained it. Hefner sold the big DC-9-32 to Venezuela Airlines where it became the YV-19C. She was then put in storage for several years. In 1989 she was bought by Aeromexico and renamed ‘Ciduad Juarez’ where she was repainted for domestic Mexican routes. She was finally retired for good in 2004.’”
“Kind of sad,” Sylvie remarked. “So, I guess the Iraqi acquired it sometime after that.”
“Or simply copied it. They read Playboy in the middle east too, when they could get it.”
I sat back from the computer, chin on my knuckle, staring at the old photo of The Bunny on the screen, resting majestically on the tarmac in Amarillo, Texas for a Sonny and Cher concert.
“Ed? What’s the matter?”
I kept staring. “Something about the design of the plane. Looks different in the schematic…”
“Different how?”
“Not sure. Hold it a sec.” I trotted back to the kitchen, grabbed the foldout and hustled back to the bedroom PC, placing the paper schematic next to the screen. “Do you see it?”
Sylvie squinted closer. “See what?”
“Can’t really…maybe something about the ogive?”
“What’s an ‘ogive’?”
I sat back, shook my head. “Never mind. Maybe it’s not the original Big Bunny. Maybe caliph Mansur or somebody else made a copy of the aircraft.” I consulted my watch with a rising pulse. “Doesn’t matter. Obviously this plane or something very like it is waiting at the airport to depart for Iraq in twelve hours. And I’ve got get on board somehow before it does.”
“Without being seen.”
“Without being seen.”
“But what airport? O’Hara Field?”
I hadn’t really thought about it, but she had a point. “It must be. I don’t think even a Chicago private airport would be big enough to handle that goliath. The caliph undoubtedly has his own hanger, private ground crew. Probably greased Ivan Kolcheck’s palm to grease the mayor’s palm to arrange it, maybe as partial payment for the transaction allowing Ivan to set up shop in the middle east.”
“You’re saying the mayor of Chicago is a vampire?’
“Who knows? If Ivan’s successful it may be impossible soon to tell the vampires from the remaining humans without a scorecard. Unless you can smell them. And we need Mitzi for that.”
Sylvie turned her back on the PC suddenly and walked away reflectively.
“Sylvie? What’s the matter?”
She just stood there a moment looking down absently at her bed. “I was just thinking…do I really want a baby…do I have the right…to bring a child into a world of such horrors?”
“It’s a war, Sylvie. If the British has thought about that they’d never have held back Hitler. Of course you have a right to a child. In fact, I’d say it’s rapidly becoming a necessity. We’re going to need all the fool-proof humans we can get to fight this thing, male and female.”
She stood there with her back to me, shook her head slowly. “It’s like a bad dream…”
“Tell me about. Enough to make you not believe in God.”
She turned, gave me a quizzical look. “Really? I was thinking just the opposite.”
Again, she had a point. A good one. If all that Hollywood stuff about crosses and religious symbols was true…
“You may be right. We could be witness to the biggest conversion to Christianity in the history of mankind.”
She studied me a quiet moment. “Do you believe in God, Ed?”
I sighed, resisted glancing at my watch again. “I used to, as a kid in Sunday school. People went to church back then. But after college, I don’t know, I guess I just went along with it when religion became no longer vogue.”
“And now?”
I’d been thinking about it a lot, actually. “I don’t know. I think I really lost what faith I had one day watching a film about the Holocaust. How could a loving God ever allow such suffering, such implacable evil? But recently…”
‘Recently’ what?”
“…after 9/11 I went about privately professing my agnosticism. When that began to feel chicken shit, I guess I was a borderline atheist. The world’s great religions…all they seemed to do was drive men further apart, foster racism and hatred. ‘We have seen the enemy and he is us,’ you know? Then one afternoon I found myself in my cellar driving a stake through the heart of my former newspaper employer. Hardly a golden character, but a reasonably nice guy before the vampires got him. And I thought, kneeling there spattered in my boss’s blood, whacking away like an animal, I thought…”
“Thought—?”
“…I thought, maybe there really is an absolute evil. An irrevocable badness that, like a cancer, consumes its host with such blind intent it destroys itself. And then I thought…if there can be an absolute evil, then the ying and yang of it must be an absolute good. And maybe that’s God.”
Sylvie watched me with new eyes. “That’s pretty profound for a small town reporter.”
I shrugged. “But what I really thought was…I’ll be damned if these pricks are going to steal my poodle.”
“What about The Count?”
I smiled. “That’s the point. Some of them aren’t all bad. Some of them don’t like what they do, what they are.”
“And that makes them all right?”
“It does if they help us win the war. Sylvie?”
“What?”
“You need to take off that negligée now…” I could feel The Count taking over again, despite my best intentions, but now it was obvious that it wasn’t lust that drove him, but sympathy. For Sylvie.
She became conscious of herself. “I’m, sorry, does it bother you?”
“Yes.”
She nodded, headed for her closet. “I’ll change.”
“Don’t change. Just take of the negligee.”
She froze in mid-step. “W-Why?”
“You know why. You’re ovulating. Right now.”
She backed up a step as I pulled off my shirt. “H-How do you know?”
“I know.”
The back of her legs hit the bed and she almost toppled back. “Know how?”
I stepped out of my jeans. “Does it matter?”
I could see the fear in her eyes. “Yes!”
I threw aside my boxers and came before her. “I can smell it.”
A shudder ran the length of her like a rippling wave. “Ed—“
“Don’t be afraid.” I reached for her shoulders but she pulled away.
“He…bit you. W-What if…the baby—?”
“The baby, if there is one, will be human.”
“You can’t know that!”
I had to admit it didn’t sound terribly logical. “I can sense it.” 
That didn’t sound terribly logical either. 
I took hold of her shoulders again. She was white with fear. 
I bent to kiss her and her eyes went wide as saucers as she shrank away. “Ed! Oh my God! Ed! Your teeth!”
“Don’t worry about that.” I ripped the black nightie from her in one swipe. Panties too.
“No! Please!”
I crushed my lips to hers. 
I could feel her calcified mind trying to flee even as her nipples grew taut against my chest.
“I didn’t!—Ed, I don’t want it to be like this!”
I threw her back on the bed. “I’ve got a feeling you will.”
I fell across her. She started to scream but it turned into gasp of surprise when I slid home.
“Oh, my God! You’re huge!”
Me? That’s not what Kimberly Monahan said in high school.
“Don’t hurt me, Ed!”
“I won’t.”
“I mean, don’t bite me! Promise me you won’t bite me!”
“Okay.”
“NO!”
I thought I was hurting her but I wasn’t…
“Oh, Christ!”
“Sylvie, are you all right?” 
I started to withdraw but her arms when around me. “No! I’m not through!”
“No?”
She pulled me tighter. “Stay! Like that! Yes…Ed?”
“Yes?”
“You can hurt me now.”
“What?”
She pulled my head down hard against her cheek, breath whistling in my ear. “It’s all right, you can hurt me now, it’s okay!” 
I lay gasping on her breast. “Give me a moment…”
“No! Now! Do it now, I want it right now! And, Ed—?” She turned her face away, exposing her slim throat. “You can bite me now! On the neck! Please?”
* * *
Afterwards I padded to the bathroom and stood before the toilet for a while. A long while.
Then I looked at myself in the mirror over the sink.
I could see The Count’s unmistakable twinkle fading out of my eyes.
I came back into the bedroom to find Sylvie still on her back, chest and cheeks flushed pink even in her sleep, lips parted in a perfect rosebud smile. 
I dented the mattress carefully not to wake her but she turned to me, still smiling, the second my head hit the pillow.
“Wow,” she said.
“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“What was your name again?”
“Very funny.”
I kissed her nose.
Lay smiling contentment for a while, watching the ceiling with her. “Were you scared?”
She cuddled closer. “At first. A little. I got over it.” She turned to me on the pillow. “You?” 
I tried to get a bead on it. “Not at first. A little, now…”
“Now? Seriously?”
I rubbed absently at my arm. It felt corded with new muscle. “I never wanted a woman that much before.”
“And it scared you?”
“Wanting you that way did.”
“What way?”
It was hard to articulate. “So…what’s the word…hungrily? Atavistically?”
“You’re turning me on again, Ed.”
I smiled wanly. Then frowned.
“What—? Ed, wasn’t it nice for you?”
“Oh, it was nice. You’re a wonderful lover.”
She made a little nasal sound. “You did all the work, sweetie. Believe me.”
“Did I?”
“I was too…out of it. I was totally out of control.”
I rolled my eyes back to the ceiling. “That’s what scares me…”
“That you made me lose touch with reality? Honey, that’s a compliment.”
“That I felt out of control.”
She giggled like an adolescent. “Honey, I think that’s how it’s supposed to be. When it’s good, anyway.”
“I frightened you, you said so.”
“A little. I liked it.”
“I did too. Then. Now…”
She pushed up on one elbow concerned. “Was it about the fangs thing?  I’m not really even sure I saw anything.”
I sighed, shrugged. “Well, if you did, they’re gone now. I checked in the bathroom mirror.”
“You checked in the bathroom mirror? Oh, God, I did scare you! Oh, Ed, I’m so sorry.” She reached up, felt along her neck. She grabbed a hand mirror off the nightstand on her side, checked more closely.
I watched her expectantly. “What are you looking for, puncture marks?”
She tossed the mirror back, leaned her neck toward me. “I believe, doctor, those are what is commonly referred to in the medical community as hickeys.” 
I reached for her hand and started to pull away, then she grabbed mine, squeezing tight. “Thank you, Ed. That was the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me. And I mean it.” She kissed me softly. 
Maybe you should thank The Count, I thought, but I didn’t want to scare her so I just held her for a time, knowing that Clancy was waiting for me…
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Leaving Sylvie at the door made me almost as sick at heart as what what lay ahead of me that night.
I kissed her, held her, looked deep into her eyes…both of us wondering if it was for the last time. 
“Give the twins a peck for me when they wake up.”
“I will. Give Mitzi a peck for me.”
I hung around at the door a moment. “Sylvie, listen…”
“Don’t worry. I won’t call you unless I’m…you know, pregnant.”
“I was going to say, if you don’t hear from me, it’s only because I’m—“
She cut me off by cupping my mouth. “No. You’ll be fine, Ed. Someone will be there to help you, I’m certain of it.”
I worked up a weak smile. “Sure.”
“You’ll be fine, Ed,” she repeated with badly concealed desperation, “I’m going to pray for you.”
I looked at her, surprised. “I didn’t know you were even affiliated.”
“I’m not.” She cast her eyes skyward. “He’ll be so shocked to hear from me, He’s sure to listen.”
I hugged her one more time and left.
The air-conditioning in the elevator was on the fritz that night. It was a long, sweaty ride. 
Like a slow descent into hell…
* * *
The cab let me off at O’Hara Field at sunset.
I knew it was pointless but, on arrival, I checked the Departures monitors for any flights to Iraq. There were none posted.
I stopped by an American Airlines desk and asked a matronly, bored-looking steward if the airport kept manifests for private planes. “Yes,” the woman behind the desk told me, “they’re private.”
I asked her the way to the private hangers and she informed me I’d need a pass. I told her I was meeting someone and she asked for a name. I told her it was a surprise. She stared at me a long, smug moment, finally nodded at the doors without looking up again and suggested I take the yellow shuttle marked PF. I thanked her for the wealth of information, stepped out of the terminal back into smog-hidden stars and glanced at my watch.
The yellow shuttle ran every ten minutes.
Tonight it ran every twenty-three. I timed it.
At the north-east apron of the furthermost runways the shuttle wheezed to a pneumatic stop and I was deposited before six large hangers and fourteen smallish ones in an area ringed by a high hurricane fence. I could have climbed the fence but there was a guard posted every hundred feet or so.
I stopped by the first guard closest to the row of the larger hangers, the ones wide enough to house something the size of the Big Bunny.
The guard came out of his little hut and confronted me with a wrinkled uniform and close-to-retirement eyes. He asked to see my pass.
I told him I was meeting someone.
He asked me for a name.
I told him that was confidential.
He asked me my name.
I told him I was an undercover cop.
He said he’d have to see some I.D.
I told him fine, but there was little point since it was all assumed.
He looked me up and down. He said no one had called him about a cop.
I told him no one was supposed to.
He gave me the fish eye and asked sarcastically if he was just supposed to stand there and take my word for it.
I told him he could stand there or go sit in his hut or come with me and spend the night downtown, it was his call.
He took out his phone to call his supervisor.
I told him to put that away or I’d arrest him for aiding and abetting a terrorist.
He put the phone away. He thought about it awhile. Then he asked me which hanger?
I replied that was confidential. Said all I really knew was a big DC9 painted black. I was gamboling on that last part—praying Mansur was a frustrated Hefner fan.
The guard’s eyes lit up.
Did I mean the Iraqi? he asked.
I told him he wasn’t supposed to know that, where’d he get that information?
He shrugged innocently and said all the guards knew. He looked a little scared.
I told him to keep his big mouth shut and open the goddamn gate. Now.
He opened the gate.
I told him he never saw me and walked past him.
It was beginning to feel too easy.
I had the feeling I could have asked that Neanderthal to point out which hanger for me, but I decided against it. I strolled officiously across the tarmac to the row of large hangers and went about to the back of the nearest one. It took me another ten minutes of sneaking along behind the backside of the buildings and peering through darkened windows before I found the Big Bunny. But it wasn’t from peering through windows. It was from Sylvie turning out to be right; someone was waiting to help me. Sitting there quietly there in the shadows behind the third large hanger.
“What took you so long?” Mitzi yawned.
* * *
I stood peering through the long, rectangular back window of the caliph’s private hanger, hands cupped around my eyes to kill ground light glare, gazing with not a little envy at the sweeping tail and original St. Louis McDonnell engines, all repainted black livery again like Hefner’s original jet, thank God, or I wouldn’t have gotten past even that idiot guard.
“They left off the bunny logo,” I said.
“Copyright infringement,” Mitzi said at my feet. “Even Iraqi terrorists fear the terrible power of the Playboy Empire.”
“You think Mansur’s a terrorist for real?”
“I think he’s supplied them with weapons—same thing.”
“I don’t know…we’ve supplied them weapons, albeit inadvertently.”
“Inadvertently, Eddie?”
I sighed. “Let’s don’t get into a political argument out here in the wind and jet vapors. I assume you’ve sniffed around the perimeter. How do we get in?”
Mitzi stretched, bowing low, rump high, dragged in her back legs, shook herself and nodded toward the far end of the hanger. “Back door.”
“Can’t be that easy.”
“Everything’s easy till it gets hard.”
I turned and walked the tarmac apron with her. It was nice having her trot along beside me again. Comforting, knowing my newfound strength.
“Getting into the plane,” she was saying, “and getting Clancy off again—that will be the hard part. Given any thought to that?”
“Thought of little else for the past several hours.”
“And—?”
I cleared my throat. “I’m working on it.”
Mitzi snorted derision as I knew she would. “By the way,” she noted, “any particular reason you smell like a vampire? Anything you’d like to tell me?”
“It’s a long story, when we’ve got more time. How’d you slip away from Mansur?”
“The caliph did that himself, actually. Decided he didn’t like me pink after all—“
“—I thought you looked darker.”
“—had one of his bodyguards take me out to the back alley, hose me down and scrub me with a big bar of Lava. Ever used Lava?”
“No.”
“Don’t. He was not gentle. But I knew he’d have to remove the collar sooner or later to get at all the pink underneath, so I played scared and wimpy until the right moment then I bit him in the balls and headed due east.”
“How’d you know to come to O’Hara Field?”
“Listening to the fat man gas all night with his henchmen about his big plans. How he was going to rule the world as soon as he got rid of that idiot Ivan Kolcheck. How’d you get past the front gate outside?”
“Again, surprisingly easy. Private hangers and all, I’d think they’d at least have a guard dog running the inside fence.”
“Oh, they had a guard dog.”
I looked down at her. “Oh.”
We came to the hanger’s back door. I turned the knob, found it locked.
“It’s locked.”
“Well, I guess that plan’s ruined. Let’s go home.”
“Come on.”
“The key’s up on top there. Hidden on the lintel.”
I stood on my toes, fished around, brought it down. “How the hell do you do that?”
“It’s what noses are for, Edward. Mansur’s greasy reek is all over both the key and the knob. I don’t get it. They have faster internet speed than we do but no tubs over there?”
“Mostly sand, I understand.” I twisted the key and let us in.
The poodle could see a lot better than I could in the darkly shadowed interior. The wide front windows glowed softly but didn’t emit much light.
“Wow,” Mitzi said, casing the plane. “Impressive! So this is the legendary Hare Force One, huh?”
“Or a damn good copy.” 
“Pretty cool, Eddie. You should get one, really. Couple of bimbos on each arm, pipe up your ass, be a good look for you.”
“Top of my list. Soon as I get Clancy back.”
Mitzi trotted around the tail section enthusiastically. “Can’t wait to get aboard—experience the olfactory splendor of the caliph’s sweaty flab, the still-lingering bouquet of Hefner’s spermatozoa.”
“Sounds like heaven.” I tripped over something in the dark, squinting blindly around me. “I suppose turning on any interior lights—”
“—would be one of your worst ideas, yes. And I wouldn’t waste time banging away at the forward doors,” she said as we came abreast the port entry.
“No? You see something?”
“It’s what I don’t see. The jamb is perfectly flush with the fuselage, hardly a seam. And no outer latch or lock in sight.”
“Terrorist Homeland Security. So how do they get into the thing?”
“Remote, I imagine, on the caliph’s keychain.”
“Great. I guess this is when it starts getting hard then.”
“Yeah,” Mitzi tossed her head, “but I’m not worried. You have this great plan you’re working on…”
“For a moment there, Mitz, I was beginning to miss you.”
We strode under the port wing, admiring the graceful retro lines, the endless sweep of the fuselage. I kept peering at it through slit eyes, trying to penetrate the dark.
“Something about that fuselage…”
“Yeah, it’s long.”
“Not just that. Look at the center section particularly. See anything strange about the ogive?”
“What’s an ogive?”
I shook my head. “Never mind.” Turned to appraise the aft section again. “Hefner supposedly had a private entrance in the tail,” I remarked.
“I assume you mean the plane, not the bunnies. Anyway, I’m sure it required a key or remote too. And then there’s the alarm system, of course.”
“Shit,” I sighed, “the damn thing’s impregnable.”
“A chief concern of Hefner’s, no doubt.”
“You know you could stop cracking wise a moment and actually help a little.”
I stood there impotently in the dark hanger, which seemed to be growing larger around me even as I shrank. An invisible weight began dragging at me.
“Don’t get moribund, Eddie. Our troops got into Iraq and Pakistan without being asked, I’m sure we can conquer a measly airplane.”
“How?”
“I’m working on it.”
We came around the nose and looked up at the pilot’s cabin, the dark smile of windows.
I heaved another sigh, turned and headed for the west wall through pools of gloom.
“Eddie? Where you headed? Plane’s back here.”
“Those tables against the wall. Look like mechanic’s benches. Maybe we can find a tool.”
“Like a hammer and saw, a crowbar? Forget it. You’d only mar the finish on this piece of genuine Americana!”
I came to the tables, stood there a moment squinting down at a scattering of indefinable shapes. “Sure you don’t want to turn on some lights—?”
“I’m sure.”
I began running my hands over the various appliances like a man reading brail. A filling station whiff of oil and solvents rose from the table. “Mitzi, do you know what a cargo compartment is?”
“I’m a vampire poodle, Ed, not a Borzoi.”
“A what?”
“Russian wolfhound.”
“I always thought they were kind of elegant-looking. Are they supposed to be stupid?”
“Mmm…not so much stupid as silly.”
“Silly?”
“Russian wolfhounds are the Jerry Lewis of canines, ask anyone.” 
“No kidding.”
“Right up there with Pekinese and chipmunks.”
“Ever known any personally?”
“Alicia brought a Russian man home for dinner once. That was close enough.”
“Fascinating. Listen, would you happen to recognize a cargo compartment lock latch for a vintage DC-9 if you saw one?”
“Is that what you’re looking for?”
“I would be, if I could see in the dark. Hint-hint.” 
“Sorry, doesn’t sound familiar.” She stood on her back legs, paws up on the table, nose twitching, eyes darting. “But I know how to find one.”
I turned to her. “Do you?”
She trotted away from me to the plane and disappeared under the belly of the aircraft. Wet nose quivering against cold metal, she began sniffing her way toward the tail section. In a moment she was trotting back. “Got it.”
“—I don’t.”
“Elementary, my dear Edward. One merely sniffs around the cargo hatch until one locates the lock. Then one sniffs the lock. After one locates the lock, one returns to the mechanic’s supplies and sniffs for the latch, which one will find smells exactly like the lock.”
“That’s what one finds, huh?”
“And here it is!” She picked up a short length of something in her teeth. Bright aluminum shaped like a ratchet and handle.
I took it from her, turned it in my hand. “I thought perhaps after one found the latch one might unlock the hatch with it.”
“Don’t press your luck, Eddie, I haven’t even agreed to climb aboard this flying bordello. And what’s the point in gaining access to the cargo bay anyway?”
I strode to the craft, bent under and began feeling around the belly. “I can’t find it. Can’t even feel it.”
“Over here.”
I moved toward the dog. My skimming fingers fell over a metal nub. “Ah!”
“You were saying?”
I inserted the latch, began tugging. “Well, if this cargo compartment is like the one in the movies, it should open another hatch inside that in the floor of the airplane.”
“The movies!”
“Best I could come up with, sweetie.”
The poodle groaned. “Will we need another latch for that one too?”
“God, I hope not.”
Three twists and the cargo door came away from the jet’s belly on silent hinges. 
“How’m I doin?” I winked. 
I ducked under and stood up inside the metal cavity. “Dark in here.”
“What a surprise. May I ask a question?”
“Please.”
“We get safely into the plane through the cargo compartment, right? Because caliph and company haven’t arrived yet.”
“Right.”
“Then—a few minutes from now, in fact—caliph and company do arrive to board the plane, hopefully with Clancy in tow.”
“That’s it.”
“Uh-huh. And we say what to Al Mansur when he and his gorillas find us—‘Praise Allah’?”
“They aren’t going to find us, Mitz.”
“If you say we’re hiding in the toilet—“
“No. Of course not. They might find us there right away there.”
“Right. So where are we hiding when they come aboard?”
“The cargo compartment.”
She didn’t say anything for a moment.
I finally bent down out of the compartment and turned to her. “What—?”
She stood there like she was accessing a mental patient. “The caliph’s cargo, Ed. Where do his men put it?”
I coughed into my fist. “Okay…” I held up a finger, “admittedly this is the tricky part…”
“I’m listening.”
“Okay. Hopefully there won’t be any cargo.”
Mitzi just stood there. “Tell me I didn’t just hear that. This is your plan?”
“It is,” I shoved out my chin, “unless you’ve got a better one.”
“Yeah! I do! Wanna hear it?”
“Mitzi—“
“We hide behind those oil barrels over there, and when they come in we bushwhack their swarthy asses! Then we grab Clancy and get-eth the hell out of here!”
I shook my weary head. “Too risky. Sure, we might be able to take two or even three of them, but never five.”
“And how do you know there’ll be exactly five!”
“Because I was at the gallery show with the caliph and I counted his entourage. Four goons. Five including Al Mansur.”
“Five. vampires, Ed!”
“I’ve…picked up some tricks myself recently.”
“Tricks! Really? And what about the pilot?”
“Hopefully he’ll be behind the yolk, warming up Hef’s big Pratt Whitney engines.” 
“And this is your plan?”
“Best I could—“
“Eddie, it won’t work! They’ll at least have luggage with them! Even with carry-on they’ll bring suitcases, luggage, paraphernalia…couple of atom bombs!” 
“Mansur’s in the oil business.”
“He’s not going to put newly won prize Clancy on board without at least a few days’ clothes!”
“I figure the minute he touches down at the Baghdad Airport he’ll have her covered head to toe in one of those…shitskas, or whatever it is the women hide themselves under.” 
“Shitska’s a Yiddish word, and I’m still not convinced someone won’t open that cargo hatch!”
I had straightened up inside the compartment, played a beam of light around the interior with a flashlight I’d stolen from the mechanic’s bench. “I’m not either, not completely. But there’s lots of space in here, Mitzi! If we squeeze way back into a corner and throw one of those tarps over us, we might just get away with it in this darkness!”
I shone the light over my watch. “It’ll be dawn in an hour. I’m guessing all the passengers except Clancy will be asleep before the plane takes off, like good little vampires.”
“Including the pilot? Who flies the plane?”
I looked around the compartment a final time. “I’m also guessing the pilot is the one other passenger who’s not a vampire. Either a human hostage like Clancy or someone they paid off, or both.”
“And if we pop out of the floor and they’re not asleep? What then? Smile and tell them there’s six more weeks of winter?”
My head hurt. I rubbed absently at the bridge of my nose. “I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”
“Lot of guessing in this plan, Ed.”
“I know that. It isn’t perfect. How can it be? But at least we’ll have the element of surprise.”
Mitzi went quiet again outside the aircraft.
I ducked out again, came up from under and looked at her. 
She was sitting on her haunches, head turned away. Gazing at the back of the hanger—the door we just entered by.
“Mitzi. Listen. You don’t have to do this…”
“Don’t.”
“I mean it. I wouldn’t mind at all if you took off right now—while you can—maybe dropped by The Towers and checked on Sylvie. I’m worried about her.”
“I’m worried about you. I’m already a vampire.”
I took a deep breath. Could think of nothing else to say.
Mitzi sat there quietly a moment. “So you pretty much figured all along this was a suicide mission.”
I tossed up my hands. “As opposed to a living-death for Clancy if we don’t even try?”
The poodle glanced back at the door again, then turned and trotted toward me. “Too late anyway…”
“What?”
“Can’t you hear that? An airport limo. They’re here…”
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We sat crammed on top of each other in the deepest, darkest corner of the cargo compartment, covered by an oil-pungent hanger tarp.
Mitzi’s neck fur kept tickling my nose.
I had to whisper.
“Say what you will about Lava, old girl, you never smelled better.”
“You, on the other hand, could definitely use a shower.”
“I was on a tight schedule getting here.”
“Yeah? How tight was the bountiful Ms. Sylvie?”
“Hey. Watch your mouth.”
“I can smell her, Eddie…”
I shrank deeper into the hard metal corner. “That is so totally gross. And if you ever breathe a word of that to Clancy—“
“Don’t be stupid. Anyway, it was bound to happen, the way she kept—“
I twisted into a slightly less painful position. “What’s the matter?”
“Footsteps. You can’t hear them?”
“No.”
“Now?”
“No.”
“Now?”
“Yes. A little. How many do you think?”
“Give me a moment…”
I scrunched higher, grimacing between fuselage and dog. “Your back claw is in my groin!”
“Sh!” 
I could hear the echo of distant voices now over the footfalls. I thought I detected the caliph in there somewhere.
“Mitz?”
“Looks like you were right…sound like just five of them. Damn! They’re coming straight for the cargo compartment!”
“Wait a second—you said five? Wouldn’t there be six counting Clancy?”
“Keep quiet a moment! Don’t say a word! They’re right on top of us!”
The echo of footsteps now sounded like the herd of clopping cattle. 
I squeezed down and held my breath.
Any second now the cargo hatch would fly up, our outlined forms under the tarp illuminated by bright interior hanger lighting.
I turned my head the wrong way and caught a nose-full of Mitzi’s hair in my nostrils. I felt the sneeze building quickly, tried to cover my face but couldn’t get my hand up in that position.
“Shit!” I whispered.
“Sh!”
“I’m going to sneeze!”
“The hell you are!”
I sneezed.
The cattle clopping stopped.
The ensuing silence was thunderous.
Then I heard the click at the cargo lock.
“Goddamnit!”
Voices outside, right beside us. 
I think it was the caliph again. Then one of his guards grunting something back.
Then the clopping was moving away from us.
I let out a lungful of long-pent-up breath. “Jesus, Joseph and Mary.”
Mitzi sighed relief beside me. “Past the first hurdle.”
As the footsteps receded, I pulled down the tarp, wormed my way to the hatch door and pressed my ear to it. “I still can’t hear anything like a woman’s heels! And wouldn’t Mansur have her dressed to the nines?”
“Yes.”
“Yes what? You can hear her footsteps or he’d have her dressed to the nines?”
“He’d have her dressed to the nines.”
I turned to Mitzi in a panic. “He didn’t bring her!”
Mitzi was silent.
“He’s left her in Chicago! Oh, Christ, he’s had her killed!”
“Keep your voice down, they’re not aboard the plane yet…”
“Why the hell wouldn’t he bring her, Mitz?”
“Take it easy. We don’t know that. Lot of shuffling echoes out there, Ed, all mushed together.”
“But you didn’t hear her! Did you?”
“Doesn’t mean a thing. He might have drugged her for the trip to prevent her from struggling. One of his thugs might be carrying her.”
I found my breath again. “I hadn’t thought of that.”
“You think too much as it is. Listen!”
“What is it?”
“Mansur’s opening the starboard door, hear that?”
“No.”
“They’re climbing the stairs. Stepping aboard now. Can you hear that?”
“I can feel the vibration.”
Silence for a moment.
“Okay, they’re closing the door. Now they’re—“
“Yeah, I can hear now…they’re moving about the cabin.”
“All right, you can turn on your flashlight now, doesn’t matter if any beams leak through the seams.”
I clicked on the light, aimed it immediately at the ceiling. The hatch lever was already there, mounted into a concave circle of grey metal. All I needed to do was pull it.
“Yes, but don’t yet, okay? They’re still moving around up there, getting settled.”
“For bed, hopefully.”
“What time is it?”
I checked my watch. “Past five?”
“And you heard the caliph say take-off was when?”
“About ten minutes from now. But it’s a private jet, they can leave anytime they want, I guess.”
“No, they’re in a major American airport, the pilot will have registered a flight plan, will have to wait for clearance from the tower like everyone else.”
There was a high metallic whine that sounded right on top of us, then a sudden earthquake shudder shook the compartment.
“What the hell!” I shone the light on Mitzi. “Was that the engines already?”
She sniffed the air calmly. “He has to warm them up, Eddie, taxi out of the hanger onto whichever runway they’re assigned. It’ll take a few minutes.”
“Hopefully enough minutes for the vampires to retire for the day.”
“If they do retire…”
I watched her with alarm.
“They’re inside a closed plane, Eddie, the morning sun can’t get to them.”
“The windows—“
“All have those plastic shutters, remember?”
“You really think—“
“It doesn’t matter what I think, only what they think. I do know vampires must sleep at least part of the time during daylight hours.”
“What happens if they don’t?”
The poodle sniffed curiously at the ceiling latch. “They have bio-rhythms not unlike humans, which means they suffer from sleep deprivation just like humans.”
“Some humans work the graveyard shift, you should excuse the expression.”
Mitzi sniffed the latch. “Not as successfully as you might think. Most mammals have some biological connection with the Earth’s rotation, its passages from light to dark, the effects solar energy have on it. Dogs and horses and even some fish sleep at night just like people. Did you think it was controlled by corporate hours?”
“How’d you get so smart?”
“I read. Or Alicia read, anyway. Don’t worry. They’ll go to sleep up there somewhere between here and Baghdad…the only question is when.”
“And if their sleep is deep enough that our stealing Clancy won’t awaken them.”
Mitzi shook her head. “That shouldn’t be a problem. Vampires are far more torpid in sleep than humans. Once they go down, they’re usually out until sundown. It’s in their DNA or something. By the way, you’ll be glad to know Clancy’s definitely aboard the plane. I can smell her perfume.”
“Thank God.”
The compartment jolted and I felt a twinge in my stomach. “We’re moving…”
“Yep. On the way to the runway. Pray that we’re stacked. O’Hara Field is famous for its delayed flights.”
“Why do you keep sniffing that latch?”
“Just curious.”
I felt the big plane’s wheels bump, heard the powerful engine whine take on a different, less head-throbbing tone.
“We’re out of the hanger,” Mitzi said. 
There was almost enough height to the compartment for me to stand up straight. I turned my head and pressed an ear to the cabin floor above. “I don’t hear anybody walking around…”
Mitzi sat there intently. “Me either. Or voices. But it’s hard to be sure above the sound of those engines.”
I nearly lost my footing as the plane listed to port, caught myself on a ceiling beam. “What was that?”
“Not sure. We may be lining up at the runway…”
“Already?”
“Possibly. Maybe the pilot’s not using one of the commercial runways despite the size of this thing…maybe they assigned him a private one.”
My heart fluttered. “Which means less chance of stacking, right?”
“I’d think so.”
“Great. Do you hear any movement, any voices?”
“No, but I can’t guarantee they’re all asleep.”
I sat crouched there in the jostling compartment feeling the insect tickle of sweat down my backs. “I’m going to try the latch. Mitzi—?”
“Okay, but slowly. When it comes free, open the hatch gently, just an inch…and try to peer down the aisle, see if you spot anyone.”
“Right.” I straightened again, bracing my sea legs, got hold of the ceiling latch with both hands and began to pull. 
Nothing happened.
“It not opening!”
“Are you sure you’re turning it the right way?”
“I’m turning counter clock-wise!”
“That should be the right way.”
“Well, it’s not even moving!”
Mitzi craned upward, body straining. “Do you see any secondary latches or release buttons around the perimeter?”
“No! The damn thing’s just stuck!”
“Huh. Try turning it clock-wise.”
“Well, which way is it, goddamnit?”
“Do I look like an aviation expert? Just turn the damn thing!”
I put my shoulder into it, pulled hard with both hands. Even with my extra strength I couldn’t budge it.
“It’s stuck fast, Mitzi!”
Then I was swept off my feet again, this time into the bulkhead. “What the hell—“
Mitzi was suddenly tugging at my pant leg. “Ed! We’re taking off!”
“No!”
“The plane is rolling! Forget the ceiling latch and get this compartment door back open! Quick!” 
I felt a numb chill head to feet. “I won’t leave Clancy with that maniac!”
“You have to! Open this compartment before we leave the ground!”
“They’ll kill her!”
“They kill us when we reach Baghdad!”
“I won’t leave her!”
“Ed, you’re not going to be any good to her dead! Get us out of here! We can take a separate flight when we’ve had time to devise a new plan!”
“This is the plan!”
I gasped at a painful bite at my left ankle, then Mitzi was dragging me to the floor of the compartment. I sprawled on my knees, dropped the flashlight and recovered it. The beam fell across the poodle’s blazing eyes. 
“Open it, Ed! Now! Or the next bite is for real!” 
I hesitated, saw those red eyes burn brighter, and threw the beam at the compartment door.
I ran the cone of light quickly over it, back and forth, up and down the nearly invisible seams.
“Shit!”
“What the matter?”
“There is no inside latch!”
Then I gasped as the backward pull of inertia sent me spilling on my ass.
I tried to push up, felt the elevator-drag increase precipitously in my shoulders, my stomach. Heard Mitzi whine, nails scratching for purchase against the tilting floor.
We were airborne…
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For the first half hour or so we said nothing to each other.
I guess we were both pretty numb.
Also, I figured Mitzi was pretty disgusted with me by that point from the way she sulked in the opposite end of the compartment and hung her head in the flashlight glow.
“You want to get that damn flashlight out of my eyes, please?”
“Sorry, it’s kind of scary sitting in pitch blackness.”
“You’ll have all the light you need when we land in Baghdad and they open the hatch to slit our throats.”
“I’m really sorry, Mitz. About the way things turned out.”
She said nothing.
“I guess you’re going to hate me all the way across the ocean, huh?”
She said nothing.
Another ten minutes passed then: “What time is it?”
I flicked on the flashlight. “Almost nine o’clock. Central Time.”
I dared to shine the light on the poodle. She had her head up now, pressed against the side of the compartment. 
“What are you doing?”
“Listening. Nobody’s moving around up there. No talking either.”
“It’s full daylight out now. They must all be asleep.”
Mitzi lifted her head and gazed at the obstinate ceiling latch a moment. “I don’t suppose you’ve ever flown a plane before?”
I sort of tossed it off. “Actually…”
She jerked toward me. “Actually what?”
“A friend of mine in college, his dad had a little Cessna.”
“And—?”
“My friend—Chris Hastings—flew us up to Canada a few times in his old man’s plane on fishing trips. He let me take the wheel a few times.”
“How many times?”
“I don’t know. A few.”
“Did you ever land the plane?”
“No.”
“But you watched your friend land the plane.”
“Mitzi. I cannot land a DC-9.”
“They’re all the same in principal. Besides, if we can figure the radio out, the airport will guide us in. A plane like this probably lands itself anyway.”
“Too bad neither of us speaks Iraqi.”
“We’re not going to Iraq. We’re going back to O’Hara Field.”
I stared at her. “After we overtake the pilot and crew.”
“Right.”
“And figure out how to turn this black albatross around.”
“That’s right.”
“And get that stupid damn ceiling hatch open.”
She was sniffing the air again.
“Pick me up, Eddie.”
“Why?”
“Lift me up to the latch handle. Use your mouth for the flashlight.”
“Mitzi—“
She sighed. “You’re right. Let’s just sit here and do nothing, Ed! Maybe they’ll let us watch them rape and murder Clancy!”
I lifted the poodle in my arms, twisted my neck around and tried to level the beam at the latch. “I can’t turn my head that far…”
“Never mind. I can see it. Bring me a little closer so I can get my teeth around it. Good. Now. Can you brace your legs against something?”
I threw the beam at the compartment floor; there was nothing. “Yes.”
“Okay. Get ready. And don’t drop me…”
I felt the muscles along her back and shoulders tense as she got the latch between her teeth and began to pull. She was even stronger than I’d thought. I lost my balance and we thumped to the floor.
We sat silently for a moment. “Well, if they are awake,” I whispered, “they surely heard that racket.”
“We’ll know in a second,” Mitzi said.
No movement above, nobody came to the hatch.
I shone the light on the dog, gasped. “Jesus, your muzzle’s all bloody!”
“It’s nothing. Lift me again.”
“What’s the point?”
“The point is, the latch moved!”
I picked her up quickly. 
“Try not to fall over this time.”
“You’re heavy!”
“Ready?”
“Okay.”
“Here we go. One…two…three!”
* * *
We stood in aisle in the center of the aircraft and looked up and down, forward and aft, quickly.
The rows of seat on both sides of the fuselage were empty. All the windows were shuttered. The plane was semi-dark.
I dropped the cargo hatch back in place softly. “Maybe they’re all in the pilot’s cabin?”
“Why? The cockpit would be too cramped for more than three people. They might be aft, lounging about on Hef’s old circular bed, watching TV.”
“You think?”
“Not really, but they have to be somewhere. First thing we have to do is get these window shades up again, let in a much light as possible. You take the port side. That’s the left.”
“I know what the port side is!” I looked around me a moment. “Strange…”
“What?”
“The airplane looks smaller on the inside than the outside…”
Mitzi jumped up on the nearest row of seats. “That’s really interesting, Eddie, you wanna start un-shuttering the windows, please?”
It took us over fifteen minutes to get all the windows up between the pilot’s door and the back cabin, but it was glorious to have the plane filled with light, see all that electric blue sky out there riding a bubbly sea of fat clouds.
The next thing we did was open all the overhead bins.
They were empty.
I stood there expressionless. “I don’t get it. No people, no luggage. Where are they?”
Mitzi hopped off the last seat and signaled me with her head. “Let’s check the rear compartment. The toilet and the shower.”
“They can’t all be peeing and bathing at the same time!”
“Check them anyway.”
We checked.
I cannot describe how cool it was to be standing there in Hugh Hefner’s old bedroom-in-the-sky, the elliptical bed, surrounded by 1970’s era stereo and TV equipment, right out of a scrapbook. My jaw was unhinged. “That crazy fucking caliph restored it to exactly Hefner’s specifications!”
“That crazy fucking caliph thinks he is Hefner. Ed?”
“Yeah?”
“There’s nobody back here. That means you must have been right. For some reason everyone’s crammed in the cockpit.”
“You look doubtful.”
“Doesn’t make sense. They can’t shutter the plane’s front windshield, how would the pilot see? Yet, even if the pilot’s not one of them, the rest are all vampires, so how are they surviving direct sunlight?”
I thought about it. “I haven’t the least damn idea.”
Mitzi turned toward the front of the craft again. “C’mon. And silently! No communicating except with your mind!”
I nodded and we started forward again back up the aisle. “There’s a door on the pilot’s cabin. What if it’s locked?”
“I don’t know, we knock?”
“Funny.”
We passed between the rows. “Good weather, fortunately,” I noted through slanting shafts of sunlight from the right-hand windows.
“Fortunately for you, Sport.”
“I can’t possibly fly the airplane, Mitzi.”
“Yes you can.”
“No, I can’t!”
“Yes you can.”
We came to the pilot’s cabin, faced the closed door.
“You thinking what I’m thinking?”
I nodded. “Nine-eleven. But that plane went down. Those people were heroes.”
“So are you, Eddie, you just haven’t learned to think like one yet.”
“If that’s supposed to induce confidence—“
“Be quiet for a second.”
Mitzi crept forward silently like a cat, tilted her head a moment, obviously listening. Then leaned into the door and pressed on ear against it.
She shook her head. “No one’s in there.”
I started. “Say what?”
“Check for yourself, there’s no lock.”
I put two fingers in the convex door handled and pulled right. The door slid open.
We were greeted by more light, more blue sky, lumpy fields of clouds all the way to the horizon. The cockpit was empty.
“This is nuts…” I whispered, as if inside a cathedral.
Mitzi nodded, staring in at the softly glowing instrument panel, the back of the pilot’s chair. “Nuts is the word for it.”
I still couldn’t accept it.
I pushed into the cockpit and looked around, already knowing I’d find no one. It was eerie.
“Who the hell’s flying this plane?”
“The autopilot, clearly.”
I slapped my hand hard on the back of the pilot’s chair. “They ditched! The sons of bitches parachuted out! Somewhere over the north woods, probably between Chicago and—“
“And where, Eddie?” Mitzi hopped up on the pilot’s seat, sniffed the lighted panel. “You’re not making sense.”
“I’m not making sense!”  
“What time is it?”
I sighed, trembling all over now; Clancy…taken from me yet again. “Just after nine in the morning.”
“Then we’d be somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean. They didn’t ditch.”
“Then where the hell are they? What have they done with Clancy?”
Mitzi had her front paws up on the instrument panel, nosing at a double-folded length of paper. “What’s this?”
I bent over the seat, unfolded it. “Looks like a map. And maybe flight schedule…”
“In Arabic, of course.”
I bent closer. “Not all of it. The map shows the location of Chicago, Illinois…then a curving red ink line somebody drew on through the North Atlantic past Iceland, between Norway and the United Kingdom…then Germany, the Ukraine, finally through Turkey and into Iraq. Well, that’s comforting, at least we know we’re on the right plane.”
“Anything about flight time?”
I ran my finger over the flight plan. “Six thousand, four hundred and thirty-one miles—from Chicago to Bagdad. Huh. Less than I’d have thought.”
I could see the wheels turning in the poodle’s head. “That’s about…thirteen hours, give or take. Let’s see…ten thousand kilometers…and the Iraqis are about eight hours ahead of us. That explains the departure time and their ETA. They leave at dusk, arrive just before dawn. Maybe.”
“What do you mean, ‘maybe’?”
“Hold that map over here.”
I spread it across the panel before her.
“I don’t have any idea how much fuel one of these things carries. The first points of touchdown not surrounded by ocean are Greenland and Iceland, both unlikely fueling stations, I’d think. That would make the next possibility…either Norway or England.”
I tossed my hands up impatiently. “What the hell difference does it make? They’re not on this plane!”
Mitzi turned to look up at me soberly. “The difference it makes is this—at nine o’clock central time that puts us about a quarter of the way to Bagdad. But already past the tip of Greenland. What if Greenland or Iceland is the first mandatory fuel stop? That would mean the plane’s already past the point of no return.”
She pushed the paper aside suddenly and began sniffing across the control panel. 
“What are you looking for?”
“The fuel gauge.”
I joined her, scanning the rows of dials and levers. “Is this it?”
She turned her head. “Do you spell ‘fuel’ ‘a-l-t-i-m-i-t-e-r’?”
“Okay, okay!”
“Actually, it’s a good thing you found that. See that red needle? If it starts climbing past that mark or below it, it means the INS isn’t working and—“
“INS?”
“Inertial navigation system—automatic pilot—and we’d either climb or dive. We’re fine.”
“For now.”
“For now. We’ll have to reset the INS when we turn around. The button should be somewhere there on the yoke.”
“Mitzi, I cannot turn this plane ar—“
“Here’s the fuel gauge…”
“Where?”
I pushed past her, located the gauge, felt my heart drop. “Damn! It’s over half empty! We are past the point of no return!”
“Take it easy. Not necessarily. There’ll be an emergency tank somewhere—give us another hour or so—and maybe even a secondary tank to switch to. The trick is finding the button or lever. In any case, the sooner we start heading back to the mainland, the better.”
“I’m not a pilot!”
“It’s easy. Pull back on the yoke, the plane goes up—push forward, the plane di—“
“Don’t say that word!”
“What’s this…?”
I looked over at her. She was sniffing a square plastic cap on the panel—some kind of lock-down cover it looked like—under which was a bright red button.
“Ed…”
“Right here.”
“Do not lift this plastic guard cap.”
“Don’t worry.”
“Do not push the red button under it.”
“Don’t worry.”
But my curiosity got the best of me. And I opened my big mouth. “Why.”
“Because I think…just a guess, mind you…but I think the red button releases the ES.”
“Swell. What’s an ES?”
She looked at me soberly. “Ejection seat.”
“What!”
“I think.”
“Which seat?”
Mitzi looked back at the red button. “Not sure about that yet…”
“For chrissake, the guy has an ejection seat in his aircraft—I am under no circumstances flying this fucking plane!”
“Never mind that now. See that panel there?”
“Where? This?”
“That’s the radio panel. It’s probably still set for O’Hara Field. Turn that dial…”
I turned the dial. Static.
“I was afraid of that. Must be storm clouds there below us.”
“Great!”
“Never mind, O’Hara may be too far off now anyway. We’ll try for an east coast runway. Turn the green dial three clicks.”
“Why?
“That’s the emergency frequency.”
“How come you’re so smart?”
“Alicia owned a private plane, remember? Piloted it herself?”
“And she let you come along?”
“Turn the dial, Ed.”
I turned it.
Nothing.
“Press that button.”
I pressed it.
“Now give them our flight number and position.”
“Our what?”
She pawed the folded paper toward me. “Read.”
I gripped the paper with sticky fingers, fumbled through the farce. “Uh…this is private jet Four-zero-six…uh…on one-twenty-three point two. Does anybody read me?”
Nobody did.
 
 



 
TWENTY-FOUR
 
 
A few minutes later, Mitzi found the secondary fuel tank button and hit it.
The gauge needle floated happily into the green FULL zone.
“Good. That should get us to the United Kingdom with a good safety margin. If we can pick up Heathrow’s frequency they can assign us a flight path and guide us in.”
“Then we don’t have to turn around?”
“It would be quicker to land in England. Once we’re locked into their computers they’ll take us down, the plane should virtually land itself.”
I slumped against the bulkhead. “Thank God.”
Mitzi didn’t look happy. “There’s a third option, of course…”
I stiffened. “Which is?”
“Take the plane out of autopilot, get below these clouds, and use the extra fuel to circle and look for the passengers…”
“You just said they didn’t ditch!”
Mitzi gave me a patient look. “They’re not on the plane, Ed. Maybe…maybe Mansur hired someone—a weather ship or something—to pick them up at some strategic point. Maybe he’s afraid of missiles from Turkey or Iran or something…opted to come ashore in Iraq by water.”
I looked at the map. “He’d still have to get past Spain and Algeria to do that. And the flight schedule indicates straight-through from O’Hara Field to Baghdad International. Besides, I can’t imagine him let his precious bunny jet just crash into the sea.”
Mitzi sighed and hopped off the pilot’s chair. “Neither can I, frankly.” She trotted back into the main cabin. “So you tell me where the passengers and Clancy are.”
I followed dizzily and not without guilt. “Even if we did search the area and found a pick-up ship, what could we do besides buzz it?”
“If we can ever get the radio working we could inform the authorities, maybe have the vessel hailed and boarded by INTERPOL or someone.”
“Which still wouldn’t guarantee Clancy’s safety.”
Mitzi nodded reluctantly. “No.”
I stood there in the middle of the empty aisle looking at the empty rows, slowly shaking my head. “Look at those seats, Mitz. Not a laptop or briefcase or single piece of carry-on. It’s like they were never here, never boarded.”
“We heard them board, Ed. And planes don’t take off by themselves, even military drones.”
I started checking the overhead bins again. 
“We already did that, Eddie…”
“Well, people don’t just disappear!” 
“Just stop what you’re doing and turn around. Slowly.” A human voice outside my head.
A female voice I recognized immediately.
Clancy!
I turned around but not slowly. “Clancy!”
She stood behind us about twenty feet from the pilot’s cabin. She wore a cream business suit and she’d done something nice to her white streaked hair. The big blue eyes were brighter than the outside sky. But the pert mouth wasn’t smiling. And neither was the shiny automatic in her hand, pointing at my chest.
I knew practically nothing about handguns outside a few Smith and Wesson models.
“SIG-Sauer 9mm P239,” Mitzi said in my head. “Switzerland handgun made specifically for women. Holds a 7-round box magazine.”
“Thank you, Mitzi. That’s very helpful.”
“Alicia had one.”
“How nice. I don’t suppose Clancy can hear you too?”
“Apparently not…”
I nodded, still smiling at Clancy. “Had a feeling she didn’t recognize me.”
“Hands up!” Clancy barked.
I put up my hands. Slowly, this time.
“Who are you?” she said, gun not wavering in her hand. Like she’d used it before. Lots.
“We’re old friends, actually.”
Without blinking, she pointed the gun at Mitzi’s head. “One more time—or I shoot the dog.”
I exchanged a brief glance with the poodle. “My name is Ed Magee.”
“Who do you work for?”
Had to think about that one for a second. “Well, I used to work for a little local paper in Topeka, Kansas. But I got fired. Now I’m sort of…freelance, I guess.”
“How’d you get on the aircraft?”
I held the smile, tried to look casual. “You know, we were wondering the same thing about you…”
The gun came up quick, leveled frozen at my forehead. “We?” 
I nodded gently. “The dog and I.”
She didn’t take her eyes off me. I could have risked it all just to kiss her.
“Once again. How’d you get aboard?”
“Cargo compartment.”
“Why?”
“What do I say?” I asked Mitzi.
The poodle shrugged. “She isn’t going to believe you anyway.”
I looked steadily into Clancy’s blue eyes, praying for some glimmer of recognition. For the briefest moment I thought maybe I saw one. Or at least a small wedge of confusion.
“I asked you a question, Mr. Magee.”
“I, uh…always wanted to see that round bed.”
She stared at me, straight-arming the shiny pistol. “Wise-ass.”
“Wait ‘till you get to know me.”
“Not likely, considering your brief longevity.”
“You won’t shoot me, Clancy.”
Did her mouth twitch just the tiniest at the sound of her name?
“What makes you think not?” her finger tightening on the trigger.
“What makes me think not?” I asked Mitzi.
“Tell her the bullet will pass through you and the fuselage of the plane. The cabin will depressurize and the aircraft will plummet.”
“Would it?”
“I doubt it. I heard it in an old James Bond movie.”
I resisted rolling my eyes. I held Clancy’s eyes. “The bullet would pass through me and the fuselage, the cabin would depressurize and the aircraft will plummet.”
“Not this aircraft.”
“No?”
“No. It has a double hull.”
I frowned at Mitzi. She shrugged back, clueless.
Something was pecking at the back of my head, something I’d noticed before…
“The ogive,” I said at last. 
“What’s an ‘ogive’?” Clancy said.
I glanced at the port bulkhead, then the starboard. “The plane’s been refurbished, hasn’t it? Retro-fitted for some reason!”
I thought for a moment she was going to smile at me. “Why do you ask?”
“Yeah,” from Mitzi, “why do you ask?”
“Because,” I told them both, “the center of the aircraft is fatter than Hefner’s original model. Is it the double hulls…?”
Clancy watched me silently, not without interest. 
I turned again to the port bulkhead, realized for the first time now how deeply recessed all the windows were, at least two feet deeper than usual.
Brilliant. Absolutely brilliant. And exactly the kind of thing a rich terrorist would conceive.
I faced Clancy, smile returning. “He’s in the walls! Isn’t he?”
She watched me without replying, but there was a definite glint in her eye now…of admiration, I hoped.
“What the hell are we talking about?” from Mitzi.
I looked back and forth at the fuselage walls again, then directly at Clancy. “Show me, Clancy.”
She steadied the gun. “Who is ‘Clancy’?
“You are, darling.”
Just a hint of blush at the lovely cheeks. “My name is Mrs. Ivan Kolcheck. And you’ve come to spy on us.”
I took a chance and lowered my arms. “No. Your name is Clancy and I’ve come to take you back home.”
She kept the gun up, but less steadily now…and her posture had shifted imperceptibly.
“You have a small beauty mark above your left breast…”
She frowned anger but her lips parted in surprise.
“…which you’re convinced are too small but which, in fact, belong in a museum.”
The gun wavered an instant. “Who are you to speak so intimately of Ivan Kolcheck’s wife?”
“I’m the guy who saw you first. And risked my life and those of a lot of others to follow you halfway around the globe and get you back. I’d have followed you to the darkest pit of hell if that’s what it took.”
“Stop it!”
“Because I love you.”
She fired the gun.
The round tore the shoulder of my jacket without grazing the skin. Or depressurizing the cabin.
“And you love me.”
“Stop it!”
The next round left a thin red line on my right cheek and spanged off the entrance to Hef’s bedroom.
“Uh, I’m not so sure I’d pursue this tact…” from Mitzi.
“He doesn’t love you,” I told her calmly, “—he’s incapable of loving you. The marriage is a farce, if there really was a marriage.”
“The next shot goes through your heart, spy!”
“You think this is some kind of honeymoon Ivan’s planned for you, Clancy? It’s not. It’s a trade agreement between nations, between vampires. The caliph Al Mansur agrees to relinquish part of his middle east control to Ivan in the bargain.”
“Really. And what does the caliph get out of it?”
“You.”
I braced myself for the next shot but it didn’t come. I felt Mitzi’s mind slump with relief inside of mine. 
“Show me, Clancy,” I told her. “Show me where they are.”
She watched me for a lingering moment. Finally lowered the gun.
“Show me, darling.”
She turned to the port wall, then back to me. “You seem to know everything already,” she said, “show yourself!”
I nodded. “All right.”
I turned to the row of seats on my right, looked across them. Bent and looked up under the overhead: light switch, fan, steward’s intercom.
I straightened and began moving slowly down the aisle toward the tail section, stooping to check under the overheads of every row. Seven rows down I was pulling away to continue my search when I glanced at the aisle seat’s silver recliner button below the armrest. There was another small red button under it. The only little red button like it in the entire passenger section.
I pushed it.
There was a soft pneumatic hiss of hidden hydraulics. 
And the entire eight-foot section of walls and seats disengaged and slid smoothly aside down the port aisle toward the cockpit like a back porch slider. 
Behind it, the caliph and his henchmen lay sleeping comfortably on their backs atop a series of metal risers between false wall and true bulkhead.
“Holy shit,” Mitzi whispered in my head.
I turned to smile triumphantly at Clancy.
She smiled back and shot me in the heart.
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When I came to we were in one of those wonderful antique English sports cars with the top down—you know, the kind The Avengers were always driving on TV—Clancy behind the wheel, smiling her beautiful smile, wind whipping her blonde locks, me beside basking in her glowing profile, more in love with her than ever, Mitzi in the back seat, paws up on the leather panel, tongue lolling long and pink out the side, the most beautiful British countryside surrounding us I’d ever seen. Which maybe wasn’t saying that much as I’d never been in Great Britain before, but it all looked as wonderful as I felt, except for a mild ache in the back of my head. The sky was blue and cloudless, the birds were singing and if London looked anything like the countryside I was going to like it a lot.
“So refresh me here,” I said to my partners in crime, “how did we land the plane again?”
“Do we have to talk about that now?” from a wind-blown Mitzi behind us, “Can’t we just enjoy this dreamy countryside for a moment?”
I shrugged amiably, reached over and squeezed Clancy’s ivory shoulder; she wore halter and shorts and the coffee and cream tan of a goddess. “I love you,” I told her.
She offered that perfect smile. “And I you.”
“And I can’t begin to tell you how happy I am you got your memory back.”
She grinned wider, took my hand in hers and kissed the knuckles. “You and me both, sweetie!”
I ran my fingers along her nape and looked ahead at the glorious scenery again. But in a moment my small frown was spoiling the festive atmosphere.
I turned again to Clancy. “Sorry. Tell me one more time, what happened after you shot me?”
Now Clancy was frowning, giving me a pleading glance. “Oh, darling, I can’t believe I ever—you have to understand, that wasn’t me!”
“I know, but there seem to be some holes in my own memory about—“
“You’re just not going to enjoy the moment, are you, Sport? Going to torture the poor girl until she tells the whole horrid thing over again. Isn’t it enough that Clancy’s back—that you’re back—that you still love each other?”
Clancy reached over and patted my leg. “It’s okay. He’s been through a lot.”
“We all have!” from the back seat.
“What happened was—“ Clancy began.
“What happened was,” the dog interrupted, “when she shot you in the chest the force of the round sent you flying backward into the bulkhead, practically into the caliph’s lap. Fortunately you made a lovely rebound and bounced back into Clancy’s lovely arms. Then, quickly losing consciousness, you did something really…amazing.”
“What?”
“You kissed her.”
I looked at Clancy.
“Don’t tell me you don’t remember,” she smiled, “you’ll break my heart!”
I had to think about it. “I…sort of remember. What happened then?”
“Snow White,” Mitzi called in the rushing breeze.
I turned in the seat to her. “What?”
“Prince Charming! You old dog!”
I turned back to Clancy. “What’s she talking about?”
Clancy winked at me. “You woke me up!”
“I did?”
“All my memories came rushing back.” She snapped her fingers. “Just like that.”
I sat there a moment in the passenger seat. “Wow. Didn’t know I had it in me. That must have been some kiss.”
Clancy laughed, then made a delicious sound in the throat and squeezed my leg higher. “Sweetie, it was the kiss to end all kisses! Straight from the heart!”
“And you came out of Ivan’s…what, trance?”
My beautiful Clancy went a little green. “More than a mere trance, I’d say. His ‘power’ might be a better word.”
I looked back at the road a moment, a kiting jay arrowed above us. “Much as I’d like to take full credit and believe in the power of everlasting love, I’m afraid The Count may have been at least partially responsible for my newfound…energies.”
Mitzi made a scoffing sound in my head. “Don’t short-change yourself, Sport. Cary Grant couldn’t have done better! Of course, seeing the bullet hole over your heart may have helped induced Clancy’s shock a tad.”
I looked down at my shirt. Pulled open the front. “Uh…don’t look now, but I think—“
“The bullets still in there,” Mitzi said, “we know. Missed the ole heart though.”
I shook my head. “Should have passed right through me. Also, it doesn’t even hurt. Why—“
When I looked up they were both smiling at me. “The Count, right?”
They nodded in tandem.
I went back to admiring the lovely scenery. “And after I was shot—after the kiss—?”
“You passed out cold,” from Mitzi.
Clancy leaned toward in me in the rushing wind. “When I kiss ‘em, they stay kissed!”
I smiled, had to resist kissing her again right there behind the wheel—hard and long on the lips.
“So when did I wake up?”
The car went strangely silent.
“Guys?” I craned around to the poodle. “When did I wake up?”
I slid against the passenger door as Clancy swung the car onto a side road, oceans of wheat or barley on either side. We were moving rapidly toward the crest of a hill. I suddenly had a bad feeling in my stomach.
Clancy parked the car at the top of the hill.
The Big Bunny was parked in the little valley below us, surrounded by yellow waves.
I fell back against the headrest. “We’re still on the plane, aren’t we?”
Clancy reached for my hand. “I’m sorry, sweetie…”
“Don’t worry about it, Champ,” from the back seat, “I think you’re finally coming around…”
* * *
I opened my eyes, blinked to focus, and looked up at my friends.
“Where am I?”
“The plane, I’m afraid,” Clancy said.
“But where on the plane?”
“Hef’s circular bed,” Mitzi chimed in, “I knew you’d appreciate it.”
I tried to push up but the pain in my chest and the back of my head were very real now.
“Easy,” Mitzi murmured. She looked worried.
Come to think of it, Clancy looked worried. Very.
I tried on a smile. “Don’t worry! I’m okay! I’m not going to die. Really!”
“Not from the bullet wound, anyway,” Mitzi muttered.
I frowned at Clancy. 
“You’ve been out for hours, sweetheart! We thought you never wake up!”
A thrill of fear welled under the bullet hole. I craned to the bedroom window. The blue sky had gone pink, fading quickly to a deep orange. The vampires! Mansur and his henchmen!
I shove up on my hands, ignoring the pain. “Are they still aslee—“
Movement behind Clancy’s shoulder.
Then the Caliph was smiling brutally at me from the doorway. 
“The resourceful Mr. Magee, I think! Hardly recognizable minus the dress and wig!”
Mitzi growled low.
I sat up straight, forcing back the wince, and put a reflexive, guarding arm about Clancy.
“How did you guess?” I addressed Mansur, mind racing for a plan.
“I never guess, Mr. Magee. Like our friend Ivan Kolcheck, I saw right through your humorous little dress-up charade. But please don’t take offense, I’m sure you managed to deceive the majority of guests at the gallery soirée.” He turned to appraise Clancy. “Whatever magic have you managed over our lovely prize, though?”
“It’s called respect!” Clancy spat. “Recognition! Love!” She looked him up and down with disgust. “Though I’m sure the concept is as foreign to an Iraqi vampire!” She turned to me earnestly. “He didn’t touch me, darling! I swear it!”
The caliph looked offended. “Allah forbid! A privilege that belongs to our wedding night!”
“A privilege you’ll never enjoy,” I assured, rising from the bed.
When I reached full height, something bounced at my feet on the rich carpet. The bullet.
I reached up absently, touched my chest; the pain had vanished, along with most of the bullet hole.
I could swear the caliph had lifted his fat chin a hair, both nostrils flaring as if sniffing the air. “My dear Mr. Magee, have you joined our little cause?”
A river of strength seemed to flood me.
“Let’s just say I’m not the push-over human I appear to be.”
The caliph smiled, fangs showing now. “Indeed? Well, we shall see.”
I started toward him. 
He pulled the handgun from his blouse and leveled it at the now-mended hole in my chest. It looked like an antique; I’d never seen a pistol like it.
Mansur caught my eye. “A Roth-Steyr Model 1907, Mr. Magee. From Austria-Hungry…the old country! The gun uses only eight millimeter rounds. However, it will fire wooden bullets!”
And then, as if in afterthought, he turned to the doorway behind him and called sharply.
“Parvis! Belum!”
And the caliph’s two biggest vampire guards shouldered their way through the door. Grinning.
* * *
Mitzi snarled and started for the largest vampire, but I grabbed her collar. “No. You stay by Clancy, girl,” I said out loud, “keep an eye on her.”
“How chivalrous!” the caliph beamed.
He held out his hand to me. “Good-bye, Mr. Magee! It’s indeed been a pleasure!”
If I was supposed to shake it I didn’t get the chance. The first muscle-boy grabbed me with a hand the size of a side of beef and hurled me against the bedroom bulkhead. I struck hard and bounced on my face across Hef’s shag carpet.
“Please! Don’t kill him!” Clancy wailed.
The caliph chuckled as the second guard hauled me up again by the back of the collar. “Not immediately, at least! First a little humility-inducing softening for the snot-nosed American…then we shall talk about death.”
Clancy screamed as I bounced off the ceiling (I really thought I was going through it for a second—a bad thing for all of us) then bounced off Hef’s wonderful round bed, then into his liquor cabinet and back to the shag again.
I rolled to a stop at the caliph’s feet. “Most impressive, Mr. Magee. You’re hardly bleeding! And these are the two best strong-arms in Baghdad!”
“I’ve been working out,” I gasped, upside down. “Chin-ups.”
Mansur laughed. “I think I’m actually going to miss that Yankee brevity, Mr. Magee! Pity you won’t be joining our little enclave in Iraq to spread the vampire cause!”
Thor—I think it was Parvis—hauled me up and smashed me into the bathroom sink, breaking two of my front teeth and loosening a molar.
I lay against the base of the toilet panting a little. “It is a pity,” I told Mansur, “I’ll miss enjoying the expression on your face when Kolcheck drives a stake through your back.”
The caliph stopped smiling, showed his fangs.
I pushed up from the toilet, faced him. “You didn’t really think our friend Ivan is capable of honoring an agreement, did you? Oh, you naïve middle-easterners. Ivan features himself the Prince of Vampires. And there’s only room for one of those.”
Parvis—or was it Belum—walked over and yanked me up, but the caliph—eyes curious—held up his hand. “One moment!” 
Parvis set me lightly on my feet.
“You have some proof of this idiotic claim I trust, Mr. Magee?”
I dusted my pants. “Yeah, I’ve got proof, fat boy. Ivan’s an American. More than that he’s a Chicagoan. Styles his strategies and operations on legends like Johnny Torrio, Dion O’Bannion, Al Capone. Ever hear of those guys?”
“1930’s hoodlums, Mr. Magee.”
“But they ran the country. The whole country. By taking one territory at a time. And they didn’t invite ‘partners’ into their plans.”
The caliph scoffed. “Ivan Kolcheck was tutored by Alicia, the so-called Queen of Vampires! A woman!”
I nodded. “Alicia turned him. Mentored him. But within six months he split from her small town strategy of daylight world dominance to form his own coven…and control the biggest city in the Midwest. Do you really think New York and L.A. are far behind? They’re all the same city—the same underground. How long do you imagine before he’s got Washington in his back pocket? A Washington is, of course, the military. How long, mighty caliph, before you wake up one fine Iraqi night with a U.S. carrier–launched drone up your considerable derriere? Where you gonna hide in the daylight then, Mansur? A hole in the ground like your buddies Hussein and Kaddafi? Didn’t work out too well for them.”
“You’re bluffing, Mr. Magee, trying to buy both time and your life.”
I straightened my shirt, smoothed my jacket cuffs. “Maybe. But I’m not the one going home to two hundred acres of re-routed oil wells and am empty Swiss bank account, am I?”
The caliph smiled. “Oh, dear. And what am I supposed to do, join your lame little anti-vampire crusade? A bit late for that.” He shook his fat head. “The world belongs to the vampire now, Mr. Magee. In the end, it matters little who actually leads. I foresee infighting, of course, as in any military campaign. But the vampire does not as a rule kill his own kith and ken. Our breed hasn’t survived for millennia by being cannibalistic.”
“No,” I shrugged, “it’s hasn’t, in fact, survived very well at all. I’d say less than one per cent of the world’s population even believes you’re real.”
A Cheshire smile. “Our greatest alley—ignorance. Which is why, in the end, we shall win. Slowly and with careful deliberation, but we shall win.”
“I doubt it. Even in the worst global plagues there were always a handful of immune survivors. Clancy here, for instance. Can’t kill her in any conventional way, can’t turn her into a vampire either. There are bound to be others like her out there.”
The caliph’s eyes lit. “To be certain! We intend to insure it! By breeding her!”
A cold stone formed in my gut.
Mansur chuckled. “Did you really think I went to all the time and trouble—and money—of acquiring our lovely Ms. Clancy merely to add one more exceptional piece of pulchritude to my over-crowded harem? Mr. Magee, you disappoint me.”
I grabbed a Kleenex from Hef’s nightstand and dabbed at my bloody lip. “You’ll have to get her to Iraq first, your majesty…”
“And what, pray tell, is to prevent me from that?”
I sighed. “Nothing, I suppose, beyond the fact that I reset the INS to land at England’s Heathrow. With an entourage of police, of course.”
The smug panache seemed to drain like liquid from the caliph’s face. He craned back momentarily at the open cockpit door down the long aisle. Then he nodded at his henchmen.
“Kill this idiot. I’ll check the controls.”
I stepped smiling in front of the bedroom doorway. “Afraid I can’t allow that.”
Mansur rolled his eyes impatiently. “You’re wasting our time, Mr. Magee. Your death can be either quick or lingering, the choice is yours…”
“Mitzi? Clancy? Are you receiving?”
“Receiving,” they answered in unison within my head.
“Get to the cockpit. You know what to do.”
Mitzi bolted for the aisle first. 
Belum caught her in his coconut arms in midflight, lifted her high to smash her against the overhead.
I stepped inside and threw everything I had into a right cross to the goon’s solar plexus.
He doubled up like a crushed bag pipe, everything in his lungs belching from his wide-stretched mouth with the worst dried blood halitosis imaginable. Mitzi dropped like a stone into my arms, leap out instantly and shot down the center aisle. 
Belum just stood there on rubbery legs gaping at me. I don’t think he’d ever known pain before. 
“Hurts, doesn’t it?” I grinned. 
I don’t know who was more amazed, Belum and Mansur at the punch, or Clancy at my perfect set of new teeth, which had grown in nicely.
I turned my pretty smile on Parvis as he came powering in and kicked him smoothly in the balls.
Parvis did the bag pipe thing and bounced off Belum.
Mansur threw his arm about my neck and Clancy high-tailed it after the poodle.
“Get the girl!” the caliph screamed.
But his two henchmen seemed slow to jump to orders for probably the first time in their lives.
Mansur screamed an Arabic curse in my ear and I grabbed his arm with both hands and tried to leverage free; but it was like wrestling a python.
I was about to wonder what the caliph needed a henchmen for when Parvis, mostly recovered and breathing hellfire, came growling at me with clawed hands. I caught my right foot under Mansur’s left ankle, whipped him about and flung him into the big goon’s waiting arms. The power behind the throw surprised even me, propelling master and slave across the bedroom and smashing into a port side window. It splintered into a heart-stopping spider web but, thankfully, didn’t crack open and blow outward. I made a quick mental not to throw things at window after that.
Now Belum was up again and at my back.
One enormous hand closed over my windpipe, the other sought my groin and with a grunt of pain I felt myself being lifted over the big Iraqi’s head.  Laughing deep in his broad chest, he turned a half circle and prepared to toss me into the bathroom.
I let him.
And took him with me.
As he flung me from his arms I grabbed the back of his neck and dragged me along with the inertia, finally landing neatly on both feet and slinging the shocked goon into Hef’s shower. 
The shower door exploded inward in a musical crescendo of glass and Belum left the major part of his imprint in a silhouette of broken interior tile. I could swear the entire tail section of the aircraft swayed a moment as in a strong wind.
Belum slid down the ruined wall like a deflated toad, one ankle catching and turning the left spigot handle in his descent. Even the shock of cold water spraying his face didn’t bring him around for several seconds. And, truthfully, I was getting nowhere. 
I needed to bring the struggle out of the bedroom and into the main cabin and I needed to do it quick; The Count’s temporary strength-injection was under full attack from my own immune system, those helper T cell antibodies were digging in for all they worth, knocking out the invaded vampire virus—and the power that went with it. I could feel my newfound strength leaching slowly through my pores. In a few minutes I’d be just another helpless human…
It was just about that time the caliph managed to get another of his wonderful death grips around my neck, hold me fast with both his legs spread apart, and Parvis began using me as a punching bag.
Again, I let him.
It hurt, don’t get me wrong, and there was quickly more blood and bruising. But I needed to get my breath and marshal whatever resources were left to me. In short, I need my companions there with me, Mitzi at the caliph’s legs and Clancy punching Parvis’ big muscled face. But they weren’t available. Which was just fine.
Where I really needed them was in the cockpit.
I let Parvis keep up the jabbing punches until things began to get dark and little spots lit up the bedroom before my eyes…then I ducked under his next swing and let him smash the caliph’s nose flat.
“Fucking imbecile!” Mansur bellowed. I was pretty sure he was talking to Parvis.
His arms left my neck and he pitched backward into the big round bed, bounced and flopped to the decking. At the same instant a blood-streaming Belum came roaring from the bathroom, clothing soaked, hair plastered across his forehead, leaping at me like a crazed spider.
I threw Parvis in his path and vaulted out of the bedroom into the main cabin.
Mansur caught my ankle just past the first row of aft seats and slammed me on the narrow carpet. 
I felt that elevator sensation in my chest through the deck plates and felt my heart soar with hope. 
I kicked Mansur in the face, struggled up and began racing up the aisle toward the cockpit…
…and then I was sliding back down it again as the big plane lifted, nosing upward.
I collided with Mansur again, who began raking at my clothes with long talon claws and snapping like an animal with extended incisors. They sunk into my thigh and I wailed pain and scrabbled on hands and knees up the sharply rising aisle, which was beginning to feel like a sliding board. 
I got myself rolled half over somehow and slammed my foot in the caliph’s face; his fangs broke off like toothpicks in my thigh—stuck there like two tiny tombstones—and he slid helplessly down the aisle into his scrambling goons. I plucked free the broken fangs—but I knew just how quickly they’d grow back again.
The floor strained steeper and I grabbed the base of an aisle chair and hung on for life.
I craned back over my shoulder and felt my heart stop.
Even as his henchmen tumbled backward toward the bedroom again, a smiling, broken-toothed Mansur rose magically off the aisle to float effortlessly in midair above the rows of tilting cabin seats.
It was the same levitation trick Ivan and Alicia had used in their rooftop battle against each other, but whether the caliph had learned it from them, or it was simply an eons-old power among vampires I had neither the strength or presence of mind left to ponder. Inch by inch my numbed fingers were losing their purchase on the metal seat housing and I’d soon be flailing backward with the goons if the laughing caliph didn’t reach me first.
His laugher rose manically, drew nearer and in the next moment was right against my ear, along with his hissing breath. “A noble effort, American! Time to die now!”
I felt the tip of his newly formed fangs against my jugular—just as the bright shaft of warmth and light spread over both of us. 
The caliph’s laughter morphed into a panicked, gut-wrenching shriek.
I hung to the chair by my nails and watched him try to claw wild-eyed toward the protection of the still-shadowed ceiling. But the plane was nosing down again, righting itself as the tail section broke free of the last tendrils of cloud bank and all the starboard windows streamed bright with sunlight.
The caliph seemed to hang there another moment like a glowing Christmas ornament—then he burst into flame, still screaming.
Parvis and Belum made a desperate, last ditch effort to reclaim the shadowed interior of the bedroom before their flailing bodies ignited too: pop-pop like two muffled firecrackers.
And then I was alone in the main cabin, swathed in buttery sunlight lancing from the row of windows, and whispering a sweet, mental thank-you to my comrades in the cockpit.
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I pulled myself up by the arm of the chair and stood there a moment on legs made of Jello.
The bare skin of my face and hands held a vague stinging sensation under the warm sunlight that quickly became a not-unpleasant tingling as the last of The Count’s vampire attributes evaporated under the ultra-violet rays from the windows and left me.
I was me again; just Ed Magee from Topeka, Kansas, all my supernatural powers cleansed. I can’t possibly tell you how much I missed them. 
Not that I wanted any part of being a vampire…but it was fun to be Superman for a while. 
I regained my sea legs and stumbled up the aisle to the cockpit in a wash of sudden relief. The adventure was over. I had the sudden overpowering feeling I could sleep for days.
If we ever got the plane landed again, of course.
Not surprisingly I found Clancy behind the yoke of the pilot’s chair, both hands gripping the controls confidently. Mitzi sat in the copilot seat next to her, wagging her tail as I came through the cabin door. She wore her leash, the other end of which was tied securely to the base of the chair.
“How’d we do, Sport?”
I smiled exhaustion. It was all I could do not to hug her at that moment, but I knew Mitzi wouldn’t go for it. “You did great, guys! Above and beyond the call of duty!” And I bent down and kissed Clancy hard on the cheek. A little surprised she didn’t turn to kiss me back, but then it was a six-ton aircraft she was trying to fly with only the telepathic assistance of a novice poodle.
Maybe she didn’t kiss back but her hair smelled terrific. “You were wonderful,” I nuzzled her ear.
Clancy glanced up at me. “All our Iraqi friends are taken care of then?’
“Summarily vaporized,” I grinned. “You two handled this bird like experienced pros.” And I now had to wink and give Mitzi her due. “Good co-piloting, pooch! I guess it’s a good thing Alicia allowed you to take accompany her on those private flights!”
The dog shrugged. “Actually, Clancy did most of the work herself. She won’t admit it, but I’d swear she’s got some hours behind a stick.” And the poodle gave me just the briefest, lingering look.
I turned to Clancy, patted her arm. “Is it true, honey? Have you had clocked some private hours of your own somewhere?”
Clancy stared straight ahead at the now pinking sky. “A few,” she dead-panned, then nodded at the co-pilot seat. “Why don’t you have a chair?”
I put my hand to my heart. “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of crowding our illustrious co-pilot from her seat of honor!”
Eyes still on the clouds ahead, Clancy pulled a pistol from her open purse and pointed it at my belly. “Why don’t you do it anyway, Ed. Dear.”
I stared blankly at her. “What the hell?” 
She waved the gun stiffly. “In the co-pilot seat, please. Now!” 
It was like a bad dream.
I even had trouble finding my voice again. “Clancy, what on earth are you doing?”
“Exactly what she’s been told to do,” Ivan said from the cabin door behind me.
Mitzi and I whirled around at the same instant. Clancy stared calmly at the clouds.
The Prince of Vampires wore the old familiar smile. Or was it even more smugly superior than ever? He looked wholly relaxed there leaning against the frame of the cabin door, hands in his Armani pockets, hair neatly combed, smelling vaguely of cologne: almost jaunty.
“So glad you could join us, Edward. Can I offer you something from Hefner’s bar before you die?”
Nothing was making any sense. I’d seen every riser inside the caliph’s secret sleeping compartment—his and the two guards—there was no room for Kolcheck.
“Don’t lose your head again, Mr. Magee!” And he chuckled that awful chuckle.
Lose my head…
Then I remembered ‘losing’ it once before. In a vision.
The Prince grinned from the doorway. “I can make you see anything I want you to, remember?” And he lifted a pale hand and drew a small bat out of thin air. “…or anything I don’t want you to!”
The bat flitted across the cabin straight for Mitzi. The poodle came unglued, barking and snapping viciously at the air on her hind legs. But it was only air she snapped at. In the next moment the thrashing leather wings dissolved into nothing. Mitzi sat there blinking. “Where’d the damn thing go?”
“It was never here,” I told her, eyes still watching Kolcheck tensely, “but our friend Ivan here has been around during the whole trip! Am I right?”
The Prince smiled, made a little bow. “From the moment of boarding.”
I nodded slowly, watching the handsome face, though I still understood almost nothing.
“Why all the games? You could have opened one of the windows yourself and fried the caliph and his boys while they slept. That was your original intention, yes?”
“Yes, indeed, Mr. Magee.”
“But you had more fun watching me run all over the aircraft, knocking myself out for you amusement?”
Ivan shrugged from the doorway. “Not entirely out of amusement. I was fascinated by your new-found vampiric powers. Where ever did you come by them, by the way?”
I felt a heavy sweep of sadness suddenly, realizing now that Clancy had never been truly out of Kolcheck’s power, that even that was part of his game. “From an old friend,” I answered.
The Prince lifted a curious brow. “You are friends with a vampire?”
“One or two,” I allowed, “they’re not all assholes like you.”
The hoary chuckle again. “Mind your manners now, Mr. Magee, I was about to compliment you for your adroitness in handling the caliph and his friends.”
“Like you said, I had help.”
“Still, you fought admirably. I was thinking throughout the demonstration how we could use a man of your peculiar talents on our side.”
I sighed, rolled my eyes. “You mean if I defect to the dark side, you’ll spare my life by making me one of the undead? In college we’d call that an oxymoron.”
The Prince waved a long-fingered hand at the air dismissively. “Surely you must realize not all of our colleagues have been turned. We employ a certain number of loyal humans to aid us during daylight missions. Handsomely remunerated, of course. It’s worked out quite well, actually.”
“Yeah. So long as they remain loyal.”
The Prince grunted amusement. “One thing about humans, Mr. Magee, they all have a price.”
“Not all,” I assured him.
He pushed from the door and entered the cockpit casually. “True. Your dedication to muddle in our plans has been remarkably. But even that deserves its own kind of admiration. Besides, we may need more than dedication and hard work to take over the globe. It might, in fact, some—dare I say it—human qualities!”
“I don’t understand.”
“Sure you wouldn’t care for that drink?”
I watched him. “Depends. Where’s this going?”
“Ah!” The Prince smiled and began pacing the cockpit companionably. “As in any war, both sides believe they are justified. In the old days—World War II and before—it was usually about stupid things like racial superiority or some nonsense. At least that’s what the soldiers and civilians were taught. In fact, it has always been about money. Usually, oil.”
“Even to the Huns? Napolean? I thought it was about land.”
“Land is money, Mr. Magee. And power. Would it surprise you if I told you we vampires—the intellectuals among us at any rate—have no particular malice toward humans?”
“You just need our blood.”
Kolcheck smiled. “No more than your government needs Saudi oil. For which they are willing to pay much, both in money and lives.”
“Your point?”
“My point is that this is the iPad Age, Mr. Magee, people know longer hate people for the color of their skin or how they dress or even their take on human rights. People hate what they don’t have. But someday the oil will be gone. Every person born, every car made, uses up a little more. What then?”
I folded my arms, trying not to look at Clancy’s lovely profile, and leaned patiently against the bulkhead, almost conversationally relaxed. “Clearly, the answer is to get rid of all the humans. Isn’t that what you’re in business for?”
“Vampires drive too, Mr. Magee, at night. And we’ve a bigger problem even than that. We live forever! At least humankind does the planet a favor by dying off every seventy or so years. If you think the world’s oil supply is dwindling, imagine how fast the blood supply would last if the planet was ruled only by vampires?”
I had to admit I hadn’t thought about it.
I threw up my hands in submission. “So what’s the answer?”
Kolcheck looked at me a long moment, almost as if he expected me to catch on. “Quite simple, Edward—may I call you Edward?—you kill the vampires.”
I gave him a wry look. “Funny.”
“No. But necessary, I think.”
“You were just talking about world domination. If you kill all the vampires—”
Ivan held up a finger. “Not all at once, mind you. No mass genocide. We simply give the vampire the same trait that humans have enjoyed for years—a finite lifetime.”
I frowned. “A finite lifetime…”
“Stop thinking of it in terms of war, Edward, and more along the lines of marriage.”
“Now I’m totally confused.”
He nodded superiorly. “In the end, nobody really wins a war. A certain number of people die, but are soon replaced with the next generation. A certain amount of land is shifted around but there’s only so much room on one planet. But marriage! Ah! The answer to a successful marriage is—what, Mr. Magee?” 
I stared at him. “Good sex?”
I think I was trying his patience.
“Compromise, Edward! Just as the answer to the oil problem is to find a synthetic substitution, the answer to the human-vampire problem is to create a synthetic vampire!”
A light was beginning to dawn.
“One that doesn’t need blood to survive?”
Kocheck nodded approval. “And one that doesn’t live eternally!”
Now I was pacing thoughtfully. “You’re talking about some kind of…inbreeding…”
“Something like that.”
I looked up at him sharply. “What does that mean?”
The Prince of Vampires gestured toward Clancy.
I had sudden, abhorrent visions of the egg-laying queen in the movie Aliens.
“Ivan, we need to prepare for landing,” Clancy said in front of us.
We turned to her; Ivan, me and Mitzi.
“Iraq already?” Ivan exclaimed, “how time flies with a little intelligent conversation, eh, Mr. Magee?”
I stood looking at Clancy a moment before turning back to The Prince. “I assumed you’ve discussed your little…expansion plan, with Clancy?”
“The formative stages. We’re searching for others with her special properties, of course.”  
I nodded drily. “Well, I hope they drive the price of eggs up on you. Will these be range-free or caged, by the way?”
Ivan chuckled and shooed Mitzi from the co-pilot seat. “Do think about my little offer before we land, Mr. Magee. The war is inevitable in any case, you may as well be on the winning side.”
“Very generous,” I allowed emptily.
“Not at all. In drag or out, I’ve always enjoyed your company.” He began to flip toggles on the control panel. “You might want to strap yourself into one of the main cabin seats, Edward.” Then to Clancy: “Shall we put this bird down then,  my dear?”
“What about the radio?” I asked, “Don’t you need to arrange with the airport?”
“Not going to the airport, Edward, we have a private strip all our own. Fear not, you are in capable hands! He beamed at Clancy. “Might want to ease off a little trim tab, my dear, increase your airspeed a tad.”
I glanced past her at the panel, a maze of glowing dials and blinking lights wholly foreign in every way: HYD SYS PRES, ENG OIL PRES, ALTITUDE ALERT…dizzying.
I thought I felt mild panic emanating through the back of Clancy’s chair. 
Ivan glanced suspiciously at her. “Clancy, dear? Trim tab?”
Her profile, when she turned to him, was pasty, voice tight with tension. “I-Ivan…I’d really prefer if you land the plane…”
The Vampire Prince returned a disapproving look, handsome brow furrowed. “Nonsense. You’ve had over twenty-hours airtime in my own craft! I watched you go over the specs of Mansur’s plane with a fine tooth comb! You’re ready.”
Her throat moved convulsively. “Yes, but…”
“Take hold of the yoke, my dear, and get hold of yourself. Relax. You can do this.”
But she wasn’t relaxed, you could see it in the muscles riding her slim shoulders, her stiffened posture. She was terrified.
“Ivan, I—” 
“Clancy, you will please decrease airspeed, get us below this cloudbank and—“
“For chrissake,” I heard myself bark, “can’t you see she’s scared?”
To my shock, Clancy ripped off her belt, spun out of the pilot’s chair and nearly pounced on me, white cheeks blooming scarlet. “Ed, will you for God’s sake return to the main cabin and buckle in! Now!”
I actually backed up a reflexive step, jaw-dropping. She had the pistol aimed at me.
Ivan pushed calmly from the co-pilot chair and approached her, hand out gently. “Clancy…”
She couldn’t seem to tear her wild-looking eyes from me, the gun lifting to my chest.
“Clancy,” Ivan repeated softly, “you’re overtired. I should have realized. Give me the gun, please…”
She stood unhearing, eyes boring into mine.
“Clancy? The gun? Please?”
Ivan reached over slowly and drew the pistol from her fingers.
“That’s fine. Good. We’re not ready to deal with Mr. Magee just yet. Now please take your seat, my dear.”
Clancy’s shoulders settled a notch and she stepped back, grabbing the back of the pilot’s seat for support.
“In the co-pilot’s seat, please,” from Ivan.
Clancy blinked absently, turned to look searchingly at the vampire a moment, then felt her way to the co-pilot chair and flopped down.
From the corner of my eye I could see Mitzi watching me silently from the decking. Something was in her eyes, but she didn’t say a word in my head.
Ivan pocketed the gun, turned quietly and buckled himself into the pilot’s chair. He took the yoke in confident his hands.
“Mr. Magee, I do recommend you strap yourself into the main cab—“
He broke off, eyes on the panel. “What’s this—?”
He bent to scrutinize the radio altimeter. “…latitude 33”06’1 North, longitude 117”46’7” West…what the hell? Who punched in the INS way-points to Iraq? We’re off course by—”
His head jerked quickly to Clancy. 
For an eternity that could only have been a fraction of a moment their eyes locked.
Then Clancy vaulted rebelliously for the instrument panel.
Ivan—ten times her speed—stretched clawed fingers after her but was stopped short by his belt. He managed a defiant “No!” before Clancy’s finger flipped up the plastic guard case and slapped the red button under it hard.
There was a concussive release of pressure as the hidden canopy hatch blew skyward with a shotgun blast. Gage needles spun. A hellish howl of 160 knot wind sucked anything not nailed down ceiling-ward and out through the metal hole.
Ivan had an instant to claw at his buckle before a louder report fired under him—and ejection seat and vampire were jetted through the roof into blinding blue sky.
The aircraft plunged…
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The cockpit darkened a moment as we passed back through the cloud bank.
My feet were swept from under me and, shirt and pants flapping, I up-ended as my body was sucked helplessly toward the gale-wind, open canopy. 
This is how I die, I thought: spinning dizzily in a cold blue void before the altitude makes me pass out. I entertained a moment’s daydream of Ivan, somehow survived, catching me in mid-air and parachuting me back to earth with him…while feasting on my neck.
I made a desperate grab for the cabin door jamb as I was yanked upward by the hurricane wind, caught a glimpse of Clancy below me, round bottom above the pilot’s chair but held back by her straps, arms fighting the terrible pull of the yoke. 
Then, as the cold outside blue caught at my shoes, a stitch of pain lanced my arm as something else caught at my left wrist: Mitzi’s muzzle. She sunk her teeth into my wrist in a death-lock and we dangled and bobbed in a living chain against the suction, man held by dog, dog held by the taunt line of her leash anchored to the co-pilot’s chair.
Clancy was screaming something into the gale, the flight control book slapping her face as it zinged past. The plane yawed sharply as the right wing dipped. 
Wouldn’t the autopilot sense the dip, compensate and correct for it? Or was the maddening pressure of the slipstream overriding it somehow? I heard Clancy scream again and saw her fingers scrape at the insanely blinking control panel: the autopilot light was off.
My wind-seared eyes found the altimeter: eight hundred feet and descending—was that possible? I turned and looked past flapping shoulder material at the windshield. A steel colored expanse was rising quickly under us. A farmer’s flat field, tarmac? No. Ocean.
Clancy was braced backward against the unyielding yoke, pulling for all she was worth against implacable inertia. The yoke was rock steady.
The aircraft slewed wildly. I saw her feet grope fruitlessly at the rudder pedals; it must have been like trying to lift lead.
A streamer of gray caught my eye out the windshield at the same time I saw a bright red light pulsing from the overhead panel: FIRE 2 PULL.
The number two engine was aflame. Ivan must have collided with it on his way out, possibly been sucked into the turbo.  No wonder Clancy couldn’t regain control.
In my mind I heard Mitzi cry out, “Fire! Number two engine!”
Clancy groped through teary, red-rimmed eyes, got a grip and managed to throttle back the number two engine, flip the start switch off, reach up and yank the number two fire handle.
I crashed to the decking with Mitzi as all the fuel to the number two engine and hydraulics were cut off.  I saw Clancy punch the CO2 bottle button, dumping it, and the nose of the big jet rose sluggishly, the gray ocean outside the windshield finding a blue slice of horizon. Still, the fire light remained stubbornly blinking.
The plane began to wallow as I climbed into the pilot’s chair and grabbed the yoke impotently. I turned helplessly to Clancy’s fear-strained face. “How can I help?”
She shook her head in confusion, then nodded at the throttles in front of me. “Forward! All of them! We need air speed!”
I pushed the obstinate throttles as far forward as I could, felt the plane slew wildly. Clancy gripped the yoke with white knuckles, fighting to keep the wings level. “I can’t keep the goddamn nose up long enough to level her! We’re going to ditch!”
The word was like an arrow through my heart. All I could envision were sharks.
I glimpsed the altimeter: two hundred feet and still descending.
She grabbed the throttles and leaned into them, jammed them to their forward stops, trying to trade what speed we had for altitude, but still we sank.
A hundred fifty feet…hundred thirty…ninety six…
A loud beeping filled the cockpit: the stall warning sounding. The stick-shaker began vibrating at my yoke. 
“Roll in trim!” Clancy shouted. 
I didn’t know how to do that. I looked over helplessly.
“Never mind!” she cried, eyes on her airspeed dial, “we’re going to pancake in!”
I didn’t know what that meant, but I had a pretty terrifying idea.
Clancy gave the plane thirty-degrees flaps and locked us into a final approach at a way too fast 150 knots; I found out later she was attempting excess airspeed to help keep the nose up. If we plowed in nose first, it would all be over quickly.
I glanced at the altimeter: seventy feet off the water…sixty five…
Clancy eased gently off her power and I heard the jets wind down. 
There came an eerie sensation of just floating…
The altimeter read fifty feet.
Then a terrible roaring jolt somewhere behind and below us. The tail section had snicked a wave.
There was a hard whacking at my rump, a sledgehammer through my pedals as the plane’s belly bounced off surface water hard as concrete. Two more consecutive, neck-snapping jolts, then a grinding shriek and the horizon disappeared in the windshield like a vehicle’s in a carwash. Everything vibrated before my eyes in colors of green and yellow dial lights…
…then darkness.
* * *
SEAT CUSHION MAY BE USED AS FLOTATION DEVICE.
One of them floated by us as we sat on the port wing tossing easily at sea. 
Small waves, fortunately, slapping the Bunny’s black metal flaps, but still we were surely sinking fast, or so it seemed to me. Clancy roughly gauged we had anywhere from fifteen minutes to half an hour. Nevertheless, lined up there in a huddled row, man, woman and dog, we all three kept our individual seat cushions nearby.
The whole scene was unreal.
But then, looking back, I was trying hard to remember a scene within recent memory that hadn’t seemed that way.
I sat there on the rocking wing next to the girl of my dreams with my legs pulled up, wavelets slapping at my shoe tips, and craned around once again beside and behind me.
I don’t know what I expected to see; it was the same gray sheet of undulant ocean, the same blue sky above it as ten minutes ago.
Once in a while I’d turn my head, catch Clancy’s eye and smile, or she’d turn and smile bravely my way. Mostly, though, we just rocked there in the short lees and shallow troughs of the waves and sat silent.
I didn’t give much for our chances and I knew both Clancy and Mitzi felt the same. Once the plane actually slipped under I wasn’t even sure if the poodle could properly cling to a seat cushion designed for humans. Maybe I could figure some way to hold onto her. Maybe take turns with Clancy. Maybe. Or maybe before very long I’d be holding onto Clancy and her me. The only question was would that happen before or after the first pangs of thirst and, eventually, of hunger. The water felt cold but well above freezing. Still, floating hour after endless hour in it, would it still feel that way? Would the vaunted ‘flotation devices’ even last that long?
A coltish wave skipped the front of the wing and splashed my cheek. I tasted salt.
And that maybe I was already beginning to hallucinate a little.
It all just seemed too unfair.
I had imaged my reuniting with Clancy a thousand times in as many different ways but not once anything like this. I’d agonized about losing her…knew the brief thrill of finding her, the bigger thrill of her finally remembering who I was…and now the agonizing of losing her again. I wondered distantly that if the other two should perish and I was somehow picked up alive…if I’d even want to live…
I had about two trillion things I wanted to say to Clancy, another trillion I wanted to ask her. And I could think of nothing at the moment but our immediate plight, increasing with every tick of my watch.
I wanted so much to kiss her, to hold her. And was so afraid it would be interpreted as a gesture of finality…and fear.
What could I possibly say to her?
What could I possibly do?
Was there something I was supposed to do? When the waves finally lapped at our knees and the solid feel of the wing fell away beneath us on its long journey to the bottom of the sea, would the suction pull of the heavy craft take us with it? Should I suggest we take to the water now—swim a safe distance away? But every minute in the cold water was another minute closer to over-exposure…and slow, agonizing death. Should I have brought along the gun I’d seen on the floor of the cockpit? Would it have had enough shells for all three of us? Did I shoot Clancy first, or Mitzi? Could I shoot either of them?
I shivered once convulsively, but not from the cold. 
Be brave. Be brave for them. Don’t show how scared you are, not even a trace of it. Fear is contagious.
But I didn’t want to die.
Not like this. Swallowed up and forgotten.
Please, God, not like this.
But the big plane hung in there, sinking only incrementally if sinking at all. She somehow stayed afloat and rode the easy waves. And it was still early—bright daylight; another plane or ship might spot us.
And, incredibly, an hour later we were still there, alive and relatively dry if mildly sea sick on the stubbornly rocking wing. 
It was another ten minutes or so before I spotted the first fins…
 
 
THE END
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