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ONE
 
 
Had a great story going that Friday: little neighborhood girl falls down a well. Parents think she’s gone missing—as in stolen, maybe—can’t find their little six year old anywhere, neither can the police. Scary. Finally, mom remembers the old well in the back yard with the broken cover. Dad shines a light down—and there’s little Cindy, unreachable but still alive, even talking a little.
Great human interest stuff, I mean how often do you get them? I was loving it.
I was still loving it when I felt my editor Sid Mathers hovering, one arm slung across to top of my office cubby, sleeve rolled, cigarette dangling from his tired face, smoke threading past the NO SMOKING PLEASE sign above me. The NO SMOKING was Photo Shopped, the “please” I’d written in cursive myself. Clearly to no avail.
“What’s up?” from me, still not looking, typing away like blazes at my out of date HP keyboard, totally sold on the well story. Couldn’t miss.
“What are you doing, Ed?” 
“Writing a story for your paper. A good one. Why am I fired?”
Sid dropped ashes in silence. 
The kind of silence that eventually makes you look up. “Am I fired?”  
Sid was gazing past me at my computer monitor; he could read that far away, eyes like a hawk, tired or not. “It’s a pipe.”
“The story? A lead pipe cinch? You like it?”
Sid grunted. “A steel pipe. In the kid’s backyard. Not a well.”
I looked back at my monitor. “Right. But ‘well’ reads better than pipe, don’t you agree?”
Another Sid grunt. “Reads better,” weariness in his jaded tone, “lies often do. But this is still an honest paper. And the girl still fell in a pipe.”
“I’ll fix it later. Have to admit, it’s a terrific story, don’t you think?”
A patient sigh. “Oh, I do think! Thought so the first time I heard it—the day it happened. Two years ago, Ed.” 
I kept typing, on a roll; I can do that—type and talk. “Yeah, but this time I’m really leaning on the human interest angle. Figure we’d run it as a kind of post cautionary tale. Remember little Sissy Kindricks?—Don’t Let This Happen Again! That kind of thing!”
“That’s what you figured, huh?”
I looked up again. “You are firing me. I’m really off the paper. No more job.”
A bigger sigh this time, rife with melancholy, from deep in his potbelly. “Think of it as no more paper, Ed. Makes it easier.”
I stopped typing. “They’re closing you down? Really?”
“Remember the first day you came in here? How we talked about the biggest part of reporting being intuitive?”
“You’re ‘intuiting’ they’re closing you down?”
“Strongly.”
I looked down at my familiar keyboard…suddenly a stranger to me. “Who are they anyway, Sid? I always wondered.”
My editor seemed to have to think about it a moment himself, eyes drifting off toward the window. He had that wistful look again. “Huh. I’m not really sure anymore….Topeka Bank and Trust? Somebody like that…”
His eyes began to go abstract as they did more and more these days, looked like they might drift away permanently. 
“Sid—?”
He blinked, recognized I was still there.
“What about Elsie, Sid? Her too?”
“Who?”
“Elsie Crenshaw, your only other ace reporter on this big time paper. She fired too?”
Sid frowned down at me. “Elsie’s been gone almost a month, Ed.”
“Wow, really? Has it been that long?”
Sid blew a final dismissive puff, toed out his cigarette on the floor with a gesture of finality. Shook his weary head. “Community newspapers are a thing of the past, my friend…”
I had a sudden horror he was about to weep as he cast his eyes heavenward.
“…I remember when this town’s real paper—The Capitol Journal—used to have an evening edition…” That faraway look was back, Memory Lane just around the corner. 
I made a flabby sound with my lips, turned off my computer solemnly, looked around for a cardboard box for the stuff I might take home…looked around my desk and realized I had nothing to take home. Mostly empty.  Like my life of late.
“What about that detective agency you always wanted?” Sid drifted back. “This might be a good time to try that, Ed. Start a new life. Chase that dream.” He was cheerleading.
I pushed back from my desk; even the computer belonged to the paper. “A small town detective agency?” I replied wryly, “as opposed to a small town community paper? Like this one?” I shook my head with irony, feeling strangely theatrical, like we were in some old Kate Hepburn newspaper movie, only without Kate. “No, Sid, the detective agency was in Chicago.”
“You lived in Chicago?”
“In my head. Often for weeks.”
“Huh. Never noticed.”
“That’s gratifying, Sid. What about you? What’ll you do?”
My editor straightened as if to summon some last bit of dignity. “I said an intuitive feeling, Ed.”
“Uh-huh. So what will you do?”
He let go, slumped again, shrugged. “Fish? Write my memoirs?”
I watched him. “Fish?”
I stood, grabbed my jacket from the antique hat rack, turned and shoved out my hand to my former boss. “It’s been grand, Sid. Keep busy. All the self-help books say so.”
He thought about it as I shouldered past him to the elevator.
“Even a small town can have memoirs,” he called after me. Then called louder, creating an echo in the small office once part of a big train station: “I mean, hey—look at Mark Twain!”
“That was Missouri, Ed. Hannibal. This is Kansas.”
“I know where Hannibal is, Ed!” he called defensively.
Sounding very lost. 
 
 
 



 
TWO
 
 
There’s a family-owned bar in our town, west side of Topeka Blvd.
A small one but I hang there sometimes.
It’s dark inside and smells like a bar trying not to, with too much disinfectant, but I don’t mind; the dark helps hide the other customers, mostly fat people, shadowy people. It used to bother me that there were so many overweight people in Topeka, but then I read there were overweight people now just about everywhere but California and I got over it.
The Friday I got fired I was sitting at the bar part of the bar on a cracked plastic stool nursing a sidecar too early in the day, thinking about what my ex boss had said about my putting my money where my mouth was and finally starting that detective agency. I actually looked into it once. Oh, I knew the deal—that it wasn’t Sam Spade private eye stuff anymore if it ever was, that it was mostly just another crummy office without the cubby wall. Little or no gunplay and lots of following spouses around for other spouses whose payment you sometimes didn’t get. Still, the words ‘detective agency’ just sounded cool. I mean, can’t you see the little business card, simple Helvetica on egg white stock, short and sweet and not too fancy: Magee Detective Agency above the address and number? I could. And here’s the thing: someone once told me or I read somewhere that a detective agency in a small town really made a lot of sense. Because small town or big, people are incorrigibly people, husbands and wives still cheat, and all public service isn’t about kids down wells. Or pipes. Sure, there’s less work in a small town–fewer people to get in trouble—but it’s also cheaper to live, so it all kind of evens out. I’m sure I heard that somewhere, or read it somewhere, maybe in a novel, but it does make sense. Does to me anyway. I even looked in the directory once and on line later to see if there were any actual detective agencies in Topeka. It turned out there was: just one on the west side of town. And even if it was closed now, that just proved there was room for another one, right?
I’m thinking about this and it’s beginning to sound better and better as my sidecar goes lower and lower, when I look up and see this dame sitting across from me.
Okay, this is one of my favorite parts of the story and yes it’s mainly because of the use of the word ‘dame’ but the thing is we don’t get a hell of a lot of women in this town you’d consider slender enough to call a ‘dame’ and this one was in every way believe me, a dame. Classy but saucy and filling out every inch of her tight fitting dress in all those right places; raven black hair, delicate shoulders, wasp waist, endless legs below high hem. And all that’s just from the back of her! She was sort of facing away from me and I hadn’t even seen her face yet. But I knew I didn’t need to, it would be gorgeous, you could just tell. 
She had to be an out-of-towner. Had to be.
It was dark in there like I said but not too dark to miss the curves, the slender fingers at the stem of her martini, the curled ball of fur asleep below her stiletto heels. Class. I don’t think Henry—that’s the barkeep—even allowed dogs in his joint, but who was going to say no to this gal? This was like free advertising for Henry, the kind of woman you couldn’t pay to come into a dive like his. 
“Take a picture, it lasts longer.”
I jerked up from my drink. Was she talking to me?
I looked around the bar. No one else close enough for her to be talking to.
Maybe she hadn’t really said it at all. Facing away like that it had sounded kind of distant and strange anyway. Maybe I’d make it all up in my mind. I’d been doing that a lot lately.
Still, I couldn’t just let it go. You don’t get those kinds of opportunities often enough to just let them go. “Excuse me…were you talking to me—?
Best I could do. Sad, but I was out of practice. Two years now since the divorce. Or what would have been a divorce if we’d really been married but that’s another story.
Her bar stool squeaked lightly as she turned to me. Oh, yeah, a hottie, all right. Hotter than I’d imagined.
She looked me up and down once, taking her time, a long, slow look with sloe eyes, thick lashes. Oh, yeah.
Then she turned away again.
Huh. Well, maybe I had imagined it. It was no goofier than my agency idea.
“Can I tell you something?” From her again, still facing away.
I nodded like a woodpecker at her back. “Sure. Anything.”
She turned and looked at me again, up and down, this maybe a hint of irritation?—then swiveled back around. “I’ve got a feeling you and I could get along.”
That distant tom-tom was my thudding heart. “Yeah?”
“You just get a feeling from some people, don’t you think?”
I nodded at her perfect nape. “I do, yes.”
“Doesn’t have to be someone you’ve even met, you just get that feeling down deep inside, you agree?”
“Sure.”
She didn’t move. Just sat there, back to me. It was my turn. Damn. Think of something! Quick! “What’s you name?”  
Silence.
Blew it. Lost it in round one. Classy dame like that, you can’t come on quick with a classy dame like—“
“I’m Mitzi. You?”
“Ed.” Whew! “Ed Magee. I’m a private detective.” Now, why did I have to start lying? Never did learn when to stop in time. Why couldn’t I just keep my big mouth—
“No kidding? A private detective!” 
And not a condescending ‘no kidding?’ a that’s cool! no kidding.
“Yeah.” Feeling my confidence returning. And because I had to add something else and it had to be suave and casual at the same time: “It’s a living.” Stacking up the lies.
“That’s pretty impressive, Mr. Magee. Never met a real private eye.”
I snorted affably above my sidecar. “Please. Call me Ed. Miss—?” Let it be a
‘Miss,’ please God.
She turned around to appraise me again— this time almost certainly with a look of irritation. Strange. Was she having me on?
She turned back. “Just Mitzi. So far. But I like ‘Magee.’ Nice ring.”
…thank you for firing me, Sid, thank you, thank you, thank you…
“Maybe we should talk about it,” I suggested, a little puffed up again.
“Maybe we should. But not, I think, in here.”
“Where would you like to go?” That tom-tom was loud enough to hear now.
“One of our respective dwellings?” she replied shyly.
Oh, mercy. “That sounds nice.”
She turned on her stool, set down her drink with a clink of finality.  “But, I think…discreetly?”
I grabbed the dog-eared spiral pad from my jacket, jotted down my address, slid it across the bar to her glass. She glanced down, straightened stiffly (but lithely) slid off her stool. She hunched up ivory cool shoulders and headed for Henry’s front door, the furry ball at her heels—not so much a ball now as a fairly good sized…something. Shepherd/Lab mix?  
I fumbled a twenty from my wallet with maddeningly clumsy fingers, slid off my own stool, smoothed my suit jacket. Breathed deep and headed toward the light…
* * *
My beat up Chevy was waiting obediently at the curb with a present from the meter maid.
It was all that was waiting.
No stacked brunette. Just faithful old Topeka Blvd, empty and forlorn- looking even when there wasn’t a recession.
Then, a rattle of claws behind me.
I turned.
The curvy brunette’s furry dog stood there, looking up at me.
“Your place or mine?” it said.
 
 
 



 
THREE
 
 
I knew right away something was wrong.
No—not the dog thing, that was obviously wrong. Something else entirely. We’ll get back to the talking dog in a minute.
Where was I? Right. I live across town on the east side. Across the tracks, they used to say, when there were tracks to cross. It’s a pretty much all-black neighborhood now. And before you get on your high horse about it, no, I’m not racist. I only mention it for the unenlightened: being black in Topeka or Kansas City or St. Louis isn’t like being black in New York or California. Yes, those first three towns are still racist, okay? Not 1960-back-of-the-bus racist—people get along okay—but it’s there, brewing underneath. I detested it. Intended to write a story about it for the paper some day but…well, you already know how that went. Wouldn’t bring it up at all except I was about to find out the true meaning of a so-called ‘minority’.  
Anyway, it’s a small house, this little 40’s clapboard of mine, with an unattached garage and leaky roof and the occasional mice; I say ‘mice’ so I don’t have to think about the alternative, rats, though I’m sure they’re in there somewhere too. The main thing is the place is cheap. Handy now that I was gainfully unemployed. Also handy that I rented rather than owned. My black landlord is much kinder about such things than my white banker.
As I said, not the worst neighborhood in town but not the best either; I kept the doors locked front and back. Which is why you can tell I was still a little stoned from both the sidecar at Henry’s and the talking dog thing out front, because I came home to my tar paper roofed clapboard without even noticing the unlocked door. 
Also there was a smell once I was inside. A strange one.
More than that, there was a strange feeling.
How can I put it succinctly? A feeling like I wasn’t alone in the house.
A feeling that kept increasing as I threw my coat jacket at the green sprung couch in the living room and got myself a beer from the sometimes almost cold antique Frigidaire in the kitchen. Remember those refrigerators in the old TV commercials? Ever notice how Frigidaire is a kind of anagram for ‘frigid air’? Knew their stuff, those old- time newspaper and Wall Street private eye guys. 
Never mind, that isn’t important. What’s important was that increasing feeling of uneasiness creeping through the little house the moment I stepped through the unlocked front door and came through the living room. That cloying sensation of not being there by myself. It faded a little bit while I washed by hands and face in the bathroom sink and dried them with my only towel—badly in need of laundering, but the coin op laundry was way down on Cimarron Street and that’s another story too—then got stronger again as I re-entered the living room.
And found someone sitting on my green sprung couch.
It was my editor, Sid Mathers.
Maybe that’s why I’d felt creepy and un-alone; I wasn’t. 
“Sid.”
He just sat there. Staring at me. Until I began to feel creepy all over again.
Oh my God, he was dead! He was depressed and committed suicide over losing the newspaper! 
Only why come to my house to do it? And why hadn’t I noticed him when I came through the front door? Thu unlocked front door.
“Sid? Are you okay?”
Finally he smiled. “Fit as a fiddle and ready for love. Why do you ask?”
Because you’re sitting all alone in the dark in my house and I don’t think we had a date. Wait! He’s going to rehire me! Came to tell me himself! This isn’t creepy, it’s great! Even if it still feels slightly strange.
“Did…we have a date, Sid?”
Sid stretched leisurely, yawned, pot belly protruding. “Sort of, Ed. In a…destiny kind of way, yeah.”
“Destiny kind of way?”
Sid smiled. “Can I tell you something, Ed? As a former friend and employer? Do you mind if I tell you something?”
“Shoot.”
“This place of yours. It’s a real dump.”
“Why?”
“Hey, it’s your place.”
“No, I mean, you said a ‘former’ friend, Sid. Why ‘former’?”
“Ah. That.”
“I mean, aren’t we still friends? I’m not sore about being fired or anything.”
“Oh, I know you’re not, kid, I know you’re not. That’s the least of your problems, actually.”
“What is?”
“My firing you.”
I blinked. “Yeah? So what’s the most of my troubles?”
“Ah.”
“I really wish you’d stop saying that.”
“’Ah’?”
“It’s the way you say it. Something about your teeth. Can’t put my finger on it.” 
I squinted at him. “Sid?”
“Yes?”
“Is that my suit jacket you’re wearing?”
Sid looked down at his pot belly peeking from under my taunt jacket button. He nodded resignedly. “Too snug, I know. But I intend to lose weight. In fact, I will lose weight, without even trying much. Already happening. And I always really liked this jacket, Ed. The house maybe not so much, but this jacket is nice.”
I felt like saying “ah” but didn’t.
“So what’s with your teeth, Sid? For that matter, what’s with your eyes?”
“What about them?”
Get out of here! a voice in my head warned suddenly. “Well, for one thing, you’re sitting in the dark but both your teeth and eyes seem to have this weird kind of…glow about them. Is there something I should know, Ed?”
“Probably. I’d say probably, yes.”
“Is it a bad thing I should know?” Hair standing up on my nape now.
Sid started to answer, paused to unbutton the tight jacket front across his paunch, then went on. That’s when I noticed his fingers. The nails in particular.
“I want you to know something, Ed. I liked you. Well…that’s too strong, maybe. Let’s say I never didn’t like you. I never hated you anyway. Fact is you brought a kind of…oh, nutty optimism to the newspaper. It was refreshing. I’ll miss that.”
“Why isn’t this making me feel better, Sid?”
“Also, I want you to know, before I…” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, I want you to know that you aren’t losing your mind. You know, what with the talking dog thing earlier and then finding me here on your lumpy couch. With the front door locked and all.”
Run!
“You know about the talking dog, Sid?”
“I know about a lot of things, Ed.”
I suddenly felt very small. Like a mouse. Before a very large owl. But I screwed up my courage, put my best foot forward. “It wasn’t locked actually, you know. The door. I just forgot.”
Sid just smiled at me.
“I didn’t forget?”
Sid just smiled at me.
Shit.
I felt a wave of dizziness. “You came right through it, didn’t you? Locked door and all.”
Sid smiled wider. Enough for me to see the teeth again. “Left it unlocked for you, though, for, when you came home! Gotta give me points for that!”
I nodded limply “Not really kindness, right?”
Sid shrugged. “’Fraid not, kid. Sorry. Really. Nothing personal here, Ed.”
I swallowed thickly, the creepiness having settled against my larynx now.
“Please stop doing that, Ed. Makes your throat undulate.”
“So?”
“Gives me a light boner.”
I had the sudden certainty I was pouring through the cracks in the old floorboards like hot lead. “You’re gong to kill me, aren’t you Sid? The kid in the well story—you really hated it.”
“It’s entirely up to you whether you die, Ed. I mean, you are going to die, but you can still walk around afterwards. If you want. Call it a present between employer and employee.”
Maybe if you dive real quick through the window… 
“Please stop sounding like one of the undead, Sid.” 
“Can’t really do that, kid.”
Now I was suddenly cold all over, like if I seeped through the floorboards I’d snap and fall apart in the cellar. Sid got a funny look on his face the same moment I was thinking the word ‘cellar.’ “Shit,” I said, “that’s where your coffin is, isn’t it?”
Sid just smiled.
I shook my head morosely. “I never go down in that damn cellar.”
Sid smiled wider still, showing the full length of his fangs. “I noticed.”
“I don’t want to be a vampire, Sid. I really don’t.”
“Up to you, kid, like I said.”
I sprang for the front door, almost without knowing it.
I know you’ve heard that expression before, but I literally sprang to the front door— landed right in front of it in one long, graceful leap. Couldn’t do it again if I tried.
Sid didn’t budge from the old couch. Maybe chuckled a little.
Probably at the locked door.
I twisted and yanked but the knob wouldn’t budge. How in hell did he do that? Was that a vampire kind of thing, locking and unlocking doors at will?
I turned to say something and screamed—just a short one, I’m not a total coward—but Sid was suddenly standing right behind me—like he just materialized out of the air. “Jesus!” I cried.
“Goes with the territory, kid, incredible speed. Sure you won’t change your mind, about the vampire thing?”
I stalled for time. “Well…” I looked around for some kind of weapon. “…how are the hours?”
“Late. Always.”
I nodded, searching the dark room wildly for something, anything. “No sunshine, of course.”
“Sorry.”
“And I just bought all that Coppertone!”
He wasn’t laughing.
I sprang for the dining room table.
Ed didn’t budge. Chuckled a little again.
I upended the heavy table, grabbed the nearest leg, snapped it off into one jagged end, turned and plunged the stake into Sid’s vampire heart!
—or that was the plan, anyway; in reality the rented table was very old and of very sturdy, solid oak, expertly crafted and beyond breaking. I just stood there pulling and grunting at the unmoving leg like a berserk beaver.
Sid appeared beside me magically, smiling encouragement. “Nice try though, kid! Now you get creative! We could have used more of that on the paper, Ed.”
And he leapt at me.
And you have to see an overweight, flat footed, pot bellied, middle aged man leap to really appreciate it. Even as he’d grabbed my neck and bent my back painfully over the up ended table I was tempted to congratulate him on his speed. 
And his strength! Amazing. Terrifying. Like the awful famished look in his eyes…the burning red eyes of a thing that hasn’t tasted food for a while. 
I closed my own eyes tight. Maybe I was forced to endure this, that didn’t mean I had to watch. So long, Carrie, I thought, sinking into blackness. Carrie Lynn Johnson had mistakenly walked into my grade school bathroom and caught me standing there with my johnson in my hand. ‘I’m sorry!’ I’d apologized for no reason. “I’m not!’ she’d smiled in leaving. I’d never followed up on it. But I’d never forgotten her. Funny I should think of her just then as the darkness was settling in.  
Nothing happened then for a few moments.
I finally realized I wasn’t dead and opened my eyes again.
Sid was still staring down at my throat, but his eyes had lost some of their heat. Actually they were shrinking, like that white dot on an old TV screen receding to darkness.
Sid kept his iron grip up but he was frowning doubt now, head cocked just so, as if listening for something….something way off in the distance beyond my hearing.
Then, just for an instant, a new light crept into his eyes, his dead white cheeks pinking ever so slightly…
…just before the north window exploded in a symphony of flying glass, a darker streak swept the darkened living room, and that silly talking dog seized Sid’s ankle in its teeth.
 
 
 



 
FOUR
 
 
The dog dragged Sid Mathers all over the living room, screaming like a woman. Sid, that is, doing the screaming—the dog only growled and thrashed, shook its victim like a rattle and threw massive quantities of blood over my walls and threadbare carpet. 
I’m not sure I’d ever heard a man scream before except on TV and I’m not altogether sure this was a man’s scream anyway; more like a woman’s, a very deranged woman. And that isn’t it either, really. Inhuman I guess is the word I’m looking for. And balls-to-the-wall unnerving. And the way Sid spit and clawed like a cat, when his long nails could reach that far, at the dog’s furry back, the dog always shaking its head furiously at the last second before the claws could make purchase, which only made Sid scream and spit and claw all the more….pulling down the drapes, destroying the coffee table, spraying everything in scarlet globes.
I just stood there gaping like a moron.
In between smashing Sid against the front door and ceiling, the dog would let go an instant and yell at me with snarled muzzle. “Get a stake for chrissake!”
I finally came unglued long enough to walk in little frantic circles before all the growling and screaming. “Where?”
The dog bounced the shrieking Sid on the sprung couch and tossed him into the north wall. There were some bad cracks there anyway. “The dining room table, you idiot!”
“I already tried that!”
Now the dog’s look was so infuriated I was sure it was going to bite me. “Goddamnit, use one of the chairs!”
Why hadn’t I thought of that?
I ran back to the dining room, seized a heavy oak chair by the back and swung it at the carpet. It didn’t break. I slammed again. Nothing. I kept bashing it on the floor.
Then it occurred to me that as long as I was bashing at things it might as well be Sid’s head. Pretty soon I was chasing behind them around the living room, hopping over over-turned furniture, swinging at Sid’s balding head in a kind of fever dream, occasionally connecting, occasionally hitting the dog by mistake.
The dog snapped at me, eyes even redder than Sid’s, to say nothing of its muzzle, now dark with blood. “You’re accomplishing nothing!”
“I can see that!” I gasped.
“Try the wall!”
I bashed the heavy chair at the wall. One of the legs broke off. The part that was formerly attached to the seat came away in a nice jagged point. Perfect, what I’d wanted all along.
When the flailing, foaming Sid saw this he suddenly kicked into high gear. He thrashed and flailed with renewed fury, a deranged demon, finally catching the dog a good one under the chin. The dog let go a moment and Sid came flying straight at me across the room, almost like he had wings; maybe he did.
But it wasn’t me he wanted. He went by me and my stake in a fast breeze, heading for the back porch door. “He’s getting away!” I shouted. Always the quickest guy in a group to state the obvious.
The dog stood splay-legged and panting on the blood-glistening carpet a moment, head down, getting its breath, chest working like a bellows. “No…he’s not…”
I looked at the dog—it looked exhausted. I turned to look at the hallway in time to see my former editor disappear into the kitchen, turned back again and looked at the dog. “How do you know?”
The dog lifted its head, began trotting patiently past me, jerking its dark nose at the windows. “Sun’s out again. Come on.”
I think that was the first time I realized how Sid had made it from the office to my house in the broad daylight; it had been raining all day.
I followed the dog through the kitchen to the heavy cellar door, which had been flung open in haste, a clear trail of blood spatters making tracking a cinch. The dog started down, taking its time. It seemed to know exactly where it was going and was in no particular rush to get there.
I hit the light wall switch above the swishing tail and we crossed the cold cement floor past towers of shadowed boxes, pipes and small, darting things. The dog watched one scurry under a pile of stacked wood and I got the distinct feeling its pricked ears were working hard to resist chasing. We came around some piled junk through more pools of shadows to the back of the furnace. And there was the coffin. Sid was in there when I pulled back the lid, eyes closed, arms folded, like he was asleep or dead. Or both, I guess.
I turned to find the dog shaking its head philosophically beside me. “Why do they always come back here? Like it’s going to help them or something.”
The liquid doggy eyes looked up at me with anticipation, followed by quick impatience when I just stood there. It nodded at the table leg in my hand.
“Well! I don’t think he’s going to stake himself!”
I looked over in horror at Sid. “I can’t do that!”
“Yes, you can.”
“No, I can’t!”
“Fine. Let him be, then. And wake up tomorrow morning with his teeth in your neck.”
I was trembling all over. “Oh, shit. You do it!”
“Sorry. No opposable thumbs.”
I looked at the stake in my hand, my insides caving.
“You’ll need a mallet,” the dog said, sitting back to scratch behind its ear.
“I don’t have a mallet! I wasn’t trained for this!”
She gave me a beleaguered look. “We’re you trained to hammer nails?”
“Yes.”
It nodded. “That’ll do.”
* * *
I sat in hot, steamy suds, washing the blood off me.
Mitzi sat watching me near the tub. Sometimes she looked like a Lab mix, sometimes like a Golden Retriever mix, sometimes like a German Shep—
“A poodle! I’m a poodle, for cripe’s sake!”
I glanced over at her sitting there on the white bathroom tiles. “Like hell. Where’s the poodle? I don’t see any poodle.”
The dog turned, stood on its hind legs and stretched up at the sink mirror, turning her dark golden head appraisingly at her reflection. “Okay, I’m not saying there isn’t a little mutt in there…”
I grunted. “A little, yeah.”
She came back down again, forepaws hitting the hard tile silently in that way dogs have. She looked me up and down once. Reminded me of the dame doing that in the bar.
“Fine,” she said. “A mutt then. But with the heart of a poodle. I can feel it.”
I scoured at my forearm with the washcloth, adding more soap. “You’re just saying that because you want to be a poodle, on account of everyone knows how smart they are.”
She snorted and put her head down between her paws. “And what are you, some kind of small town newspaper reporter?”
“Scotch-Irish, mostly with a hint of French and just a soupcon of German.”
“To wit: a mutt.”
I smiled.
“Got a nice smile, though, I’ll give you that.” She rose up momentarily and peered over the lip of my tub. “Cute little wee-wee, too.”
I splashed water at her and she settled back on the floor, licking at the suds.
I stared at her until she looked up again. 
“What? I’m a woman! We notice those things.”
“Little wee-wee?”
A louder snort. “Men! You’re all obsessed.”
I snorted myself. “What do you know about men? You’re a dog. This may all be a dream but I know a dog when I see one, especially a mutt.” I scrubbed at my chest. 
“I’ve been around the block.”
“Mostly doggy-style, I’d imagine.”
She looked up sharply. “Oh! Oh, that’s cute! I just saved your life while you stood around doing nothing and—“
“Hey, I staked Sid!”
“—doing nothing and now you’re the comic hero! That is so male! Mister so-called reporter-failed private eye! You know, I’ve got better things to do with my time than sit on your roach-fragrant bathroom floor and stare at your stubby johnson.”
I put the soap in the dish and lay back in the steam with a grateful groan. “So why are you?”
She put her head back down. “Like I said at the bar, you and I might have something together…some kind of future. Might being the operate word.”
“How so?”
She closed her eyes, resting but not resting, like dogs do. “Look Eddie, I’m a Reader, okay? I’ve been sniffing your heels for weeks, literally and figuratively. You’ve got promise. I’m not saying you’re a real Reader yet, you aren’t. But you can hear me speak. And that’s a start.”
“I meant to ask you about that. How do you speak without moving your lips? Some kind of ventriloquism thing?”
“’Some kind of ventriloquism thing’?” she mocked, shaking her head hopelessly. “I can see this isn’t going to be easy.” She sighed. “No Edward, some kind of mind-projection thing. Dogs can’t move their lips, in case you haven’t noticed, or form vowels or consonants. And then, of course, there’s the lack of human vocal cords…”
“Okay, okay, I’m an idiot. So why are you wasting your time? What do you want me for?”
“Hunting vampires, of course. You don’t think I slam those bastards all over just anyone’s living room, I hope.”
I thought about it a moment. “Reader, you said…”
“That’s right.”
“You read people’s minds.”
“Certain people, within a certain proximity.”
I nodded at the bubbles. “And just for clarity’s sake—it was you I was talking to in the bar earlier today, right?”
“Dry-humping in the bar, practically.”
“But talking to you, not the dame.”
“Not the dame, Eddie. The dame
is Alicia. A badass super-bitch you really don’t want to mess with. Lucky for you—for both of us really—Reading is not one of her talents. But that’s about the only thing that isn’t. She can get inside your head in lot of other nasty ways, mess with your brain, scrape out your skull and have you strung up and drained white before she finishes her cigarette.”
“So why were you with her? Curled up so contentedly there below her stilettos?”
“Nothing content about it. I was learning.”
“Learning? Learning what? To be a vampire?”
Mitzi stretched luxuriously, mouth wide, pink tongue curled; something kind of cute and almost human about it. “No, Sport. I didn’t need to learn that.”
A sudden chill formed in the steaming water around me. I stole a look sideways at the handsome mutt beside me. “Are you saying…you’re a vampire?”
“I am now.”
Shit, I thought. “Shit,” I said, “since when?”
“Since Alicia.”
“She bit you?”
“Other way around.” 
I looked down at the washcloth in my hands, a sinking feeling in my gut. “Is there really any point in my cleaning up?”
A chuckle-snort. “I’m not going to suck your neck, Eddie Magee.”
“No? How can I be sure of that? Exactly?”
“Not that kind of girl. Or vampire, for that matter.”
I added more hot water from the faucet anyway. “What does that mean?”
When she didn’t answer I looked over at her again. Really a beautifully animal in some ways under the full glow of my stuttering fluorescent bathroom lights. “Mitzi? Are you asleep?”
“There are all kinds of vampires, Ed. Just like there are all kinds of people.”
“And you’re the kind that hunts other vampires.”
“The bad ones, anyway.”
“There are good ones?”
“Jesus. I hope so.”
“You don’t sound so sure. No offense.”
“None taken. I’m new at this too. Several weeks new. I didn’t ask to swallow that woman’s blood. It was instinctual. She kicked me.”
“But she keeps you around anyway?”
“I can look real soulful when I want to. Like one of those Chuck Jones cartoon dogs.”
I sat up straight in the tub, felt the water roil heavily, trickle down my back. I put my face in my hands a moment. “I’m confused. Bear with me here. So you were a dog first, right? A what, a stray…?”
“Kind of like you, Ed.”
“…and then you bit this Alicia character and now you’re a vampire. Dog.”
“Part vampire.”
“What’s the other part?”
“Alicia. The part of Alicia that went down my throat. I sort of…inherited part of her. Her memories, her affinities, her idiosyncrasies—“
“—her bloodlust.”
Mitzi actually rolled her eyes; I didn’t know dogs could do that. “I told you—I’m not going to bite your neck, Ed. I many have liked the taste of human blood somewhere way back in my ancestral canine brain, but I can assure you I have nothing but abhorrence for it now.”
I shook my head in bewilderment. “Look, I know I’m slow—“
“You’re not so bad.”
“—but I still don’t get it. So, you’re Alicia’s dog, is that it?”
“Was Alicia’s dog. Your dog now, Ed.”
I frowned. “What about Alicia? I mean, won’t she be suspicious eventually if you’re not hanging around anymore?”
“Eventually. We’re going to have to deal with that.”
“We?”
“Sorry, Ed. You’re in for a pound, now.”
“Okay. So. Deal with it how?”
“Very carefully. You don’t want to go up against Alicia, Ed. I’m not sure even I could. She’s incredibly powerful. Old school vampire powerful.”
I started rubbing furiously at my arm again. “And do I have a choice here? I mean, supposing just for instance I don’t wish to join the Vampire Hunters of America.”
When I looked, Mitzi was sniffing between her legs. She looked up with what might almost have been embarrassment. “You may as well know. I’ve never been spayed.”
I sighed. “Mitzi, how many vampires are we talking here? And what are our chances, with just the two of us?  And why would I willingly commit suicide?”
She was silent a long moment. Then: “Why does NASA work their asses off to get us to the moon? Why do pharmacologists slave away every year to come up with new flu vaccines? Why do—”
“Okay,” I nodded, sufficiently humbled. “What about assistance? Can we get some help with this thing?”
She gave her crotch a last lick, then settled back down. “No help. Not right away, anyway. The degree a given vampire might want to exterminate another given vampire is predicated on the degree to which they themselves are vampires.”
“They come in degrees?”
“This isn’t the late show, Ed, Chiller Theater, it’s not Bela Lugosi and fog machines. As I said, vampires vary as much in personality and temperament as ordinary humans. Some bad, some good, some you probably wouldn’t want to kill even if you thought maybe you should. Brain surgeons, for instance. Mother Teresa types. Dog catchers on the other hand you could probably do right away. It’ll all take some sorting out. A lot of hard work, late hours, and likely very danger. But hey, it’s your big chance to be a real private eye, Ed! Your lifetime ambition! As opposed to being a  half-ass reporter.”
“Thanks. You may as well know I don’t respond well to flattery. You still haven’t said how many.”
“It’s a disease, Ed, it always was. It just went underground for a time—a long time—almost disappeared completely. The truth is, every human alive probably has a tiny strain of vampire in them now. You know, like how they say in the next hundred years or so there won’t be any white people or black people anymore—just coffee and cream? That isn’t the problem. It’s like HIV. The problem starts when it becomes full blown AIDS. That hasn’t happened for five hundred years or so.”
“Until now.”
“Until now.”
“And it’s how far reaching? Like, all over the country?”
Mitzi got up, stretched again, wandered over to the scales and put her front paws on it. Shook her handsome head. “Damn. Gaining weight…”
“You look fine.”
“Really? Thighs not getting a little chunky?”
“No.”
“Not too much tummy?”
“No.”
“Not too many nipples?”
“Very funny. Can we get back to the subject?”
 She snorted at the scales. “I don’t have much info on Europe, but from what I can glean—and I’m new at this as I said—it’s pretty limited in North America to the States. So far. The question is, is that by design?”
“I don’t follow.”
She turned from the scales. “I have reason to believe the cult may be as small as a single state, maybe even one town.”
“One town? You mean, here? Topeka, Kansas? Why?”
“It makes sense when you think about it. If you’re a minority like a vampire, you want to thrive and grow, but not too quickly, not too noticeably, until you can get your numbers up. And not some place teeming with cosmopolitan types, intellectuals. So you start out slow, build your numbers cautiously, blend in, hide in plain sight. When you’re sufficiently strong, got one small town under control, you can start to move on to the next, and then the next.”
“Invasion of the Body Snatchers.”
“Good analogy. Good movie. You see it?”
“Only the first one.”
“Kevin McCarthy. That’s the best. The Donald Sutherland version wasn’t bad but the film lacked that black-and-white noir feeling, don’t you think?”
“Control.”
“What?”
“We were discussing control.”
“Right. As your army strengthens you expand your territory, move on to the bigger cities, Cleveland, San Diego…finally the major metropolises. Once those are gained…”
“Yes—?”
“…we’re all part of the living dead.”
I tried to keep up, head whirling. “What about the suburbs?”
“They’re already among the dead.”
I looked at her.
“That was a joke, Ed. I’m trying to insert some levity here so I don’t lose you.”
“Well. I admire your composure under the circumstances.”
“Suburbs are next to last.”
“What’s last?”
“The White House.”
“Oh, God. President Dracula.”
“Don’t laugh. Point is, one day you’re not a minority anymore.”
“Jesus.”
“Yes. We could use Him, about now. There’s never a Son of God about when you need one.”
I thought about it a moment, feeling all creepy and spidery inside. “But for now you’re sure it’s just a local problem, right?”
She hesitated. “I’ve gotten word there may be a sect forming somewhere in Oregon. I can’t confirm that.”
“Why Oregon? Oh. Right. The rain. Dark skies.”
“Vampires love dark skies. Some can apparently even move around outside on cloudy days, though I haven’t quite figured that one out yet. I’ve got thick luxurious fur so I don’t have to worry,” she said smugly. She nodded at me. “I wouldn’t rub too hard at that arm, by the way. You’ll force their blood through your pores.”
I froze with the washcloth.
Mitzi put a paw up on the lip of the tub, cocked her head, accessing my arm. “It’ll disappear in a few hours anyway. No real need to clean that mess in the living room.”
“It will disappear? How can it do that?”
“Because it isn’t real blood, Ed. It’s dead. Fades pretty fast. Can I get in there before all the hot water’s gone?”
I looked down at the tub. “You just said you didn’t need to clean it off.”
“I haven’t had a bath in months, Ed. I could use a tidy-up.”
I pulled up my knees. “I could make room for you…”
She stared at me. “You do realize I’m a girl dog, right? With a human woman’s mind? I mean, you comprehend that part, right?”
“Yeah, so?”
Mitzi blinked at me. Finally snorted and trotted to the bathroom door.
“Not on the first date, Ed.”
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I awoke that night a 2:17 a.m. feeling like I was smothering.
The reason I knew it was 2:17 was the radium dial on my nightstand clock radio. The reason I felt I was smothering was that something was sitting on top of my chest. 
I’m not all that much of a sleeper but let’s face it, it had been a long day, very long, me pretty wrecked from all the fun of getting fired, meeting a talking dog and wasting a vampire in my cellar within the same twelve hours. So it took a moment to wake up fully, and realize all that craziness wasn’t waking from a dream. The dream had been rather pleasant, something about an old girlfriend and me walking on a beach together. It was reality that was nuts. 
The more I swam up from sleep, the more I felt smothered. A few seconds later I was certain someone was sitting on my chest, doing the smothering. Then I made out two blazing red eyes in the darkness staring down at me and had an immediate and very bad feeling I knew who they belonged to. Somebody who wasn’t in the cellar any more.
Strange because I was pretty damn sure I’d done a thorough job down there with my makeshift stake and hammer. Sure, I was new at this kind of thing but I’d seen my share of classic Universal and Hammer films, I knew what went where and how. And the talking dog had certainly seemed satisfied with my work. 
Making it all the more disconcerting when I realized it was the dog herself sitting astride my chest creating that smothering feeling, those two blazing eyes belonged to her, fixed now unwavering on the pulsing area below my chin, a low growl in her throat when I attempted to shift my weight just the tiniest bit.
I wanted to say something but my larynx seemed to have closed up on me. 
I couldn’t bear looking into those fixed hot coals anymore so I shut my eyes, remembering that dogs can interpret eye-contact as a form of threat.
It wasn’t any better in the dark: the dog’s weight was still heavy on my chest and I could feel that awful stare even if I couldn’t see it. There was only one thing to do— and it was either going to get me out of this or have my throat torn open for me.
I swallowed hard and found my voice.
“Doggy? Is that you?”
Stupid, I suppose. Of course it was her, I just couldn’t think of anything else to say.
The dog remained silent.
Maybe she was dreaming? Walking in her sleep? As opposed to curled at the foot of my bed like a good dog. She’d done that earlier, I recalled now, after she’d had her bath, we’d talked a bit and I’d turned off the light. I even thought I remembered hearing her snoring softly. Kind of cute. Kind of nice to have a doggy there, protecting you in the wee, vulnerable hours of the morning. Comforting.
I was really having trouble breathing now. She had to get off.
And then she did. The weight lifted and I felt the bed give beside me and the pressure of her curling up at my ankles again.
“Sorry about that.”
I drew in shaky relief. “Doggy? Are you…all right?”
“Yeah. Fine. Go back to sleep. Nothing to worry about.”
I cleared my throat nervously. “Peeing myself in the middle of the night is nothing to worry about?”
“You didn’t pee yourself, I’d smell it, and I said I was sorry, are you going to press this, Ed, make me feel bad?” She certainly sounded like her old self.
Keeping my mouth shut would have probably been the smart thing. Of course, not wanting to grow up to be a private eye would have been the smart thing, too. “Yes, I am going to press it, if you don’t mind. What the hell were you doing just now?”
She was quiet for a moment. Then: “And I prefer you referred to me by my name—‘Mitzi’—not as ‘doggy.’ It’s degrading.”
I grunted. “Yeah, well I’d prefer you didn’t read my mind, but I guess we can’t have everything, right?”
“If you’re going to get testy I’m leaving…” The bed gave again and I heard the thump of her hitting the floor.
“If I’m going to be testy!”
I could hear her trot to the bedroom door. “Hey, it was your idea we sleep in the same room! For ‘mutual protection’, you said!”
“The same room, not the same bed!”
“Well…there’s only one bed! Am I supposed to sleep on the floor?”
“You know, some dogs sleep out in the garage!”
“The name is Mitzi! M-I-T-Z-I! Not ‘dog.’ And fine! You want me in the garage, I’ll go sleep out in the garage! With the rats!”
“I don’t have rats!” 
But she was gone; I could hear her padding away indignantly down the hallway.
Then the house was still for a time, except for my heavy sigh.
After a while I heard her pad back up the hall to the foot of the bed. “I’m having trouble with the door…”
“Mitzi, will you please knock it off. I don’t want you sleeping in the garage. I just don’t want you, you know, sitting on my chest like…like…”
“A vampire?”
“…the Hound of the Baskervilles.”
“I apologized for that.”
“With those two charcoal briquettes you call eyes.”
“I ap-POL-O-gized!”
“Licking your chops.”
“Not one time did I lick my chops, Ed Magee!”
I sat forward, flung up the blanket. “See this!” I shook the sheet. “This is dog drool!”
And suddenly she was barking, very loudly, and leaping up on the bed again and starting to get right in my face, just the smallest hint of pink behind the liquid eyes. Then the pink shifted to luxurious brown again and she scooted back with a heart-tugging kind of whimper.
“Oh, shit! I’m sorry! Shit! Eddie? Are you okay? Are you mad? Don’t be afraid of me, please! I’ll go away now, okay? Sleep in the garage. No, wait, the door. I’ll, uh… I’ll sleep inside beside the door. That okay? Ed? You all right?”
“I’m fine, Mitzi, fine. The question is, are you?”
She lingered hesitantly at the baseboard, turning in little circles. “Yes! No! I don’t know! Maybe…”
“Maybe?”
I could feel her trembling through the bed. “I thought I could control the infection with just…my mind. Keep the carnal impulses at bay. Maybe I was wrong, maybe I’m more one of them than I thought! I don’t want to hurt you, Eddie! I love you!”
I blinked. “You love me?”
“Well. You know. The way a dog loves its master. Not that I think of you as my master exactly, I’m nobody’s slave—oh, you know what I mean.”
“Yeah.” I nodded wistfully in the dark. “Nice to hear, though. Been a while since anyone said they loved me.”
She turned one more circle then stood quietly, still shivering. “I wish…”
“What?”
“…you could hold me.”
I looked about the dark room, shrugged. “Well…oh, hell. Fine. I can hold you, if you like.”
She shook her head, shaking the mattress a little. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea. Not sure this whole…arrangement is a good idea anymore.”
I never felt more at sea. I gestured meaninglessly at the air. “Well…maybe we should take you to a doctor or something.”
“A vet?”
“No, a real doctor. I mean, a human doctor.”
She made a settling motion and I imagined her lying there miserably, head between her paws. “They wouldn’t know what to look for, Ed. And if they did know, they’d be one of them.”
I nodded. Hadn’t thought of that. “Yeah…”
It was quiet for a time.
“Ed? What are you thinking about?”
“I was wondering if you can go outside in the daylight?”
“Yes.”
“In the sun, I mean?”
“My fur protects me.”
I shrugged. “Then I’m not worried about it. And neither should you be.”
“Really?” Hopeful. “You think?”
“I do.” I laid back, turned on my side and pulled the blanket to my chin, ignoring the damp area. “Now why don’t we get some sleep? You said we had a lot of work to do tomorrow.”
“Still….maybe I should sleep in the hall. With the door closed between us.”
I’d actually thought about it, though I didn’t want her to know it, hoped she wasn’t getting the idea from my head—Reading me. “Mitzi, if something’s going to happen, better it should happen now. And anyway, nothing’s going to happen. I’m your master, right? Dogs don’t attack their masters.”
“You’re not my master.”
“You know what I mean.”
In a moment I felt her stretch out down by my ankles, felt the tension go out of the mattress. 
A full minute later she said softly: “I wouldn’t mind, really.”
I stared into darkness. “Wouldn’t mind what?”
“Your being my master. Sort of.”
After a while I could tell from her breathing she was asleep.
I, on the other hand, lay wide awake until the light of dawn.
* * *
The next day—the day before the big day—was Saturday.
Saturdays I usually took a walk in the park, thinking about that novel I never seemed to start. So it seemed natural to walk there with Mitzi by my side. We needed time to talk about the big day—Sunday—big night, actually.
I could tell immediately that Mitzi loved the park; could tell that by the way she kept pulling at the leash, stopping next to every tree and bush and lifting her leg, barking excitedly at the other barking dogs racing between two kids throwing a Frisbee, or straining when the girl in tight shorts and blouse passed us smiling on the park path with her Boxer.
“What are you doing, Mitzi?”
“Trying to get acquainted. That wasn’t a bad pair of legs.”
“It was a female Boxer, Mitzi.”
“Trying to get you acquainted, Ed. Did you even notice the legs on the girl walking her, not to mention the rack? How old are you, anyway?”
“Thirty-one.”
“And no girlfriend.”
“Been there, Mitzi, and I thought we were going to talk about Sunday night, the big party.”
Mitzi tugged at the leash again, lifted her leg against a sapling.
“Why the leash, anyway? And why do you keep lifting your leg against everything in sight?”
“I’m trying to blend in, Ed! Just a dog being walked by his master in the park, y’know? Boy, some detective you’re going to make.”
“But nothing squirts out when you lift your leg.” 
“Female dogs don’t lift, they squat.”
“Exactly my point. Not blending in.”
Mitzi nuzzled something in the grass. “Humans aren’t that discerning. I’m just trying to look like your average normal human pet. I can squirt a little if it will make you feel better.”
“Talking about tomorrow night would make me feel better.”
I felt the leash tug sharply right. “Let’s go down to the lake.”
“Why?”
“More private is why.”
I looked around uneasily. “You…think someone may be watching us?”
“I know someone’s watching us, that’s why I keep peeing on the flora to keep up appearances. Try to get into the rhythm of the thing, huh Ed?”
We went down to the lake, Mitzi sniffing around at the reeds, startling a big frog, which dived into the water, remembering almost too late to bark excitedly at it, pretend she was stretching against the leash.
“So what’s the plan?” I wanted to know, casting uneasy glances over my shoulder.
“Casting uneasy glances is not acting naturally, Ed. If there are vampires out here they’re likely the diluted variety, may not even know they’re vampires yet. This park thing is strictly a precautionary measure.”
“Precautionary in what sense?”
“In the sense it may not be wise to hang around your house right now. You may recall the guy with the chair leg through his chest behind the furnace?”
“You think this Queen of the Vampires—what’s her name?”
“Alicia.”
“—this Alicia might know Sid?”
Mitzi nosed at a rock, snorted offensively at something. “Oh, she knows him, all right, or at least knows of him. No full-fledged vampire doesn’t know about another. The question is, is he an active member of her sect? Or more pointedly, forgive the pun, did she send him over to do a job on you.”
“Shit.” I said softly.
“Don’t get your boxers in a bundle yet, they may not even be connected. You were a good target for your ex-boss in any case.”
“Why?”
“Think about it, Ed. You live alone, have no relatives in town, no friends of any consequence—“
“Hey! I have friends—”
“—no friends of any consequence, a landlord you rarely see, nobody to even start looking for you for weeks, maybe months, recently fired and unemployed, attacked by someone who’s been setting you up for months, probably, knew all your haunts, which were chiefly Henry’s Bar…you were a safe, convenient target.”
I thought about it, not without a shiver or two. “He gave me a choice, you know…” I mumbled absently.
“Sid?”
I nodded. “He said I could either die or become like him, it was up to me.”
Mitzi looked up at me, shrugged her narrow shoulders. “Probably a come-on to put you at ease. Vampires don’t make other vampires unless the word comes down from on high.”
“From Alicia.”
“Right. And I’m guessing he doesn’t know her personally. We’ll find out tomorrow night.”
I felt a little wring of nausea; this was all happening too fast.
“Don’t go fey on me, Ed.” With maybe the slightest glint of sympathy in her big brown eyes.
I found a park bench, sat down.  “I don’t know, just waltzing into a house filled with blood-sucking living dead like we own the place—“
“Not waltzing in. You saw Alicia—us—at the bar, remember? So. You tell her you found her dog somewhere and are returning her. Me. All perfectly innocent.” Mitzi came up beside me on the bench. “Quit looking glum. Attracts attention.”
I looked up at her.
“That’s better. Annoyed. That’s a big help.”
I sighed irritation. “Well I’m real sorry! I’m not into this clandestine thing yet!” 
“You’ll catch on. I have great hope in you, Eddie.”
“Thanks. Meanwhile, how is it I supposedly know where this Alicia lives? You don’t have a collar or tag or anything.”
“Make something up. Actually, it’s an advantage.”
“Advantage?”
“If we turn up at her doorstep tomorrow night and she asks how you found her house she won’t be suspicious. If she doesn’t ask—well, we tread softly.”
“Meaning we don’t go in.”
“Meaning only I go in. You make quick excuses and hightail it out of there. Lay low until I can find a way to get back to you. Meanwhile I lounge innocently about Alicia’s place like a good little pet with both ear pricked, picking up any and all info I can about their next move.”
“How’d you know about this big soirée, anyway?” 
“See the above, Ed. Anyway, lots of people know about Alicia, she moves in important circles. Wouldn’t surprise me if the mayor were there tomorrow night.”
“The mayor of Topeka is a vampire?”
“Hey. Lower your voice, huh? Jesus, I wish you could read minds.”
“Well I can’t! So is he or isn’t he?”
“The mayor? I don’t know. Is, I’d guess. Or probably will be soon. He’d be an important lynch pin in her operation. Try to think of it as a kind of Mafia thing. You watched The Sopranos, right?”
“Feels more like a kind of cancer thing.”
“Another good analogy. You should be a writer, Ed.”
“Thanks. What did you major in at doggy training school, sarcasm?”
“Come on, let’s find a public toilet.” She got up.
“You have to pee for real?”
“You do. Badly.”
“You can tell that?”
“Smell a full bladder a mile away.”
I rolled my eyes. “How about my sweat glands, my sperm count?” 
“Your athlete’s foot.”
“Great. Terrific. A walk in the park with you is a study in humiliation.”
“Hey,” she snuffed, “it’s no great pleasure from this side, Sport.”
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Alicia lived on the west side of town in a simple suburban tract home that reeked of middleclass innocuousness, which was, I suppose, the whole idea. Hide in plain sight, as Mitzi had suggested.
On the way over from my even more innocuous little home I kept trying for the hundredth time that day and now into the early evening to come up with some kind of story. Some explanation for how I’d ended up with Alicia the Vampire’s vampire dog. I wasn’t getting anywhere fast.
“Guileless,” Mitzi said, reading my mind beside me on the front seat of my car.
“What?”
“Play dumb and innocent,” she sniffed luxuriously, head out the passenger side window, wind blowing back her ears, slitting her eyes, her tongue lolling with pleasure.
“Why do dogs like doing that so much?”
“It’s the smells. It’s like an endless barrage of wonderful and varied odors, neighborhood to neighborhood. A big cat lives in that small red house on the right, Siamese, I think.”
“You can smell its pedigree?”
Mitzi hunched delicate but powerful shoulders in what passed for one of her shrugs. “It’s without question the best part of being a dog. Better than sex. Better than pork tenderloin.” She jerked her head back as we swept past a low bungalow. “Pork tenderloin’s cooking in the kitchen back there, matter of fact. Hey. Relax, Ed. Just play stupid. You should be good at that.”
“Why thank you,” I said, “my sweet little bitch.”
“Good at the playing, I mean. You’re a reporter, right? You know how to get people to think what you want them to think.”
“Not people who can read my mind.”
She pulled her head in long enough to appraise me. “I told you, Alicia can’t do that.” And stuck it back out again.
“Yeah, but what if someone else at the party can?”
Mitzi didn’t answer for a moment; maybe her olfactory nerves were mulling over the latest odor. I glanced at her. “Hey.”
“It’s possible, I suppose. Though mind-reading—a poor term for telepathy by the way—certainly isn’t prevalent among vampires. I’ve never heard of a case.”
“But you weren’t a Reader before you bit Alicia. You told me.”
“I didn’t say I didn’t get the gene or whatever from Alicia, only that in her it’s apparently recessive. Believe me, I’d know if she could read my mind, I wouldn’t be taking you over there if she could, we’d both be dead meat.”
“And if one of her guests can Read—?“
“I’ll know that too. You might pick up on it yourself, once you hone your skills.”
I sighed behind the wheel, gripped it a little more tightly, a little more nervously. “If I live that long.” 
“Just remember, Ed, receiving isn’t the same as transmitting. Though I might be able to train you in that direction too.”
“The canine trains the master. What’s the world coming to?”
“To the dogs, with any luck. Quit white-knuckling the wheel, will you? Stay frosty. You’ll do fine.”
“You’re not even looking at the wheel, your head’s stuck out the window! How do you do that?”
“Dogs are wonderful, mysterious creatures. Though I’m beginning to wonder more and more about their affinity for mankind. Here! Turn left here at the light.”
I turned left like a little good human.
It was easy to spot Alicia’s house; all the lights were on through the sixties-style bay windows, curbs packed with cars out front. The party was on.
I parked my own little heap across the street, got out, came around to Mitzi’s side and found her sitting there with the leash in her mouth.
“Oh. Yeah. Right.” I placed the loop around her neck. “Keeping up appearances.”
“You’ll be fine, Ed.”
“Please stop saying that, you’re making me nervous.”
“You’ll be fine.”
I rolled my eyes, nudged the door shut and walked Mitzi across the street to the glowing windows as she strained at the leash to make a show of sniffing smells along the sidewalk, the grass at the curb. Or maybe she wasn’t making a show; hell, I didn’t know anymore. She anointed a fireplug and we were up the front steps and ringing the bell. 
“What’s the last name?” I asked in a low voice.
“Just Alicia, far as I know.”
And then she was there.
Just Alicia.
Hardly. A statuesque, commanding and incredibly fetching creature in a tight fitting black dress, black heels, even black neck choker, which I thought was maybe a little over-the-top but went wonderfully with her mane of jet black hair. Anyway, with that perfect rack up atop that wasp waist, she needn’t worry about anyone staring at her neck.
“Good evening,” she smiled, not sounding at all like Bela Lugosi, even as a vision of him as Dracula flashed before my eyes. “Were we making too much noise?”
It was so damn easy to get lost in those eyes. Was she vamping me or just vamping me?
I stared stupidly until Mitzi bumped my leg. “What—?”
Alicia gestured behind her, a wonderfully fluid motion using her whole body. “The music?”
I became aware of a drumbeat rhythm for the first time, distracted by the leash wrapped around and pulling at my legs, Mitzi pretending to sniff something at the end of the stoop. “Oh! No. I think I might have—“ I tugged Mitzi around in front of me. “—is this by any chance your dog?”
The lovely face brightened, making it even lovelier. “Oh, my goodness, you found her!” Alicia, bent took Mitzi’s head in both ivory-fingered, red-nailed hands. “Pookie! Come here to mama!” I was sure she was talking to the dog, even if she was proffering a plunging neckline a blind man couldn’t miss.
Alicia straightened from the dog, held the door wider for me. “Do come in, won’t you? Join the party!”
We entered the house.
There was a little nervous tug on the leash. I wasn’t remembering something…something Mitzi had said earlier. With my eyes on Alicia’s magnificent revolving hind quarters, I couldn’t seem to recall what.
Someone shut the door firmly behind us and it finally caught up with me; she hadn’t asked how I’d managed to find her house. And now I was in it.
In the living room, in fact, surrounded by sofas and chairs and chalk-faced vampires swaying to the jungle beat from the radio, or was that just a trick of the lighting from the jumping fireplace flames?
“I was just in the neighborhood.” I blurted clumsily behind her, “cruising the evening breeze! Something all dogs like to do, I guess! Humans too, I suppose! You know, a nice drive in the evening and—”–and you’re talking too fast and too much, fruitcake!—“…and, well, anyway, we turned down your street and the funniest thing,  the moment we passed your place, bingo—out the open window the little doggy shot! And straight up your front walk!”
Alicia seemed unconcerned about my blather, which I took as a bad sign. She stopped before the small suburban living room, gestured with a slender, tightly toned arm. “Excuse me, everyone! I’d like you all to meet…“
She turned to me. “…sorry, what was the name again?”
“Bill.” I lied. “Bill Sutter.” A skinny friend from junior high whose name I thought I could remember quickly.
“—Mr. Sutter, who has been kind enough and clever enough to return to me my darling lost Pookie. Mr. Sutter, may I present Mr. Benson,” (left stuffed sofa: middle aged, bald, cherubic), “Mr. Kevin Crenshaw,” (left end of sofa, bespectacled, bookish, overdressed) “Miss Clancy Cummings,” (very nice, strawberry blonde and slender, killer smile), “Mr. John Peebles, His Honor the Mayor,” (right in sofa, potbellied, over dressed but with style, dripping cash), “and Miss Abigail Portman.” (Morris chair, dowdy but trim for a sixtyish matron). “We were just discussing the merits of things cultural in a small town, or the lack thereof. Mr. Crenshaw, you were saying something about the local theater?”
“Lack thereof,” from a vaguely pompous Crenshaw, sipping his red wine with the small finger crooked. At least I assumed it was wine. 
“Why, there’s a lovely dinner theater right downtown,” Mrs. Portman disagreed.
“I rest my case,” Crenshaw snuffed.
“I don’t understand,” Mrs. Portman queried.
“Dinner or theater?” from a patiently smiling Mayor Peebles, “Never the twain shall meet. Let the chewing be left to actors and scenery.”
Everyone seemed to nod and murmur agreement at that, as if to do less would be impolite or exempt them from the mayor’s circle.
I looked over the small town faces, the bad hair and twangy accents. These couldn’t possibly be vampires. There must be some mistake. Vampires are sexy or dashing or flashing of eye. Something! The only eyes flashing here were those of our hostess.
“What do you think, Mr. Sutter?” It was the red haired beauty with the perfect teeth, Miss Clancy Cummings. And she seemed a tad less chalky than the others.
I shrugged politely. “They have movie theaters in K.C. called Pork and Screen or something. A uniformed usher not only seats you but brings you a full course meal during the feature.”
“Must be terribly rude to the people behind you,” from a wrinkled nosed Mrs. Portman.
“I think the auditorium is raked,” I offered, “you know, on a grade. And all the seating is in pairs. You can even order hard drinks, I’m told.”
“Everything’s up to date in Kansas City,” from a smiling Miss Cummings.
“Oh, let’s not talk about that place,” from a sour-faced Mr. Benson, who looked to have just swallowed something distasteful. “The slaughterhouse!”
I smiled convivially his way, through suddenly trembling lips. “Pardon me?”
“Bill thinks the stockyards are still active in KC, don’t you, Bill?” the mayor chuckled, fat belly trembling. “They went out with button shoes, William, or at least with trucking.” The mayor drew a sentimental breath. “Killed the railway industry too, or the passengers service anyway, unless you count that damn Amtrak. Anyone remember the wonderful Pullman cars? The Santa Fe Super Chief? The soothing clickity-click lulling you to sleep atop crisp linen sheets? Ah, those were the days!”
“I don’t think the Negro porters who made up your bed shared your nostalgia,” Mr. Crenshaw put in above his bow tie.
“I believe they call them blacks now, dear,” Mrs. Portman corrected.
“African-American,” the mayor sniffed about, blood vessel filled nostrils searching out nonexistent snuff.
They say vampires live a long time. These people were certainly from another era. Not to mention another dimension.
It was somewhere in the middle of all this scintillating conversation I realized the leash had gone loose in my hand. I looked down and found Mitzi gone. Looked around the living room to find her still gone. Uh-oh…
“Well, Ed old pal looks like we blew it.”
I turned to the voice behind me but no one was there, or at least no one was looking at me.
I said: “Uhh…”
And several of the guests turned to look at me, including the green-eyed beauty Clancy.
“No, Eddie, don’t answer me, not out loud. Use your mind, remember? Nod if you understand.”
I nodded. 
“I have this really grisly feeling you actually nodded. I can’t see you, Ed. If I could see you I’d be there at the party, right? Now try using your brains for once, and very casually mosey over to the big Grundig console radio circa 1961—the one playing all the orgiastic jungle drums.”
I did as instructed. The other guests went back to chatting among themselves. The only one in the room who seemed to be paying me any mind was the lovely Miss Clancy Cummings. 
“Are you there, Ed? Hello? It’s me, Ed, Mitzi.” Her voice was coming from the stereo speakers, not loud, but loud enough for at least me to hear.
“I’m here.” I murmured softly, still no clue about how to use the mind transfer thing. 
“Good, now reach down and adjust the station knob, that’s the big one on the right of the dial. Tune it to 912.7. Got it?”
I tuned the knob to the requested numbers.
“Sound better? Loud and clear?” Her voice boomed now; surely everyone in the room could hear it.
“You may be half right, Eddie. Someone in the room can hear me besides yourself. We got a Reader in there. I should have picked it up the second we walked in. Of course, I may have been distracted by your stumbling explanation to the comely Ms. Alicia about returning her dog, finding her house, the whole endless, fascinating adventure. Do you recall anything we discussed in our little briefing?”
“I’m sorry.”
“You’re going to be a lot sorrier. They’re onto you. All-the-doors-and-windows- bolted kind of ‘onto you’. Not a non-vampire in the place. This is what I get for bringing a greenhorn along.”
“Where are you?” I whispered.
“Good question. I was standing there beside you sniffing the spilled sherry on the carpet. Next thing I knew a pair of very quick, very strong arms had a muzzle around my head and everything was going black fast. Now, from what I can tell from the closed-in darkness and rocking bumps, I’m in the trunk of someone’s car. Headed, I would guess, for either an open field and a small stake party without A1 sauce, or the nearest friendly
neighborhood dog pound and a long needle, full of some really ugly purple colored liquid that kills even vampire dogs. But hey, let’s talk about you.”
I glanced around the small room trying to look nonchalant, smiling. “Who’s the Reader?”
“The least of your problems, Eddie my love. The most of your problems is, I’m guessing, coming toward you right about…now…”
“Enjoying the party?” Alicia crooned, coming toward me, extending a martini. 
“Yes, very nice, thank-you!” 
“Mmm.” She sipped her own drink, big eyes watching me over the rim. “Mmm.”
A suspicious sounding “mmm.”
“So, Mr. Magee, what is it you do for a living?”
I was all ready for that one, had rehearsed a terrific autobiography: stevedore in my youth, lion tamer in my late twenties, foreign correspondent after that, little time with the Foreign Legion…all kinds of good things—
—when I suddenly realized that earlier I’d introduced myself as a Mister ‘Sutter.’ ‘Bill
Sutter.’ Not ‘Magee.’
Uh-oh…
Alicia was smiling at me. “And how is our trusty community newspaper editor Sid Mathers tonight, Mr. Magee? Sid dropped by your house for a visit the last time I heard.”
Caught. Damn. And no talking poodle around to save my butt.
I didn’t see much point in lying, at least not entirely, so I plunged blindly ahead. “Yes, he did as a matter of fact he did drop by.”
“Oh, I know he did, Mr. Magee. I sent him. Your reporting was getting a bit out of hand of late. Terribly.”
I stepped back a foot. “Was it the ‘well’ story?”
“Oh, I think you had ambitions far beyond local interest, Mr. Magee. By out of hand I meant dangerous. To us!”
I was sweating all over except, remarkably, my face: total luck. 
I put on my best smile and stayed the course. The other guests were turning toward me now, just the slightest hint of red beginning in their eyes. Except for the mayor, his eyes were bright red. Hungry. My smile was beginning to feel like frozen custard.
“Mr. Magee—?” Alicia asked politely. “Anything to say for yourself?”
Think, Magee, think!
“Well,” and I stalled by pretending to take a quick drink, “Sid did drop by the other night as you said. To deliver some copy, I think. We had a quick Scotch and he was off again. Some appointment, I think. Is something wrong? Is Sid all right?”
Alicia cocked her pretty head patiently, still the perfect, sexy hostess. “Oh, I’m sure Sid’s just fine. Down there behind your furnace wearing that table leg of yours for a mainmast!”
I forced back a gulp, covered it with another drink. I held up a single trembling finger. “Sorry about that, really. Filthy basement. Been meaning to clean it up. Is there ever enough time? But, listen, can I tell you a little secret?”
Alicia smiled sourly; clearly everyone in the room could hear us. “I can hardly wait, Mr. Magee.”
“Well,” I said, “I don’t think old Sid was a team player, if you know what I mean.”
Now the guests were crowding around, practically shoulder-to-shoulder, no longer bothering to suppress the red in their pupils or the elongated eye teeth in their pink gums. 
“And how was that, Mr. Magee?” Alicia waited on one round hip.
“Call me Ed, please.”
She stared at me.
A few moments passed.
“You didn’t call me Ed.”
“You’re stalling. Ed.”
I knocked back the rest of the drink, mind racing. Think! Think! Where the hell was Mitzi? I glanced at the big console radio speakers. Silence.
“Mr. Magee? Ed? We’re all waiting with baited breath.”
Or ‘Ed breath’, as the scene was about to become. I nodded, held up my hands expansively to the converging guests, underarms streaming sweat. You may have thought those kind of close quarters were stifling in the small room; not a bit—cold as a tomb. 
“Well, for one thing, my former boss, a guy I always had tremendous respect for, by the way—and if I may add, whose fondness for me I assumed was equally—“
“Stalling, Mr. Magee.”
“—anyway, my ole friend not only has the temerity to break into my house, wreck the living room and plunge his incisors into my neck, he has the heartless gall to stand there watching me turn while boring me to death with his grandiose plans!”
Something seemed to shift behind Alicia’s crimson pupils; doubt?
“His plans?”
On a roll at last. “Oh, yeah. Major plans. Ole Sid saw himself as the chief honcho, didn’t you know? The sect leader!”
Alicia’s eyes narrowed.
“Oh, absolutely, without a doubt! Hostile takeover, no question. Can you imagine? The temerity! Well, I was just incensed. I mean, Sid was a great newspaper man, sure, but the leader of the Midwestern Sect? I don’t think so! I mean, do you?”
From the corner of my vision I detected a discernable frown from Our Honor the Mayor.
But Alicia wasn’t so easily distracted. “Sid Mathers told you that?”
“You have my word.”
Alicia watched me a moment. “Why?”
I took another swig. “Why? Why, because he wanted me to join him, of course! Wanted me in on it!”
Gray-haired Miss Portman materialized at my left elbow. “He made you, then? This editor of yours— he turned you? You’re one of us?”
I conjured up my most confident grin. “My dear Miss Portman, how do you suppose I found the party tonight?”
The others backed off a tad. Not Alicia.
She looked me up and down once, not flatteringly. “You’re a vampire?”
“Proud member. You know, I kind of thought maybe this little barbecue tonight was about my crossing over! Do I flatter myself?” Oh, definitely on a roll.
Alicia’s whole demeanor seemed to change, her eyes brightening with another kind of hunger. “Oh, no, Mr. Magee! You get the full initiation!” she came into my arms, all squishy chest and perfect hips and breathed hotly against my check, “you get to hump the hostess!”
It didn’t help that I starting to get a chubby.
“In front of everyone!” Alicia beamed.
I wasn’t so sure about that part. “Uh—“
“Just one little detail,” her tongue was a warm snake in my ear. “The marks.”
I was a little hoarse by now. “Marks?” 
“The puncture wounds from good ole editor Sid. Where are they?”
Oops.
Mitzi, who must have been listening all the time from the radio, echoed it: “Oops!”
Alicia tore back the neck of my shirt with a strength that froze the blood and chased away all chubbies—tore it half off my body with red-lacquered fingers that could have snapped it like a twig, and turned my pale, mark-less neck for all the others to see. There was a collective hiss of disapproval, almost reptilian in its sibilance.
Alicia stepped back from me with another kind of smile. Raised a signaling hand above her slim shoulders. “Drain this little toad.”
The room leapt.
 
 
 



 
SEVEN
 
 
I love movies, who doesn’t?
I like the way they can manipulate things—speed up the action or slow it down right in the middle of the story. Can’t do it with prose, so I guess we’ll just have to live with that, but that’s how things felt next, all kind of slowed down like in a movie. What should have taken the bookish Mr. Crenshaw seconds—even nanoseconds (these creatures are fast, I mean fast) seemed to take a full minute, like he was sort of floating at me through the air, fangs bared, claws outstretched, radar firmly zoned-in on my throat. Even Mrs. Portman, who was right beside me, should already have been making a vanilla soda of my carotid. But somehow I was still able to slam Mrs. Portman hard with my left elbow, gaining a satisfying crack of incisor, take a very surprised Alicia by her creamy shoulders and shove her in the path of the descending Mr. Crenshaw so they both stumbled and fell all over each other across the carpet. What was weirder still was what was suddenly coming from the old console radio across the room: 
“—and Ed Magee doing very well early on in this first round against the vampire horde, showing his skill may not be limited to newspaper reporting, even old stories about kids in wells—or is it pipes? Magee showing a lot of promise for an older guy even though his training for this bout has certainly been limited. Frankly he isn’t the favored competitor. Now here comes a chubby but no less agile Mr. Benson charging in to deliver—ohh! a terrific right cross to Magee’s kidneys and—ohh! a quick follow-up jab to the spleen! Magee wobbling, almost going down, seems to recover and kicks Benson in the groin—not sure if that’s Marquis of Queensbury rules against vampires but it does seem to have slowed Benson a bit…but now the incredibly fast, incredibly voluptuous Alicia has Magee in a headlock, the two opponents dancing around the living room, destroying martini glasses and lampshades! Magee, as you know, has had some experience in the living room during his early years, but this looks like a losing proposition…yes, the rest of the sect is on top of him now, fangs are flashing, Magee is down, on his back, and it should be only a matter of time before—
—before Alicia delivered the death blow.
She had those long white but incredibly strong fingers around both sides of my head, linked under my jaw, sort of cradling me in her soft lap there on the carpet. It only felt about half-awful. Face upside down, she smiled down at me, then leaned close. “You know, Magee, in another time, another place, I could have gone for a guy like you…” and she bent further and pressed those bee-stung red lips against mine, gave me the full Hollywood treatment, even treated me to the tip of her tongue—I forgot about the feel of her fangs for a moment—then with disappointingly little effort, she twisted left once and ripped my head from my neck in a sheeting rinse of blood that got a little gasp and grunt from her that was almost sexual.
After that the room was turning over and over (actually my head doing the turning) as I bounced across the rug, hit the north wall, and landed neck-up, staring upside down at a framed Goya print. I remember thinking it was not my favorite painter—I’m a Monet man—not the one I’d have picked as my last sight before the dark curtain descended…
…and then Mrs. Porterhouse was saying. “I believe they call them black now, dear.”
“African American,” the mayor was correcting…and I was back in the living room with the rest of my body, across from the big Grundig radio console, like one of those cinematic tricks where they mess with time to mess with your head and try to be arty or whatever.
“You see what I did there, Ed?” the radio said beside me. “I bought you some time. Maybe thirty seconds or so.”
I frowned at the radio.
“No, don’t frown at the damn radio, it’s me, Ed, Mitzi! This is still Alicia’s house, I’m still locked in a bumpy car trunk somewhere and you’re still very much in danger, the outcome of which will probably play fairly closely to that little head-tearing scenario I just played through your head. Now I suggest—I heartily recommend—you think your way the hell out of that place before Alicia comes over and starts probing you about your fang marks, or lack thereof, capice? And while you’re at it you might look for a near pedigree vampire poodle wearing an exceedingly tight muzzle while crammed into the ass end of what sounds like some sort of sedan. Oh, shit, here she comes now…on your toes, Sport!”
I looked up to find lovely Alicia threading her way toward me with her best smile.
Think fast, Magee!
But I couldn’t think at all. Couldn’t think of a thing beyond the fact I was few mental seconds ahead of Alicia,
which wasn’t helping at all. 
“Enjoying the party,” Alicia extended the martini glass just as she had before.
No, it stinks! I’m just leaving!
But somehow that didn’t seem the right tact to get me out of there.
“Yes, it’s very nice!”
Great, Magee, repeat yourself— repeat the whole situation all over again. Next thing she’ll ask is what kind of work you’re in, Mr. Sutter—only she won’t use the name ‘Sutter.”
“So, Mr. Magee, what is it you do for a living?”
Oh, hell, here we go. “Well…”
Now or never, bub.
“…actually that isn’t my real name.”
Alicia was taken aback. “Which? Bill Sutter or Ed Magee?”
I tried my leaning-on-one-hip-nonchalant-look again. “I see you’ve met my editor, Sid Mathers.”
Alicia raised a brow. “Have I?”
I shrugged noncommittally. “Probably sent him over to my house the other night, Probably already know about our little…scuffle. Also know that good ole Sid is now crammed behind my furnace with one leg of my favorite chair through his chest. You have lovely eyes, by the way, Miss Alicia. But I bet you get that all the time, right.”
Appeal to her vanity. She was vampire, yes, but she was a woman, right?
I think I actually had her off guard a second, she almost seemed to color. “Not nearly often enough, actually. But about Sid Mathers—“
I pretended to smile at someone across the room, as if the present conversation was hardly worth my time. “Not a team player, I’m afraid,” I responded casually.
I could feel Alicia scrutinizing me as I took a casual drink. “No?”
I shook my head. “Tried to jump me, you know. Well, of course you know, you sent him, if I’m not mistaken. Anyway,” waving my hand dismissively, “the point is after he made the initial…bite, he had the gall to stand there and tell me about his plans to take over the sect. About his becoming the number one vampire and all that. What was it he said—you’re methods weren’t progressive enough?”
Alicia went livid.
I looked past her casually, pretending to smile companionably at another guest. Actually I really did smile at someone this time, the stunning Miss Cummings, who was watching us across the room and who might actually have smiled back a little at me. Meanwhile I could almost feel the heat of humiliation emanating from Alicia.
“Sid said that?”
I turned to her innocently. “Pardon?”
“Sid Mathers! He actually said that?”
“Afraid so. Among other…more indelicate things.”
Alicia was beginning to go red-eyed but I didn’t think it was directed at me this time.
“Such as what?” she hissed icily.
I gave the air another dismissive wave. “Nothing important, really.”
Alicia stepped threateningly closer. “Such as what, Mister—whatever your name is!”
I heaved a probably too histrionic stage sigh. But it seemed to work. “It’s a little personal. Hardly a topic for a party. I’m sure Sid didn’t run around town blabbing it.”
Would you believe it? It’s not just in their eyes; a vampire can turn red. 
“About what?” she demanded. “What personal things?”
I tried to appear gentlemanly, discretionary. “You know, about you and him…” I couldn’t help myself, made a circle with thumb and index on my left hand, drove the big finger of my right through it.
Alicia flamed brighter. “That is an absolute absurdity!”
I shrugged. “Well. As I said, Sid was kind of a blowhard.” Then, on the brink of safety, I blew the whole thing: “Not that I’d blame him, you being such a knock-out and all.”
Alicia’s expression shifted again. From anger back to suspicion.
What a shmuck.
“Mister, ah—“
I tossed my head affably. “Please, call me ‘Ed.’”
“Mister Ed—“
“Well, not like the horse. I’d prefer, ‘Magee’, or just’ Ed’.”
“Are you saying that during the course of his visit, Sid initiated you? You’re a vampire now?”
Right back where I started from.
Shmuck and double shmuck.
And not a peep from the damn radio.
“Proud to be a member,” I beamed, having no clue where I was headed with this except where I’d already been in Mitzi’s radio show- which included no head at all. Neck wounds! Puncture marks! Next she’d ask to see the puncture marks! Think of something!
“You’d still have the puncture marks, then,” Alicia purred. 
“Pardon me?” Stalling. Again.
“Sid’s fang marks in your neck, you’d still bear them, traces at least. I don’t seem to see any.”
I nodded, drinking fast. Thinking seriously of asking for another. “And there’s a very good reason for that,” I informed her, not yet having divined what it was myself.
Alicia’s smiled widened at the rustle of the other guests closing in behind her, and around me. “Well. Mr. Magee?”
She reached up for my collar just like in Mitzi’s little radio drama but I caught her wrist. Yeah, she could have wrenched away easily, probably leaving livid nail marks, but all of a sudden I felt a bold anger…and I didn’t feel like having my shirt torn off again. Still, I had to say something.
“He didn’t bite me on the neck,” I told her evenly, squeezing her wrist for emphasis, feeling her terrible strength behind it but a little doubt in there, too. Alicia’s eyes shone for an instant but she retracted her hand. “Where did he bite you, then?”
I shrugged complacently. “You know ole Sid, kind of an ass kisser.”
I thought it was terribly funny. Terribly clever.
 Everyone else in the tightening room just stared at me. A fang or two might have appeared amid the crowd, I don’t recall exactly.
“Mr. Magee,” Alicia pursed her full lips suspiciously, “are you telling us Mr. Mathers bit you on the ass?” 
I set down my drink with a sigh. “I’m still learning a lot about being a vampire,” I announced to the group, “but maybe you all could learn something from humans. Get a sense of humor. It isn’t a terrible thing, and it’s stone free. Of course he didn’t bite me on the ass!”
I was feeling pretty much in charge now, going down the right path, had it under control. Even if the others were getting restless, the mayor was definitely showing a bit of incisor now.
“He bit me on the back,” I informed them off-handedly.
It made sense, sort of. At least I thought at the time it did. There had been a struggle around my little living room, quite a struggle, scratches and abrasions were made, some of the ones on my back still painful. A scratch could cover—and by extension—hide a bite mark. Right?  Worked for me.
Alicia made an expectant O of her lovely mouth and nodded. “I see. On your back.”
“That’s it.”
“Uh-huh. May we see it, please?”
I was afraid she’d say that. 
I was screwing myself up to my best impertinent look when there was sudden movement from the back of the room. Someone was heading for the front door, striding angrily, actually. It was the comely Miss Cummings.
Alicia heard the soft footfalls on her carpet (she could have heard the footfalls of a mouse, I think, may have even engaged in chasing vermin in her spare time—probably playing with before devouring them) and turned to the pretty strawberry blonde lady gliding past the other guests indignantly. 
“Clancy?”
Miss Cummings paused at the door handle, snapped her head around. “I’m out of here! This is absolutely insufferable behavior! Apparently I was misinformed!”
Alicia, clearly upset herself, strained to get around the portly mayor. “What is it, Clancy dear? I’m only—“
“You’re embarrassing this poor man to death! And making asses of yourselves in the process—and a sham of this meeting! I was told this was a sophisticated group. A modern, progressive sect! Clearly I received some misguided advice!”
I stood there a little stupefied. Was this terrific-looking woman inadvertently saving my butt?
Alicia was clearly upset, maybe even embarrassed. Whatever her connection to the Cummings woman was, she didn’t want her leaving in a huff. “Clancy, I can assure you—“
“I very much doubt that! But if you’re half the group of cultured intellectuals I’ve been led to believe, you can begin setting things right again by letting this young man—perhaps the single vampire here with a modicum of taste and who, as I understand it, had the courtesy to return that fat, mangy mutt of yours—“
“Who’s fat?” from the radio.
“—let this young man leave with what remains of his dignity! You might also consider an apology for wasting his valuable time, unless, of course, that’s quite beneath you!” She looked past the others in my direction. “He’s welcome to accompany me if he wishes!”
Alicia was actually something close to being flustered. “Clancy, really, dear, there’s no need for—I’m sure no one meant any—“
“There are other sects!” Miss Cummings retorted with unbroken rhythm, “in other, more cosmopolitan locales.” Ouch.
Alicia was momentarily speechless.
“Chicago, for instance!” Miss Cummings continued. “Home to one of the newer territories, I believe! The more contemporary sects! Commanded by who I believe is described as a very charismatic young man!  Ivan Kolchek, isn’t it, Alicia? One of your former devotees?”
I think maybe that was even a double ouch but I had no idea who Ivan was.
Alicia went even whiter than normal. Then quickly got it together again before the others, smiled convivially, and had the old purr back in her voice. “Clancy. Dear. Really, I was merely—“
“I think we should put it to a vote,” from the elderly Miss Portman.
Everyone looked at me.
I smiled companionably at Miss Portman like I had no problem with the idea. The old bitch.
“Yes,” Bill Benson chimed in, “a vote! Good idea! If Mr. Magee has no objections, of course!”
I shrugged affably, crumbling inside. “No objections here!”
“Good!” Benson confirmed. “Those who would like to see Mr. Magee remove his shirt will please raise their—“
“Oh, for Godsake!” Miss Cummings snapped.
She snatched an empty martini glass from a settee, dragged up a sleeve of her blouse and bit her own wrist. Hard. Double ouch.
As the blood began to well, she held the pumping wrist over the glass stiffly, then jerked her pretty eyes at the group in defiance. “Do you mind!” like an innocent someone caught on the potty. The group turned a demure eye.
Miss Cummings finished, strutted around the sofa folding a napkin around her wrist in a make-shift bandage. She came before me without hesitation, straight-armed the martini glass at my face, its interior now sluggish with red liquid. “Here, Mr. Magee! Please humor our guests and their ungracious host!”
I stared at the bloody glass numbly…the crimson map lining the inner rim. “Uh…”
“Drink it, please, Mr. Magee. I know how you must feel, but apparently in order to satisfy these rubes—“
“Really,” from a flustered Alicia, “it isn’t necessary—“
“Just drink the damn thing!” Miss Cummings spat.
I downed it in two gulps.
Great.
So now I was a vampire. Are there medical benefits? I wondered.
I swallowed again thickly, willing the stuff to stay down.
Miss Cummings snatched the empty glass from me before Alicia could give me a suspicious look, took my arm and pulled me toward the front door, casting a last withering look over her shoulder at Alicia. 
Alicia tried to shoulder her way to us but old Miss Portman got in her way. “Clancy, please…”
“Lovely gathering!” Clancy told the group icily at the door, “So nice to meet you all, and”—she glanced at our hostess sourly—“best of luck!”
“Clancy!” Alicia was still trying to maneuver around Mrs. Portman. “I do hope there won’t be any…in the Chicago area, I mean…”
“Good-night, Alicia.” 
And Miss Cummings pulled me into the night. 
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“Care to even guess how close that was?” Miss Cummings asked from the passenger seat of my ancient Chevy. She’d arrived at the party in a cab.
“Was close?” I glanced at her. “I just drank your blood. Doesn’t that mean I am or soon will begin to sprout fangs and become a full-fledged—“
“Vegetarian, Mr. Magee. That’s the worst that would come of it. It was tomato juice in that glass.”
I brightened behind the wheel. “You know I thought it tasted familiar! Back there I almost said so out loud—“
“I know. I’m so glad you didn’t. Not to quick on the uptake, are you, Ed?”
I slumped behind the wheel. “How do you know I’m not Bill Sutter?”
She made an exasperated sound and wrinkled her pert nose. “Everybody back there knew you weren’t Bill Sutter.”
I suppressed a small shiver. “Really? Onto me from the start, huh?”
“Waiting for the two of you to arrive. Eventually.”
I nodded, covering another shudder. “Which means they’re onto Mitzi, too.”
Miss Cummings shrugged, shaking strawberry blonde curls. “In the sense she’s a way smarter than average…”
“Poodle.”
She turned to me. “Pardon?”
“She prefers being referred to as a poodle.”
Pretty Miss Cummings frowned at me. “That dog is not remotely a poodle.”
I thought I detected mild distaste. “Well, that’s what she claims.”
Miss Cummings looked back at the street ahead. “Whatever. Anyway, yes, in the sense she’s aware she has a very smart dog, Alicia is on to her. But none of them, including Alicia, knows the dog’s a Reader.”
I nodded. “Except you. The only other Reader at the party.”
“Maybe you’re not so dumb after all.”
“Thank you. Why are you doing this, anyway? Aren’t you one of them?”
Her eyes went suddenly icy. “I am not one of them, Mr. Magee! Let’s be very clear on that!  I am not at all one of them!” 
I shrank a little in the seat. “Okay…”
Miss Cummings craned back as if checking the road behind us. “I’m undercover, like you.”
“Oh.”
Nice to know I was undercover, not being aware of it till that moment.
I sat there behind the wheel, guiding us through dark neighborhood streets and wondered if she could read my mind right then.  Can you read my mind?
I glanced over at her.
She looked back. “What—?”
“Nothing. I just asked if you could read my thoughts right now. In my head.”
She looked back at the road. “It’s not the simple. You have to open up.”
“Open up?”
She nodded. “Think about reading someone’s thoughts, concentrate on it, and whoever you’re reading. Winnow out the surrounding interference. It takes practice. I mean, if we walked around opened up all the time we’d be gibbering idiots—bombarded from every side.”
“I see. Sort of like radar.”
“Close enough.”
“So. Are all Readers like that?”
“Well, clearly you’re not. You’re what we call a Selective. Not everyone gets through on your wavelength.”
“Interesting.”
“Yes.” She nodded a wry smile at the night. “I’m afraid you’re about to discover a lot of things about yourself and the world in general you’d considering interesting. Not all of them pleasant.”
I chewed on that one a moment. “Are…most like me?”
“No, some walk around opened up all the time. You can find most of them at the state mental hospital. Can we concentrate on where we’re going now?”
I nodded. “Where are we going?” 
“After your…animal, of course. Turn right here…”
I turned. We were coming up on a series of warehouses, all the windows black. “Can you hear Mitzi now?”
“Can you?”
“No. Not since the radio.” I reached out reflexively and snapped on the dash radio, twisting the dial. “Said she was in the trunk of a car somewhere…”
Nothing but music and news came up.
Miss Cummings snapped it off.  “Was in the trunk. Probably not anymore.”
“You know why they took her?”
“Yes. They took her to kill her. For being such a smart dog. And the fact that neither of us has received a recent transmission from her lately means they’ve probably completed their task.” 
I was silent a moment, feeling more sad than sick. “Alicia’s task.”
“You got it.”
“I brought the poor dog to her death…”
Miss Cummings sighed. “If I know Mitzi she brought herself. She seems the smarter of the two of you.”
“Are you always this flattering, Miss Cummings?”
That made her pause longer than I’d have thought. “Occasionally. Under certain circumstances.”
“Like?”
“When I’m nervous, for one.”
“And for another?”
I didn’t think she was going answer for a moment. “When I’m…attracted to someone. Sometimes.”
I felt a shocked thrill. This beautiful creature was attracted to me? Is that what she was saying? I peeked askance at her, but she was turned away, scanning the row of warehouses out her side window. Maybe she didn’t mean me. Maybe someone at the party. No, only vampires at the party. Maybe someone she was dating.
Are you dating anyone? I almost asked. Instead, I said, “You said before ‘if I know Mitzi, she brought herself.’ Do you know Mitzi?”
“I know women.”
I resisted the urge to turn the radio knob again.
Miss Cummings glanced at me. “She isn’t sending now.”
“Meaning she’s dead.”
“Or unconscious. Look, I know you’re attached to her, Mr. Magee, but speculating about things right now it isn’t going to do any good.”
“How do you know I’m attached to her? Oh. Right.”
She pointed out the windshield. “Turn right and stop before that hurricane fence.”
My low beams caught the hexagons of woven steel. I made out a section of gate, the length of chain wrapped about it. “There’s a lock on the gate.”
“There’s always a lock on it,” she said, opening her side, “doesn’t mean it’s locked.” She hesitated, one slim leg already out the door, looked back at me. “Did you bring a gun?”
“Me? No.”
She shook her head, sighed patiently. “I take it all back. The dog’s definitely smarter than you.”
She got out, pointed down at my glaring headlights and I killed them. 
She came around the front fender to the gate, took the big Dexter lock in her hand and pulled. It came free, the hasp apparently not connected, as she’d surmised. She began slowly, not to make any squeaks, easing the big hurricane gate open. When it was just wide enough for my car, she motioned me through, came around and bent down to my window. “Park over there by those two cars.”
“What is this place? Whose cars?”
“The cars of the guys who are killing your dog.”
“Vampires?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. Local thugs. Far beneath vampire stuff.”
‘Vampire stuff,’ I thought, nosed beside one of the cars—a dark, older Honda—parked quickly, got out, pushed the door closed gently again. Miss Cummings was facing the dark expanse of the nearest warehouse. 
I joined her. “Listen. I can’t keep calling you Miss Cummings.”
She didn’t turn from studying the warehouse. “You could, actually.”
I didn’t know how to answer that.
“Clancy, then.”
“I’m Ed.”
“I know.”
“Right. Sorry.”
She was pulling a small dark gun from her purse. An automatic. A Glock, I thought. She handed it to me. “Take it.”
“Wait, what if you need it—?”
“Take it.” And she turned on her heel and started for a small concrete porch and steel door illuminated by a single overhead bulb on the nearest block of warehouses. I shoved the gun in my belt, hustled to keep up with her. I started to say something but she turned to me, finger pressed to her lips. It made them dimple in a nice way.
She frowned. “What’s the matter?”
I shrugged innocence. “Nothing! Why?”
“You’re looking at me funny.”
“I am? ‘Funny’ how?”
“I don’t know…funny. What’s the matter?”
“Nothing!”
“Are you pissed because I said you were dumber than the dog?”
“No. I mean…not really.”
“You think I’m a bossy bitch, that it?”
“No!”
“I’m just trying to get your dog back.”
“I don’t—look. I think you’re fine. Great.”
She hesitated a moment, then returned her attention to the warehouse.
“Beautiful.”
She turned back to me. “Yeah?”
“Yeah. Very. Sexy.”
She turned toward me fully, looked into my eyes. “Yeah?” She looked down at my pants. “So, then. Take it out. Show me what you got.”
I blinked. “Pardon—?”
“The gun, Ed. Take it out of your belt and show me how to use it.”
“Oh.” I took it out, held it before me. She rolled her eyes, took the bore and pointed it away from her, took my other hand and cupped it under the butt of the gun.
“For support. She kicks a little.”
“I see.” Legs trembling.
She motioned with her head. “Okay. Go on in.”
“The front door.”
“That’s right.”
I looked at the little porch. “What if the bad guys are in there?”
“I’m banking on it. Walk softly.”
“Where are y—“
“Around the side. I’m your back door. There are usually two guys, sometimes three, playing cards at a folding table, waiting for her call.”
“Alicia’s.”
She nodded. “With luck you’ll surprise them. Try not to shoot anyone, it’ll make noise, bring others. But don’t take the gun off them. And don’t come closer to the card table than ten yards. If you see only one, it means someone’s in the john—green door to your immediate left. Keep an eye on it. Can you remember that?”
I nodded, already forgetting most of it.
She shook her head slowly as if addressing a child. “If we live through this, you can buy me dinner.”
Looked like she was maybe going to peck my cheek. Didn’t.
Then she turned and disappeared out of the ring of porch light.
* * *
I took a deep breath, opened the big metal-faced porch door, and stepped quietly inside the warehouse.
It was dark. 
Which wasn’t right.
Hadn’t Clancy said there would be a big room, several thugs sitting around playing cards? I was in the wrong warehouse! That was the only answer! I turned to leave quietly again…
Except Clancy didn’t seem like the kind who’d make so obvious a mistake. Didn’t seem the kind to make any kind of mistake, one of those people who knows exactly what she’s doing and how, never wrong, and when she is wrong makes it immediately right. Truth was, I wouldn’t have minded having her around at that moment, wished she hadn’t elected to split us up. I felt naked, even with her gun.
Then I saw the dim light at the end of the long, dark hallway. And heard the mutter of deep, male voices…grunts, laughing and swearing the way tough males swear.
Gun before me steadily (okay, not steady but before me) I crept as noiselessly as possible down the hall toward the soft yellow light and hard voices.
There were three of them, sitting around a lopsided card table as Clancy had predicted, an old fashioned black rotary phone at one edge of the table. They were all big. One of them like a Winnebago, snapping cards. The one next to him shorter but like a fire plug, puffing a cigar beside the phone. The one across from the others was tall, deceiving lanky; looked like he could move. They all wore dark suits, a day or two’s worth of beard, yellow teeth and constant sneers of boredom. They held cards in their huge hands. Winnebago kept tilting and farting loudly, sighing satisfaction, Fire Plug next to him punching the other’s massive shoulder to little effect. “The hell you have for lunch, horse meat under glass?”
“If that’s what you call your mamma’s pussy.”
That kind of thing.
Winnebago tossed a bill on the pile, making his jacket open, exposing a chest holster. There was a large shotgun leaning against the table near Cigar Guy; the big thug didn’t look like he’d need either; muscles straining at his Hawaiian shirt under his suit jacket; not a snappy dresser. 
All I wanted right then was to get the hell out of there. Also, badly, to pee. Not necessarily in that order.
Instead, dragging another deep breath, I walked into the room, trying hard not to let show my badly shaking gun hand. I felt less than impotent. “Gentlemen…”
I’m not sure what I expected. But it wasn’t what happened. Nobody jumped up, yelled, pulled a weapon, or even cursed mildly. I’m not sure Winnebago, the biggest guy, even looked up. But the one nearest the phone took the cigar from his fat lips, took time to blow smoke, and pointed his chin at me. “Who the hell are you?” All without bothering to lower his cards. Maybe he had a good hand.
Good question, though.
Just who the hell was I?
Hadn’t thought that part through too well, at least not past the part where I had the drop on them, which apparently I did. Didn’t much like the close proximity of that shotgun to the cigar guy, but also wasn’t so sure how me giving orders would likely change the situation.
“Name’s Bill Sutter.” I said. Getting so I liked the name.
Cigar Guy nodded, lifted a brow. Winnebago finally looked up from his hand. “Uh-huh. And what can we do for you?”
Phlegm in my throat, a big nervous gob of it; I tried to clear it with a modicum of noise. “Came here to get my dog.”
Knowing it was stupid the instant it left my mouth. But the three thugs didn’t seem to think so or didn’t react like they did, anyway.
“Get your dog,” one of them said.
“That’s right.”
“He lost?”
“She. Thought I saw her run in here.”
“Uh-huh.”
“So I came looking for her.”
“Uh-huh. With a gun?”
I blew out casual breath. “Yeah. You know, rough neighborhood. Ere on the side of caution, that’s my rule.”
“That’s yer rule, huh?” I wondered if he was going to repeat all my replies.
“Nick, you seen a dog tonight?”
Winnebago fingered his ear daintily, looked at it. He hadn’t seen a dog.
“Randal?”
Lanky guy remained silent, went back to his cards. Cigar Guy’s left hand moved an inch on the table…closer to the shotgun. He was going to go for it, I could just feel it, any second now. Blow a hole right through me.
He stuck the cigar back in his mouth. “Nobody here seen your pooch, pal. Sorry.”
I nodded amiably without lowering the gun. 
After a moment Cigar Guy began to stare at my gun. “Was there something else?”
Now all three of them were staring at my gun.
“What the hell is this?” Clancy said, coming in behind me.
Behind me, not circling around to be my ‘back door’ at all.
All three thugs turned to look at her. Stare at her, really, with great interest. Cigar Guy nearly lost his cigar. I turned to find Clancy sweeping past me with no top on, no bra, just those little pasty things over her nipples. And her bottom was different too: a skimpy red thong with gold tassels dancing at her hips. She came on like she owned the place, stopped in front of the card table with her fists poked on her hips and jerked her head back toward me. “What’s with the artillery?”
Cigar Guy addressed Clancy’s breasts with interest. “We don’t know him.”
She jerked a thumb back at me. “You don’t know him and he’s got a gun on you?”
Cigar Guy reluctantly lifted his eyes from her pasties to her face, tone not so friendly now. “Who the hell are you?”
Clancy stared him down. “Who the hell am I? I’m your party, pencil dick, who do you think I am, dressed like this? Alicia said there’d be no rough stuff,” and she jerked her chin at me.
“Alicia sent you?”
Clancy gave him a squint-eyed look, gave all of them one, cool and protracted like she had all the time in the world. “This 1310 Industrial Park Avenue?”
“Yeah,” Winnebago muttered. He could speak.
“You’re the guys took the mutt, right?”
Everybody but Cigar Guy nodded. He held up a warning hand. “Maybe. So what?”
“So I’m your present. Didn’t Alicia call you?”
He considered a moment, not liking being pushed around but fascinating with the chick with the attitude and gold tassels. “Not yet. You brought the payment?”
“No, putz-face, I am the payment. Part of it, anyway.” She strolled to the table, bent to her elbows and thrust out her rump. “You want a party or not? Who’s first?”
Winnebago grinned, started to push up and Cigar Guy pushed him down again—had to push hard. He appraised Clancy suspiciously. “Alicia was supposed to call us about when to whack the dog. That’s when we get paid. Cash.”
Clancy straightened with an irritable groan, thrust out her pasties and strutted  around the table, all giggles and curves, impossible to take your eyes off. She stood in front of Cigar Guy, just beside the shotgun. She reached down to him, yanked the cigar from his mouth and stuck it between her white teeth, puffed once. “Look, Einstein, I’m just a working girl, the logistics are your problem. You can have me tonight and the cash or you can have just the cash, I really don’t give a flying fuck. Actually I really do, but that cost extra.” She thrust her hand in his face, snapped her fingers. “First off, though, I get paid. In advance.”
“How’d you like to get gang banged and tossed in a dumpster?” from Fire Plug beside them.
Clancy answered with her eyes on Cigar Guy, whom I assume she thought was the ringleader. “How’d you like a buzz cut, short stroke?”
“What’s a buzz cut?” from Winnebago.”
“A blow job with teeth,” Clancy said.
Fire Plug grunted.
Cigar Guy, tired of this suddenly, stubbed out his cigar in a glass ashtray and reached quickly for Clancy’s hip. “Take off the dental floss.”
Clancy stepped back just as quickly, but it put her further from the gun, which maybe was what Cigar Guy intended, I wasn’t sure if he was that smart. 
“Cash on the table first,” Clancy waved her hand around the group, “all of you, hundred bucks.”
Winnebago and Fireplug complied. Cigar Guy just sat there.
Then he threw ten bucks on the table. He grinned challengingly at Clancy.
Clancy grinned back—
—swept up the shotgun and leapt onto the table in one smooth motion. She landed right in the middle, ducking low as she lit.
There handguns came free of three holsters at the same moment, fired almost as quickly.
There was so much sudden smoke I almost lost sight of Clancy atop the table. Then flame leaped from her shotgun barrel and the lanky guy was blasted backwards out of his chair and into the cement wall behind him in a red smear.
Some of the blast caught Winnebago on the shoulder but he ducked low and kept firing at Clancy. Cigar Guy turned his chair over backing up, stumbled and fired wildly. Clancy swiveled like a dancer, pulled the second trigger on the shotgun and Cigar Guy’s cigar vaporized into brown confetti along with his head. His body stayed upright long enough to drop his .45 on the table. Clancy discarded the empty shotgun, scooped up the .45 and fired once, twice, three times into Winnebago. The big guy sat there with his mouth open stupidly, looked down curiously at the little red holes in his massive chest, then back up at Clancy. Incredibly, he raised his own gun at her again. Clancy put a slug through his open mouth and Winnebago heeled to port and dropped like a sack of cement. 
In all it took probably ten seconds. Seemed far longer.
I hadn’t done squat during any of it.
Just stood there like an idiot. I think I was stunned by all the sudden violence but stunned by something else too. 
Clancy hopped off the table amid all the blue haze and came toward me. “Thanks for all the help.”
I started to say something when a movement behind her caught my eye: Cigar Guy, face on fire, was half up on one elbow for a last go. I started to yell a warning. There was a blast and Clancy stumbled a little, wavered on her long legs. She twisted around and shot Cigar Guy through the eye. Sure that he was dead for good now, she turned back and kept coming at me, frowning now, jerking her chin at me.
“You’re hit, Ed.”
I looked down at myself, saw nothing, shook my head. I was about to say, I couldn’t be hit, you were blocking me…when I saw the spot of red on the thigh of my jeans spreading into a pond, soon a lake. 
“Sit down,” Clancy ordered, but I was already on my way, knees buckling.
Everything was getting swiftly cold. I blinked up dreamily. “He shot you…” I said dreamily, “…he shot you in the back…”
“No, Ed. You.”
I knew something about the femoral artery, got a bad feeling, then a worse one as Clancy unbuckled me, got my pants down, and the stuff sprayed over Clancy’s chest. 
“Shit,” I said, feeling a not unpleasant fading, “I’m going to die, aren’t I?”
She bent to me, ruby blonde curls spilling out. 
“What are you doing?” I whispered.
“Going down on you, big guy. Just relax now.”
I must have already been dead, or dreaming. “Y-You’re giving me a—“
“No. But it’ll feel almost that good.”
Then a bloom of pleasure in my thigh over what had a moment ago been dull, building pain.
Followed by quickly descending darkness, followed by nothing…
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I woke up in my bathtub. 
Freezing.
Not surprising considering I was surrounded by bobbing chunks of ice.
I sat there a moment in a kind of idiot’s torpor, then heard a creaking sound nearby.
I spun around with chattering teeth and saw the bathroom door open a crack, a dark muzzle thrust in curiously, sniff the air. Then Mitzi loped inside, crossed the tile floor and jumped on the porcelain lip of the tub. She bent low and looked into my eyes. Then she turned her head and looked the length of my lobster pink chest and stomach. Shook her head distastefully. “Disgusting.”
I lifted my head, glanced down at myself. I had an erection; a pink buoy in a sea of Icelandic gridlock.
Mitzi growled betrayal deep in her throat. “You and that blonde vamp.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.
“That Clammy, or Cunny or Clitzy or whatever her name is.”
“Clancy.”
She snorted reproach. “’Don’t know what I’m talking about,’ she quoted, “—my skinny canine ass!” She pointed her nose at my left thigh, the two little punctures. “And what are those, Sport, hickeys?” Then she lifted her left hind leg and pissed in the tub. 
“Christ, Mitzi!”
She hopped down, headed haughtily for the door, paws making little scrapping sounds on the tile.
“That was incredibly gross!” I called after her.
“Look who’s talking! The vampire fucker!”
“I did not lay a hand—“
But she was through the door again, nudging it closed with her rump.
Okay. Now granted, this may have all been delusion, I’m not real sure; feeling pretty out of it at the time. But a minute later Clancy came into the bathroom, shut the door behind her, padded barefoot in blouse and shorts to the tub. “How are we feeling?”
“Like a Popsicle.” I gazed up desultorily at red-blonde curls. She looked terrific. Did this woman ever not look terrific? “How long have I been floating here in the polar wastes?” 
“About half an hour.”
I nodded, teeth chattering.” I’d say about another ten minutes, then,” stuttering blue lipped, “until my heart cracks.”
She smiled amusement, turned her head and accessed the length of me with a clinical air, eyes lingering.
I cleared my throat. “Sorry about the…you know…”
She shrugged. “I’ve seen bigger.” 
I shivered a nod. “Thanks. “I feel a lot warmer now.” 
She snorted dismissively. “It’s a normal reaction to the treatment.”
Treatment?
I closed my eyes in dull agony. Felt the tub edge vibrate lightly, looked up to find Clancy sitting gracefully on the smooth lip, hands on hips. She pressed a palm to my head momentarily, nodded satisfied. Then bent, reached an arm deep into the frigid water, felt around. 
“Can you feel that, Eddie?”
“What?”
“My hand on your leg.”
“Oh.” I thought about it. It seemed to take a while. “Yes. Nice. Warm.”
She nodded satisfaction again, withdrew the hand, reached for a towel. “You’re okay.”
“I’m freezing to death, Miss Cummings.”
“No one ever froze to death with an erection. From strangulation, maybe, but not ice water. You’ll be fine.”
She consulted her watch. “We’ll give the treatment another ten minutes.”
I craned up languorous. “Treatment for what? Am I a vampire now?”
“No, Ed. You can work on your tan with impunity.”
I searched the pretty eyes for duplicity. “He shot you, Clancy. If that is your real name. You were standing right in front of me, shielding me from that big goon. You took the slugs.”
She wiped her hand with the towel, said nothing.
“You told me you weren’t a vampire, Clancy.”
She began unbuttoning her blouse matter-of-factly. “I told you I wasn’t one of them.” 
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
She shrugged out of the blouse, unhooked the bra, gave me her back. Three purple bullet holes showed between her shoulder blades. No blood. “Bullets pass through true vampires, Ed. As you can see, these didn’t.”
“Bullet also kill humans.”
She tugged down the shorts, kicked them at the wall. “They were only small, thirty-eight slugs. They’ll drop out eventually, heal over.”
“You mean there’s a slug that can kill you?”
She stepped lightly into the tub between my ankles. “Well, I wouldn’t want to face off with a bazooka, if that’s what you mean.”
She hunkered, settled round bottom into crusted surface, making the water list. She didn’t react in the least to the cold.
She nodded at my loins with that half smile. “And before you get paranoid, I’ve seen smaller ones too. Much.” 
Then she lay back against the tile wall with a contented sigh. After a moment she looked back at me, frowned. “What—?
“You didn’t wince getting in. Don’t you feel the cold at all?”
“I feel it. Not as intensely as you, maybe.” She drew up long legs, plopped one on either side of me. “Do you mind? I have to get the cold water into the wounds.”
She scooted under the surface, covering her breasts with crystal shards, hips a jutting island. She got the bemused look again. “What’s the matter, Ed, never seen a natural blonde?”
“I’ve seen plenty, thanks.”
She chuckled. “Sure you have…” eyes lidded, drifting dreamily, “…acres and acres…”
I watched her a long moment: eyes closed, face contented. An angel.
“What about warmth?” I pressed. “Do you feel warmth? Intensely, I mean?”
She didn’t answer, eyes still closed, full lips slightly parted. She might almost have been asleep.
A sudden terror of drowning gripped me.
“Hey!” I panicked, trying fruitlessly to push up. “Clancy? Don’t you fall asleep too!”
Then things went softly dark again.
* * *
Clancy was kissing my mouth. Urgently. 
Licking my defrosted and sensitive lips with her warm tongue….
It would have been heaven. Except she stunk.
I opened my eyes and found Mitzi crowding my vision. She gave me another slurp.
“You can stop that anytime!” I gagged. “Your breath smells like dead rats!”
“Squirrels. Hey, I’m a dog. I forage. Especially when no one feeds me!”
I wiped at my face, blinked away sleep. Nothing looked familiar—not the bed or the room around us. “We’re not home, are we?”
“No.”
“Where are we?”
“The bitch’s apartment. Or bed, in your case.”
I was lying on my side on a soft pillow, not very soft mattress. An inner city-looking bedroom, old iron steam heater against the walls, spectacular brick view through the single window, thread bare curtains, single pull-string ceiling lamp. 
I tried to arrange my brain, categorized pieces of memory. I looked over at the dog. “Are you okay, Mitz?” I asked with concern.
“Better than you, buster.”
I tried to push up, found no strength in the act. “What’s going on?”
“She’s feeding on you, Einstein. That’s what vampires do, you know. Like a spider slowly sucks the juices from a fly. Welcome to your web.”
I shook my head. It hurt. “No, I don’t buy that. She saved my life.”
“To feed on you.” the dog said in my head. She gave me a hopeless look. “Of all the guys I pick for a partner…What is it with you men and blondes?”
She started to fade. I tried to reach up and touch her. “Are you actually here?” I asked.
“Not really. But she is. Watch yourself, Eddie. I’m working on a plan, but I need a little time. Keep your eyes open, kid…” and she faded away like a movie dissolve.
Things may have gone dark again briefly then, I’m not sure.
In a moment Clancy came through the weathered bedroom door. “Hey.” She was spattered head to foot with blood and mud.
I may have leapt through the single window if I could have gotten up.
She came to the edge of the bed, lifted the blanket a few inches. “Lost the boner, I see.” She looked up expectantly. “Feeling better?”
“Well…physically.”
She smiled through smears of red and brown. “Good. Got to keep you in the pink.”
“In case you want a snack?” It sort of just popped out.
She hesitated a moment. Finally gave me a rueful look, stepped back, and arched a pretty brow. “You’ve been talking to the dog.”
“Where is she?”
Clancy watched me a suspicious moment—then waved a noncommittal hand at the air. “In the other room, I guess. Resting. I made a little box with bedding for her.” She bent and tucked the blanket at my feet dutifully. “Between you and me, Ed, I don’t think she cares for me much.”
No kidding.
“I can’t imagine why. Unless, of course, it’s all the mud and blood spatters.”
She looked down at herself. “Oh, that.”
“Yeah, that. Last victim was a fighter, was he?”
She brushed dried mud from her blouse. “Little bit. I’ve had worse. Actually it was the dog’s fault. Yapping in her sleep. My landlord doesn’t allow pets. He paid me a little visit in the wee hours.”
“So you invited him in and killed him, of course.”
She grinned through her spatters. “Don’t be silly.”
“He isn’t dead? Where is he?”
“He was already dead, Ed. Fortunately I’ve had a bit of practice dealing with fangers, old and young. Now he’s in the basement. Under it, actually. Strong for an old bald guy, I must say. Are you hungry?”
A red clod fell from her cheek.
I swallowed thickly. “Not at the moment.” I looked up with sudden alarm. “Why do you ask? Didn’t you feed?”
She sighed, blew out patient breath. “Eddie, Eddie…I told you, I don’t do that.” She pulled back the covers, bent and got an arm under my shoulders, lifted. “Come on…”
“Wait! W-Where are we going?”
“I’m going to take a shower. You’re coming along for the ride.”
“Why?”
“Because weak as you are, you might be strong enough to get away without me knowing it. And we can’t have that.”
Stronger but still very weak, I tried to push against her. “Wait! You can trust me!”
Her face was close to mine, eyes brimming sarcasm. “Right.”
She already had me in a sitting position. I could feel the strength inside her, doubted I could handle her even if I were up to speed. 
“I can carry you if I must, Ed. What’s it going to be?”
I shoved away her arms. “No, thanks,” I dropped by legs over the mattress, “this is humiliating enough.”
She put an arm around my shoulders, helped me back to the bathroom. I looked down at myself. No longer naked. Newly pressed men’s pajamas, cuffs a bit short.
“Old boyfriend,” she said, noting my expression. Or was she reading my mind? Who the hell knew at this point?
“Old ‘boyfriend’, huh? Is he in the basement too?”
She tossed her head, almost laughing. “Oh, Eddie! You are a card!”
* * *
“—your dog’s putting a damper on things!” she called above the drumming water.
I sat huddled on the toilet lid next to the plastic curtain, feeling the blood return to my extremities, enjoying the steaming heat billowing from the shower. Also enjoying the smell of her shampoo. Also enjoying, goddamnit, the smell of her.
“I won’t let you kill Mitzi!” I shouted above the roar. Then, glanced expectantly at Clancy’s slowly revolving shadow against the curtain: we both knew I probably couldn’t stop her from killing both me and the dog.
She didn’t answer for a moment, maybe letting me consider what I’d just said. “The dog hates me, Eddie, not the other way around. Anyway, she’s a valuable ally, or could be. She’s a Reader, remember? That aside, sooner or later someone’s going to notice my landlord’s gone missing. When that gets back to Alicia—and it will—I don’t want to be around when she comes sniffing about. That’s why as soon as I’m done here we start packing, find a new place.”
“How about Hawaii?”
The shower almost drowned her chuckle. “Only a matter of time before they’ve spread to Hawaii too, Ed. No, we’ve got to stay in the vicinity, nip this thing it in the bud, fight the good fight.” 
“Yeah? Maybe. Though it would help if I knew who I was fighting for!”
There was a pause and then the faucets squeaked off with finality. Clancy’s shadow remained motionless against the plastic a moment, head down, dripping. Then a slim arm snaked from the curtain, yanked a towel from the rack.
“There isn’t time for distrust, Ed,” her silhouette said. “This is a disease, a cancer. The quick-spreading kind. If we don’t act now we’ll miss our window, and it’s already too narrow. You have to be on my side, Ed. Both you and Mitzi. Do you understand?”
I wasn’t convinced. Of anything.
“I understand that you stopped three .38 slugs, Clancy, without as much as a wince. I have the feeling you could throw me through this wall if you wanted to. If you’re not a vampire, what the hell are you? Certainly not human.”
“I’m an animal, Ed.”
I started on my side of the curtain. “Not exactly the answer I was looking for.”
“We’re all animals, more or less. Even vampires. There isn’t time to give you a crash course in vampirism now.”
I remained silent.
“Look, in a nutshell it goes something like this. A few hundred years ago they had a decent foothold in Europe. That’s why the old legends started. Then this other little thing came along that wiped out half the continent.”
“The Black Plague?”
“The Black Plague. Rats and the fleas they carried. It was a nightmare beyond modern comprehension, beyond the worst world war. But like every plague, every kind of disease or influenza, there’s always a few who don’t succumb. A small but immune faction. Some humans survived. But as hard as the plague was on the European’s, it was complete decimation for the vampires. Once bitten by the fleas, they were through.”
“Some irony there.”
“I was wondering when you’d say that. Anyway, the virus that killed the vampires and most of the Europeans had some additional properties before it died out. In very rare cases, in a few very atypical humans, it reacted with a chemical in the frontal lobe of the brain. And created something new.”
“What?”
“Something neither vampire nor completely human.”
“Readers.”
The curtain slid open with a hiss that made me jump. Clancy stood there, towel wrapped and knotted at her sternum, pretty eyes reflective. “Yes, Readers. And the greatest irony of all? You had to be bitten by a vampire first to become one.”
I frowned. “Which makes you a…?”
“Hybrid. Or that’s as good a word as any. We have some of the physical properties of the vampire but none of the bloodlust. We aren’t the undead. But though we don’t have the ability to exist forever like the vampire, the vampire itself is incapable of Reading. It’s one important advantage we have over them.”
I thought about it, brain reeling a little. “How many are you?” I asked her.
Clancy stepped from the tub before the sink mirror, reached up to unwrap the towel, caught my reflection in the glass. “Turn around, please.”
I blinked. “Clancy, we already saw each other in the tub—“
“Turn around please,” more firmly this time.
I turned away on the toilet lid.
“You were delirious before,” she said, and I heard the towel slide up and ruffle her wet hair, “we both were. There wasn’t time for niceties. But now we’re healing.”
“Well,” I muttered, recalling her breasts among the floating ice, “it was nice knowing you.”
“I’m a box-of-candy-and-flowers girl, Ed. If you want to get me in the sack, ask me out on a proper date first. Where were we?”
“How many Readers are out there.”
“Right. Well, that’s a good question. There have been mind-reading acts for centuries, of course, most of them phony, stage tricks. But even today institutions like the FBI and CIA use so-called psychics to help locate victims and perpetrators, solve cases. Ever hear of the Psi Squad?”
“No.”
“It’s a real group of civilian psychics various agencies employ from time to time. There’s no mysticism to it and they aren’t always right, but they don’t charge and they’ve scored high at times. Dorothy Allison is a Psi, probably the most famous. She helps others develop their remote viewing skills.”
“Remote what?”
“The ability to see, in the mind’s eye, beyond what we call the perceived barriers of space-time. It gets pretty technical but it all falls within the realm of Reading. A talent, if you will. Passed down from generation to generation, gene to gene, among a lucky few.”
I was rubbing at my head now. “I’m not so sure it’s lucky.”
“Yes, there’s that side of it, too. But once you get onto it you gain a degree of control, learn to screen out the stuff that’s not pertinent.”
“How come I never knew I had it before?”
“Before Mitzi? Who knows? Some become aware of the talent in childhood, some in middle age. We think it has to be kick-started by a sympathetic counterpart. In your case, the dog.”
“But you just said vampires can’t be Readers.”
“But they can carry the gene. And your dog bit one that carried it. You can turn around now.”
She had her hair turbaned, another towel tucked around her. She leaned back against the sink, arms crossed, all serious. “Now you’re going to ask me about Alicia.”
I waited.
“We’ll have to settle for the short version, we’re running out of time every minute we waste. First off, I’m guessing from my accent you know I’m not from the Midwest.”
“Scottish?”
“Irish. My father was Dr. William Tuttle, a physicist at Heathstead University near Edinburgh. He recognized my talent early on, though neither my parents nor two sisters showed any signs. But my father took my little anomaly seriously, encouraged me to explore rather than fear it. By the time I’d reached high school we began to research the phenomenon together. It was my father who discovered the gene. Could have published papers, maybe won the Nobel Prize if he’d wanted. But he chose to keep it secret.”
“Why?”
“Because the more we researched the closer we got to the source of the original virus—the same one that nearly destroyed Europe in the Middle Ages. And the more we explored that, the more certain other aspects began to add up.”
“People like Alicia. The vampire was alive and well!”
“Never completely died out, to be precise. Just went dormant. How Alicia’s group developed full-blown vampirism we still don’t know, or even how they contacted each other. But my father was certain of one thing. Once it begins to spread, vampirism will be like the Black Plague all over again, only worse. There wasn’t time to wade through the red tape of Irish jurisprudence. It was strike first or be stricken. So he, and a few trusted colleagues, formed a small vigilante group and took matters into their own hands. Even so it took months to trace and track down the few scattered vampires that remained.”
“And murder them.”
“You can only murder the living, Ed. There were just three small covens of vampires then off the Irish coast in the late eighties. Biding their time, growing slowly, cautiously, moving around, disguising their attacks as serial killer crimes. My father’s group, through a series of clandestine tips, finally managed to trap them in a barn early one spring morning, stake and burn them.”
“Jesus.”
“It wasn’t without repercussion. When the police discovered and traced the killings, there was nothing left to prove the ashes were vampires. My father and the vigilantes had nothing to stand on in a modern court. After two years of stays, they were all hanged as criminals.”
“Including your father?”
“No. He died in the barn fire. Stayed behind in the conflagration to make positively sure every last vampire perished. Even so, at least one managed to escape.”
“Alicia.”
Clancy’s jaw muscle tightened. “Alicia.” Her eyes brimmed wetly.
“I’m sorry.”
She nodded. “Me too. The trick now is to make sure we don’t become sorrier yet! Not just so my father and his colleagues won’t have died in vain, but to ensure the work goes on until the disease is eradicated. Forever. With every last vampire staked or beheaded.”
I shivered inwardly. “Sounds like a tough job.”
“It gets tougher every time they gain another inch, another foothold in a new community. Every time they’re able to advance their numbers. Once those numbers reach critical mass, the hunters will become the hunted. And for mankind, the game is over.”
She stared at me a quiet moment, eyes narrowing. “What’s the matter, Ed?”
I looked up with genuine surprise. “Nothing! What do you mean?”
“Your expression.”
“No, it’s just…I’m a little…confused is all.”
“A little doubtful too, I think. Believe me, I know how insane it all sounds.”
“Clancy, I was at the party, remember? I was attacked in my own home by my former editor.”
She nodded slowly, not looking convinced. “But still. Vampires. Talking dogs. Mind reading. It all must sound thoroughly alien to you, thoroughly incredulous.”
She watched me closely. Nodding slowly. “You fell down somewhere. Hit your head on something. Got a concussion. You’re momentarily delusional, that’s all. Isn’t that what you’re thinking right now?”
“I never said that.”
“But you’ve thought it, or you’re thinking it now. Ed, listen to me. Please. There’s no time for doubt or ambivalence.  How can I convince you? What proof can I offer to assure you this isn’t fantasy, that it’s as real as you and I? How do I convince you I’m not just some goofy broad you met at a party?”
I didn’t know what to say.
We both went silent. 
The shower dripped.
Then something slid down her back, dropped from under the towel, bounced and rolled across the tile floor between us. Clancy bent to pick it up.
A .38 slug.
“Finally,” she said, rubbing at her back absently, “there you are.”
 
 
 



 
TEN
 
 
It took us all morning to pack, even with what little Clancy had in her tiny apartment.
A place—any place—always looks little overwhelming until you start stuffing things into boxes. 
But the exercise did me a world of good. The bite marks on my thigh were nearly invisible where Clancy had cleansed my wound, and the three bullet holes in her back were mere dimples. By the time we had the U-Haul loaded up I actually felt like a new man.
And Mitzi?
Mitzi was chipper as ever. Can’t keep a good vampire dog down, I guess.
Problem was, there hadn’t been time to arrange for a new apartment. We couldn’t stay at her place with a staked landlord in the basement and we couldn’t go back to my house with a staked editor in mine.
I loaded the last box on the truck and climbed the stairs to Clancy’s now-empty apartment to find her standing on the bare, planked wood floor of the living room rubbing lotion on her arms. It was from one of those same blue glass jars I’d seen at Alicia’s party.
“What is that stuff, anyway?” 
Clancy dipped two fingers in the jar and ran the white cream over her forearm. It looked like Noxema. 
“More like the opposite,” she replied, reading my mind. “That stuff you put on to relieve a sunburn—this stuff you apply to prevent one.”
I walked over and took the jar from her, turned the label toward me. “Alicia’s New Dawn.”
Clancy nodded. “Put her own name right up front there, didn’t she? Miss Vanity. But you have to admit, the idea’s brilliant. Create what is essentially a sunblock for vampires. Even ole Drac himself could have gone surfing with this stuff.”
“Interesting image,” I said, sniffing the jar. “Hmm. Not bad. Subtle odor.”
Clancy smiled sardonically. “Not to another vampire it isn’t. They can detect each other a mile away wearing this stuff.”
“Is that why you wear it,” Mitzi asked ominously from the doorway, “to keep tabs on the old gang?”
Clancy gave her a cursory glance, took the jar back from me and screwed on the lid. “I wear it because I work for Alicia. And in case I run into her outside the shop. She thinks I’m one of them. Wearing this stuff encourages that belief.”
Mitzi made a scoffing sound. “But, of course, you’re not one of them.”
Clancy ignored her, put the jar in her purse and turned brightly to me. “Well, then! Shall we start making some plans to take down her operation? Put an end to this epidemic?”
“Don’t you think we need a place to sleep first?” from a clearly disgruntled Mitzi.
Clancy slung her purse and headed for the door. “We can always stay at a motel a few nights.”
Mitzi gave me a wry look as I passed her. “That will be cozy…”
* * *
We found a Motel 6 near Lake Shawnee at the edge of town, parked the truck in the lot and took my old Chevy to the park. On the way we stopped off at a 7-Eleven to buy me a pair of sunglasses.  
“The cream works fine on the skin,” Clancy explained as we walked the lake, “but vampire eyes can’t tolerate sunlight without shades.”
“What about me?” Mitzi inquired, trailing, snuffing the shoreline.
“You’re a dog,” Clancy replied.
Mitzi’s head came up, muzzle wrinkled threateningly. “That lotion stinks on you, Miss Cummings.” 
I frowned disapproval, leaned close to Mitzi. “Be nice, huh? I think she smells good with it.”
“You think she smells good without it!”
“I wouldn’t judge the odor of others!” Clancy retorted, reading us both.
“Listen, sister,” Mitzi growled, “I can smell an alley cat six blocks over! I can detect which plants are nutritiously edible right under my feet! Do you know what that’s called?”
Clancy shrugged. “Shitting where you eat?”
Mitzi started toward her…
“Girls, girls!” I pleaded. “Weren’t we planning the eradication of a vampire epidemic!”
Clancy stooped to the shore, plucked a stone from the mud, flung it at the water. We watched it plop. “See those growing spirals? That’s how a vampire plague spreads once it gets started.”
Mitzi snorted contemptuously at a rock. “Wonderfully analogy!” Then to me: “I’d hang on to this one, Ed. She’s so…deep!”
“This shop you work at,” I asked Clancy, “tell me about it.”
Clancy fished for another stone. “Alicia’s New Dawn shop is basically a vampire training center masquerading as a health spa. We sell all the usual herbal shampoos, soaps, conditioners, what have you, to any customer who walks through the door.”
“Every innocent woman, you mean.” Mitzi corrected.
“Not really. There’s a complete line of men’s products as well. You’d be surprised how big our male clientele is, and growing all the time.” As I watched, she scratched absently at her upper arm.
“So they come in,” I said, “get bitten, put on the cream and go home vampires. And then what—bite the wife and kids before dinner?”
Clancy smiled, regarding the lake. “Not quite that simple. First of all the cream isn’t effective immediately, it has to work into the skin for a few days. If a vampire tried walking outside after only one application, he’d burn up in a matter of minutes. Secondly—as you know—recruiting victims can be a messy, bloody affair. Alicia’s shop is supposed to be regarded by the citizens as an upscale boutique, not a slaughterhouse. And third, and most importantly, it’s an ineffective way to spread a franchise from town to town, state to state. You can’t risk exposure by being clumsy. One little bloodbath blunder could bring the whole chain down before it’s big enough to recover. No, you have to go slowly and cautiously. That’s the one thing we have in our favor—it all takes some time.” She scratched at her other arm, looked down at it with annoyance.
“If this sunblock, or cream or whatever doesn’t work right away,” Mitzi asked, “how does she get vampires to walk around in the daylight? And, by the way, why are you smiling? Like you enjoy her little scheme?” 
“I admire it,” Clancy said, “it’s really pretty ingenious. We sell New Dawn—the sun cream—as an exclusive product only. We even overprice it. But mostly we tell the customers it isn’t truly effective without the baths.”
I turned to her. “Bathes?”
“Mud baths. Alicia didn’t choose Kansas entirely by accident. The soil is veined with limestone in this part of the country. And as blazing hot as it can get outside in the summer, deep below ground it can be quite cool. Hollywood studios store the negatives to their best movies in a limestone vault in Hutchinson, Kansas. The temperature is cool, but most of all, constant. Alicia’s shop was built over a series of limestone caves. One of the galleries was converted into stone mud bath tubs, filled with another of her secret ingredients and chemicals that acts in tandem with the cream to block out the UV rays. The process takes several days, several visits.”
“Which gives the aspiring vampires an excuse to be away from home,” Mitzi put in.
“Exactly. And a good place to be bitten down below without making a mess of the counter displays and aroma therapy shelves up above.”
“Clever,” I admitted.  “Clever woman, our Alicia.”
“Yes indeed,” from a wry-sounding Mitzi, “except for one thing.”
Clancy and I turned to her.
The dog was nodding at Clancy. “You’re sun block wonder cream. It isn’t working.”
I looked down. Clancy and I gasped in tandem. Her forearm was a map of bright red and bleeding marks from her scratching nails. 
Clancy stepped back in horror. “Oh, my God…” she whispered.
Then she began moving in a tight little circle, scratching furiously at both arms at once. “Oh, God, what’s wrong with me?”
Mitzi parked her butt pointedly on the grass. “Gee, let me think. You’re a vampire, maybe?”
“Mitzi, shut up!” I tried to grab hold of Clancy but she squirmed free easily; in fact, she knocked me nearly senseless into a tree. Funny how quickly I forgot about her strength.
An almost animal moan of misery rose in Clancy’s throat, her eyes gone wide, and a little wild. “Stop it!” she began screaming at no one, “stop it! It burns!”
A group of boys fishing a nearby dock looked our way curiously.
I lunged for Clancy again. “Honey, let me look at it!”
But she wouldn’t—or couldn’t—hold still. Flailing about like that, she might have knocked me flat again if I hadn’t ducked around her. I finally stood back impotently, watching her dancing contortions, unable to think how to help.
“Nothing I enjoy more,” Mitzi sighed, head down on crossed forepaws, “than a nice sunny day!”
Clancy screamed and began ripping at her blouse. 
A couple on the walkway above us turned. One of the boys on the dock pointed.
I imagined the police descending next.
I grabbed both her wrists in my hands, tried to access her ravaged forearms. She threw me off like a rag doll, Mitzi having to jump out of the way or be squashed. The poodle turned to me patiently as I lay there flat on my back. “Yeah…this is really being inconspicuous.”
I pushed up on my elbows. “Damnit, Mitzi, will you do something?”
She yawned her pink palette at me. “Like what?”
“Can’t you see? She’s burning up!”
Mitzi licked her chops once leisurely, glanced over at the writhing woman on the shore. “Yes, well, vampires will do that in sunlight when they don’t have fur…”
She stuck her rump in the air, stretched luxuriously on her forelegs and finally stood up. “Maybe she needs a little cooling off…”
“Mitzi, wait!”
But she’d already launched herself at the flailing Clancy. Three quick gallops and she was a furry projectile even Clancy’s strength was no match for. She hit the woman square in the solar plexus, head down like a ram, and butted her into the lake.
I scrambled up, slipping in the mud, and leapt after them.
Mitzi was already trudging ashore, smelling as only a wet dog can smell, then spraying me thoroughly as she shook dry. 
I pushed past her through ankle-deep lake water. But Clancy was already coming out again, no longer struggling or flailing, clothes dripping, head down and arms held out, studying them intently. To my amazement the angry-looking rash had disappeared…
* * *
I was sitting on the motel bed, Mitzi in a wicker chair, as Clancy came out of the shower, head in a turban again, towel around her.
“What is that,” Mitzi inquired yawning, “three baths in one day now? Is this how vampires seduce people? Why don’t you just dispense with the towels and drag him to bed? I’ll take a long walk.”
“I just don’t understand it,” from Clancy, rubbing at her wet head thoughtfully, “okay, I’m a hybrid, but I’ve been in the sun all my life and…I just don’t understand it…”
“I do.”
Dog and lady looked up at me.
Then dog jumped lightly off the chair and headed for the door nervously. “Yeah, think I’ll take that walk now…”
“Stay where you are, Mitzi!”
She jerked to a stop, seem to shrink in place a fraction, a little whine escaping her.
“Whine away, it isn’t going to do you any good!”
Clancy looked at both of us. “What’s going on?”
My eyes narrowed at the dog. “Yes, Mitzi, why don’t you tell Miss Cummings what’s going on?”
Mitzi shrank lower.
I turned away, pulled Clancy down beside me on the bed, took her arm in my hand, examined it carefully. “Good. You look fine now. Thank God.” I checked the other arm. Same thing.
Mitzi inched toward the door.
“Mitzi!” 
She halted.
“Will one of you tell me what this is about, please?” from Clancy.
“Mitzi?”
Mitzi flopped on the carpet with sudden arrogance. “Oh, for chrissake, I pissed in your silly ice tub.”
Clancy stared at her. “You what?”
“Before you joined me in it,” I explained. “She came swaggering into your bathroom, jumped up on the lip of the tub—“
“It was only a little squirt!”
“Tried to make me feel like I was dreaming,” I said.
“That’s filthy!” Clancy hunched.
“No! It’s not! Flushing your own poop down a pipe into the sewer system, that’s filthy! At least I fertilize!”
Clancy sat dazed. “Why would you do such a thing?”
“She’s jealous,” I said.
“Screw you,” Mitzi muttered, “I was only protecting you. She burned, didn’t she?”
“Not from the sun,” I told them. I turned to Casey, patted her hand. “I’m sorry. You had a reaction, that’s all. Mitzi? Apologize to her.”
“I will not! The woman sucks! In the worst way!”
Clancy dragged the towel from her hair, shook it in confusion. “It doesn’t compute, Ed. Dog urine? I mean, disgusting as it is, surely it wouldn’t cause that kind of reaction…”
“She said,” Mitzi snorted, “having often been peed on!”
Clancy ignored her, stood and began pacing the carpet suddenly, juggling the towel in her hand. I could almost see her mind working it out. “We drove to my place after we were shot…it was daylight when we got there, full sun on my skin…”
I watched her, waiting.
“…I made the palette bed for the dog—“
“The dog has a name!”
“…and filled the tub with ice. Got you into it, Ed…”
Thoughts racing, wheels turning.
“…I tucked in the dog…then came in and got into the tub with you…”
“Showed your pretty blonde wool—“
“Mitzi, shut up! Go on, honey.”
Clancy paced, juggled. “…I dozed off for a minute or so…woke up, got you out of the ice and into bed…” She frowned, concentrating. “…eliminated the landlord…helped you pack up the apartment…rented the U-Haul…” She looked up at me, shrugged defeat. “Drove us here to the motel. That’s all!”
She slumped.
“Not quite,” I encouraged, “you left something out!”
She turned to me. “What?”
Mitzi sighed atop the wicker chair. “Your vampire sauce, dear.”
Clancy frowned. “I don’t—“
“She’s right, Clancy! You put on the lotion before we left the apartment!”
“Yeah, so?”
“So! You were looking for something that would elicit a reaction—a strong one!”
“Alicia’s lotion? But I use New Dawn every day—”
“Not mixed with dog pee you don’t!” I was jubilant.
Clancy’s jaw dropped suddenly. She brightened.
Then she turned abruptly and threw herself on Mitzi. 
The dog yelped wildly strained to get away. “Help me, Ed, she’s going for the jugular!”
Clancy hugged her tight, even pressing her cheek to the furry head. Then, holding her up at arm’s length, she smiled proudly at the poodle. “Mitzi, I could kiss you!”
Mitzi strained, gave me a desperate look. “Oh God, Ed, she’s bi! A bi-vampire! Shoot her! Stake her! Call Pat Robertson!”
Clancy dropped the dog, swept over and cupped my cheeks in her hands, kissed me hard on the mouth. Really hard. 
I blinked dizzily. “Thanks. Um…to what do I owe that pleasure?”
But Clancy was dancing now, barefoot and hip swinging across the carpet. “Put de lime in de coconut and see whot hoppen…put de lime in de coconut and see whot hoppen!”
Mitzi looked over at me with jaded eyes. “Centuries of bloodthirsty vampires, and we get Bette Midler.”
But I was up on the carpet now, swinging Clancy in my arms. “Put de pee in de lotion and see whot hoppen…put de pee in de lotion—”
Mitzi sat up quickly, looked from one of us to the other. “You mean—?”
We nodded in tandem. “You, my darling, Mitzi,” Clancy said, pointing a slim finger, “just devised a method to eliminate the enemy!”
Mitzi stood slowly, finally panted a doggy smile. “For real?”
“For real,” I grinned, dipping Clancy to the carpet, “man’s new weapon in the war on vampires! Dog urine!”
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After the dancing and hugging and victory posturing, Clancy began digging quickly through one of the packing boxes she’d brought in from the U-Haul.
Mitzi and I looked at each other. “You’re unpacking, Clancy? In a motel? Shouldn’t we be discussing how we’re going to get the dog urine into the beauty cream?”
“Tell you one thing,” from Mitzi, “I’m not squatting over a hundred and fifty jars of sunblock for the next two weeks.”
Clancy smiled, pulling things from pasteboard. “You don’t have to, Mitzi. Alicia produces the lotion right there in her shop. In the basement, in fact. A big, fat vat of it. She’s cautious to a fault—doesn’t trust farming out work to any out-of-town manufacturers of her personal beauty aids. Not at this stage, anyway. Ah!” She found what she was digging for, the Mr. Coffee machine, and pulled it free of the packing. “We attack at nightfall. Meanwhile we down as much coffee as we can stand to stay hyper-focused. You too, Mitzi.”
“I hate coffee,” Mitzi snorted from her chair, “nasty stuff.”
“Drink it anyway,” Clancy told her, “you can go back to rooting through the garbage later.”
She plugged in the coffee maker, gave me a critical eye. “Hey. How you feeling?”
I shrugged from the bed. “Fine. Why, do I look bad?”
“A little peaked. You’ve been through a lot and the treatment’s still wearing off. Why don’t you lie back on that expensive Motel 6 pillow and take a little nap?”
“I thought we were having coffee—getting wired for the big assault.”
“There’s time before it brews. Go on, close your eyes for a moment.”
I started to answer when both motel windows burst inward simultaneously.
A symphony of glass cascaded musically into the room, along with two darkly dressed figures in black half-masks. They looked almost like Ninjas.
“Shit!” I heard Clancy gasp—
—then everything became a blur of chaos. A very fast blur.
The one closest to Clancy went for her, his speed amazing.
He wielded a black, sharp-pointed pike like a lance. Clancy received him gracefully, ducked under his thrust, swung and smashed the Mr. Coffee pot across his face. As he staggered back I launched myself from the bed to her aid—got all of three feet before the biggest figure smashed me to the floor with a roundhouse kick. It drove all the air from my lungs. Gasping pain, head ringing, I heard a distant growl, saw a brownish blur that was Mitzi leap high from her wicker chair, pink lips skinned back, white canines flashing. My attacker met her on the point of his pike. Mitzi yelped once bravely as the lance drove through her heart and out her back, then slumped dead. Her killer chuckled and swung her off the spear and into the wall in a smear of pulp. 
I heard Clancy scream, turned to see her crash roughly against the headboard, splintering wood, the invader’s black gloves ripping greedily at her blouse. She spit and kicked like a wildcat but he was like a dark mountain across her, obliterating my view.
I cried out to her, tried to push up, but thirteen inches of black engineer boot slammed me back into the motel carpet.
In the grinning half =mask above me I thought I recognized something in the bright, leering eyes: the Cigar Guy from the warehouse. He lifted the pike above me.
“But we killed you…” I muttered astonishment.
He chuckled gravel. “Can’t kill what’s dead, half-breed!”
And the pike descended, tore through shoulder flesh, muscle and bone to scrape the carpet under me. 
“Missed, damnit…”
I screamed, spraying a mist of black blood as the pike jerked free and came down into my heart. I jumped like a gigged frog. The big goon grinned under his mask, hunkered down and got right in my face. “You hybrids are hard to kill!”
An ebon curtain was descending…
He slapped my face. “Hey! Open your eyes! You hear me?”
Somewhere to my left, between the red smear of motel wall and floor, the mangled mess that was Mitzi said: “I don’t think that’s helping.”
“What do you know about it?” Cigar Guy grunted.
“More than you, apparently. Try kissing him…”
Two minutes or two hours passed, I couldn’t be sure.
But the ebon curtain lifted a little.
“I mean it! Try kissing him!”
“Don’t be absurd,” Cigar Guy told the dog, “that isn’t going to help.”
“You want to help? Try thinking like a woman for once.”
Cigar Guy sighed, finally bent and pressed his mouth to mine.
I blinked. Cigar Guy wobbled like a desert heat wave…became Clancy, hovering  close, eyes bright with concern.
“Did you use your tongue?”
“Shut up, Mitzi!” she said. Then cupped my cheek gently. “Hey? Eddie? You back?”
She helped me up on the bed, adjusted the motel pillow under my head, thrust a steaming cup into my trembling hand. I sloshed coffee, winced. “Ow.”
“Sorry. Can you hold that?”
“Not terrific with the bedside manner, huh?” from Mitzi, and her weight hit the mattress beside me. But I couldn’t take my eyes off Clancy. That glorious spill of spun-golden-red hair, those depthless eyes.
“What happened? Did I faint?”
She smiled relief. “Sort of. For a moment. Residual from the treatment. It can cause nightmares sometimes. Can you drink some of that coffee for me?”
“Maybe. For another kiss.”
She colored, tried to look pragmatic, failed. Finally bent to kiss me lightly again. My hand closed over the nape of her neck and held fast until I felt her tongue this time.
“Okay!” from an impatient Mitzi, “that’ll do! We’re trying to revive him, not pump his stomach!”
Clancy pulled back, pretty face still analytically composed but softened, eyes a little gratifyingly misty. She cleared her throat. “Now. Drink.”
I took a sip. 
“All of it. It’s late, we have to get going.”
I nodded. “One more kiss, first.”
“Oh God, this is making me sick!” Mitzi rose, stepped painfully on my chest with all four paws, swished her tail in my face and jumped from the bed. “I’m going outside to pee.”
Clancy turned sharply. “No! Save it! We’ll need all you’ve got!” She looked down anxiously at her watch, then over at the darkening window shade. “It’s nearly sundown!” She turned expectantly to me. “We have to get going before they wake up! Are you steady enough yet? Can you walk?”
I looked up at her dreamily. “You’re very beautiful,” I said.
She rolled her eyes heavenward. “This is never going to work,” she groaned.
“Why don’t you try another ice bath?” Mitzi chided from the door.
Clancy fumed down at me. “Where did you ever find such a smug little beast?” 
“I heard that!” from across the room. And a moment later: “Mick bitch.”
* * *
We sat in the parked car under leafy evening shadows across the street from Alicia’s shop, waiting for her to close; me at the wheel, Clancy at shotgun, Mitzi in the back.
“I really have to pee,” she moaned. 
“Just hold it,” I told her.
“I can’t! Did you have to park under a tree?”
“The only other empty spot was a fireplug,” Clancy told her.
Mitzi groaned. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you, Irish? She’s enjoying this, Ed! She’s feasting on my pain with her sharp Catholic incisors.”
“Quit whining,” from Clancy.
“I’m a dog. It’s what I do.”
“Part dog,” Clancy reminded her, “part Alicia.”
“Who—by the way—has much larger breasts than you. Doesn’t Alicia have much larger breasts, Eddie? You saw them at the bar, at the party.”
“Only the cleavage,” I muttered, eyes on the shop door across the street.
“Well, they’re much larger, take my word for it. Like melons, Miss Cummings. Like succulent honey dews!”
“Look who’s accusing who of being bi,” Clancy muttered.
“I was her dog! I slept at the foot of her bed! Watched her undress before the vanity!”
“With her big honey dew melons.”
“Be quiet, you two,” I nodded at the side window, “look.” 
Alicia was coming through the shop door in her usual stylish black dress, black Prada handbag, black Armani heels. She shut the door behind her and swept the late afternoon street with her eyes. Clancy and I scooted down reflexively.
“Do you think she saw us?” I whispered.
Clancy shrugged, frowning. 
“She can smell you!” from the back seat, “she can smell nearly as well as I can!”
“Thank you, Mitzi,” I grimaced, “that’s very reassuring.”
She snorted behind me. “This whole nighttime maneuver is a joke,” she muttered. “You can’t get past a vampire after dusk!”
“We’ll be in and out before dark,” Clancy whispered, “if she ever leaves.” We’d heard no retreating high heels. “What’s she doing over there, anyway?”
I peeked over the side paneling to see a dark limo nose to the curb before the shop. “Waiting for her ride,” I said. “Why doesn’t she just turn into a bat and fly home?”
“Eddie,” Mitzi sighed from the back, “please don’t embarrass me before Miss Van Helsing here.”
I scrunched down, turned to Clancy. “They can turn into bats, right? And wisps of vapor? And wolves? And they can’t cross over running water, right?”
She gave me a bemused look. “Sophomore Lit? Bram Stoker? Hollywood?”
I smiled proudly.
She nodded condescension. “Uh-huh. Just watch the window, huh Ed? What’s she doing now?” 
I peeked. “Uh-oh…”
Clancy slid over to me, staying low. “What?”
“She just took a leash from her purse.”
“A leash?”
“And now she’s taking a dog from the car….and snapping the leash to its collar. A large dog! Looks like a pit bull.”
“Really?” I heard Mitzi sit up in back with interest. “Is he hung?”
I sighed. “I can’t tell from here. But Alicia’s opening the shop door again, leading the dog inside. Uh-oh…”
“Quit saying that,” from an anxious Clancy. “What she doing now?”
“Coming back out of the shop—without the dog.”
“Damn.”
“Now she’s getting into the limo. And now the chauffeur is driving away. She’s gone, street’s empty.”
We sat up in the seat. Clancy looked like she was going to consult her watch, then didn’t bother. “A guard dog,” she said tonelessly. “This changes everything.”
“When did the guard dog thing start?” I asked.
Clancy shook her head. “Just tonight as far as I know. Great!”
I studied her leaf-dappled face, tight with frustration. “So what do we do now?” I asked softly.
She shrugged, resigned. “We’ll have to cancel tonight. Figure out some other way into the shop and downstairs to that vat. Damnit! We were so close!”
“Is there a back entrance to the shop?”
She nodded without enthusiasm. “But the dog will have the run of the place. Meaning access to both doors. I can shut down the alarm system with my key, but I can’t shut down a charging pit bull.”
“Are you sure it was a male pit bull?” from the back seat.
“Pretty sure,” I told her. “A big one. Bigger than any female pit I ever saw.”
Mitzi dropped her front paws over the back of the seat, leaned over between us and craned toward the darkening shop.
“Leave the guard dog to me…”
* * *
“What about fangers?” I said as we crossed the street quickly. “How many do you think there might still be in the mud baths?”
“Hard to say,” Clancy panted, “the baths are only to condition the skin in preparation for the lotion, so whoever’s down there is a new inductee or one just finishing the treatment. Could be as many as half a dozen or so, could be none at all. I don’t run the register log, that’s Alicia’s job. But I’ve accounted for them. Anyone in the baths should be asleep.”
“And if they’re not?”
“Anyone down in those catacombs is a member and knows me. If someone should be awake—and I doubt it—but if they should be, let me do the talking. You’re a guest, Ed, who’s thinking of joining the—“
She jerked toward me with alarm. “Where are your sunglasses!”
I slapped my empty shirt pocket. Swore. “Damn, forgot them.”
“Christ, Ed,” and she was digging quickly through her big shoulder bag, “try to at least look like a daytime vampire, will you?” She fished around, brought out a pair of Raybans, stuck them on my head. 
“Clancy, these are women’s sunglasses…”
“Oh, for Pete sake!” She fished again, making little tinkly noises. I glanced over at her bag. “My God, how many glasses you have in there, anyway?”
“I, uh…sort of collect them. You never know. Here.” She took back the first shades, handed me a pair of aviators.
“That’s better. Tom Cruise, Top Gun!”
“Just keep your feet on the ground for the next hour, ace.” 
We hopped up on the curb and paused on the sidewalk, milling around for a moment in front of the shop like we were window shopping or waiting for a cab. I stepped over and peered casually through the shop window. trying not to attract attention. I couldn’t see the guard dog. 
“Okay,” Clancy straightened, “places everyone. Mitzi, you’re our back door. Ed, come with me…”
“Hey.”
It was Mitzi, sitting by the alley way of the shop, looking at Clancy and me.
“Listen…uh…”
“What is it?” from an impatient Clancy.
Mitzi waffled. “Nothing, just, you know…”
“What?” 
“…be careful, that’s all.”
Clancy soften a notch. “Ed and I will be fine. They know me, like I said, and some may have already met Ed at Alicia’s party. You’re the wild card here, Mitzi. Try to keep a low profile.”
Mitzi nodded, finally turned toward the alley, started trotting for the rear entrance…paused and turned back again. She regarded Clancy with liquid eyes. “One more thing…”
Clancy sighed. “The sun is setting, Mitzi! Any vampires in the baths will be up soon! We need to get going!”
Mitzi looked straight into her eyes. “Just keep an eye on the boy reporter here, huh?”
I thought I saw something pass between them, or sensed it.
Clancy’s lips curled up a little at the ends. “He’ll be okay, Mitz.”
There was an awkward moment, then Mitzi asked, “What time is it?”
Clancy consulted her watch. “Just after five. We meet back at the car in one hour or before, no longer. If something happens, don’t hang around or go looking for anyone, just hightail it back to the motel. Got it?” She lifted her watch arm. “Ready…now.”
Mitzi turned and trotted down the alley bordering the shop, soon blocked from our view by the brick side.
“She doesn’t have a watch!” I exclaimed suddenly.
Clancy nodded calmly. “She’s a dog, Ed, she’ll know the time. Come on.”
We checked both ways up and down the sidewalk and street casually. Then Clancy bent quickly and shoved her key into the lock. As the door swung inward, she reached in fast and shut off the wall alarm system. We slipped quietly into the darkened shop.
Clancy closed the door softly behind us and touched my arm in a holding-back gesture. We stood silently inside the door a moment, listening.
No sign or sound of the guard dog.
But that’s why they’re called ‘guard dogs,’ right?
Clancy shifted the heavy shoulder strap, stepped before me, voice low. “I have pepper spray in my bag. If he attacks, I’ll be the one in front.”
I didn’t like it. I didn’t like any of it, I suddenly realized.
I didn’t like vampires and I didn’t like knowing I was a Reader and I didn’t like being with a woman who was essentially protecting me instead of the other way round. Especially the way I was beginning to feel about her. 
Clancy led us through near darkness past the glass top counter displays, counting on her familiarity with the shop’s layout.
I hadn’t been in a body shop in ages but this one smelled great. Mostly because of the baskets of soaps, I guessed, though whether their almost-seductive scent was Alicia’s own special concoction I had no idea. We passed through to the back of the shop and I noticed one entire wall near the cash register stacked with blue jars of New Dawn skin cream. There was a counter display in front it with jars piled in a neat pyramid and surrounded by promotional signs, including baskets of small giveaways samples.
Even well away from the street window now, we didn’t dare turn on any lights. Clancy swept aside a beaded curtain in the back of the shop and reached for her shoulder bag. She produced a small pen light and played it down a narrow hall. We passed what I assumed was Alicia’s headquarters: desk, computer hutch and sets of file drawers. 
Still no sign of the guard dog yet.
The hall ended at a narrow, dark-stained door. Clancy turned to me. “Be careful now, Alicia put in the wooden stairs herself. She’s not what you’d call a professional carpenter.”
She pressed opened the door for me, I slipped by and we both breathed a sigh of relief as she shut it softly behind us. No guard dog. And no way one could get to us now. Mitzi must have done her job…whatever it was.
Mitzi!
I grabbed Clancy’s arm. “How’s Mitzi going to get through the door if we shut it?”
She gave my hand a patient pat. “Like anyone else with a human brain. She may be the most obnoxious thing on four legs but she’s smart, Ed. She’ll find us. Ready?”
Casey took my hand and we descended a narrow case of uneven wooden steps into yet darker depths.
The creaky wooden steps led down a winding canyon of limestone walls and rocky ceiling, rich with earth smells and something else. Oil? The rocky walls seemed to glow. Then I saw why. Metal holders affixed to the rock in a descending arc held a domino line of live torches, lighting our flickering way into the abyss. 
“A little theatric, isn’t it?” I whispered, “Is this Alicia’s idea of customer appeal—a Mediaeval dungeon?”
Casey clicked off her pen light. “It has its charms. But that wasn’t the original intent. It was pure pragmatism. Alicia couldn’t hire outsourced electricians to wire the catacombs without drawing attention. So she went the Baroque-chic route. The new clientele seem to love it.”
“And what if one of the new clientele spills the beans about her little underground torture chamber?”
She smiled sardonically. “They don’t stay new that long, Ed.”
Nice, I thought, looking up ominously at the grotesque, billowing shapes our shadows made on the curving, rough-textured walls. 
Suddenly it seemed easier to breathe, as if a blanket had lifted.
The barometric humidity dissipated; the air became dry and comfortable against the skin.
“It’s the limestone,” Clancy said, reading my mind, “and the depth.”
The wooden steps gave way to carved stone and finally to a flagstone floor and we were in the main lower chamber.
 Every sound held a light, cool echo of stone on stone. Even the weird burbling noise somewhere ahead down the widening gallery. 
At first I thought it was the mud baths coming up now on our left, set in a neat row of rectangles of stone. But as we approached, the mud didn’t appear to be bubbling.
“It’s the lotion vat,” Clancy said, pointing past the baths, “up ahead, around that corner, in another stone gallery.”
Suddenly she halted, stiffened. 
I heard a noise behind us and froze.
Clancy whirled.
In flickering torch light, a stealthy-looking, four-legged creature approached deliberately from out of the shadows. A large dog with a rolling gait and red, glowing eyes. Clancy fumbled for the pepper spray.
I squinted into the darkness. “Mitzi?”
Her normally wavy coat was matted and spiky with blood, her muzzle torn, eyes swollen, paws leaving little red prints on the stone floor. 
“What happened?” I hissed worriedly.
She rolled up to us, literally hang-dog, rheumy-eyed and panting. “No balls…”
I hunkered down, wiped stringy hair from her eyes. “What?”
“The pit bull. Neutered! Not a drop of jiz in his shriveled little sack. Could have sniffed my butt all day and never realized I was female. Not even sure he knows what a female is. Bastards turned him into a choir boy.”
Clancy bent with concern. “Are you all right?”
“It got pretty hairy there for a minute. Big dog. But I had the element of surprise. He’s disposed of, won’t be bothering anyone for a while. Weird. I mean, who the hell neuters a guard dog, anyway?”
Clancy shrugged. “Alicia the ball buster?”
Even Mitzi’s swollen muzzle grinned at that.
“Come on,” Clancy urged, “we’ve no time to lose.”
We passed quietly beside the baths, rectangles of brownish-green mud ringed by privacy curtains from the ceiling like the ones in hospital rooms. Abruptly I became aware the lumpy mud held definite shapes: three figures lying supine in the muck, eyes closed, only dead-white faces and chests visible. I thought I recognized Mr. Crenshaw, the bookish guy from Alicia’s soirée the other night. He was either asleep or in a pleasurable coma. A waft of steam rose from the mud, to be sucked away by ceiling vents. 
There was a small dressing table beside each bath; the patrons’ clothes were folded neatly atop them. Clancy stopped next to Crenshaw’s stall.
“What are you doing?” I whispered.
“You two go on,” she nodded at the stone entrance to the next gallery. “I’ll be along in a minute.”
I didn’t like the idea of separating. “Why?”
She shot me an impatient look “I’ll be there, Ed! I just want to check on things here a second.”
“Come on,” Mitzi told me, “she’s probably picking their pockets for loose change.”
I followed the dog’s slightly limping form down the rocky tunnel to the next chamber. “Any idea how we’re going to explain the beat-up pit bull?” I asked her on the way.
“Beats me,” she glanced about. “The rats are pretty big around here.”
The vat—a twenty-by-thirty steel kettle, actually—took up most of the next chamber. It squatted on steel legs like a dark metal spider, or one of those old water towers you used to see, except this had part of its bulbous top missing. It was from that open top that the burbling sound was emanating. Surrounding the whole thing was a maze of tubes and refining equipment. Once corner was stacked high with what I assumed were boxes of empty blue jars. Everything was done by hand here.
It all smelled pretty awful.
“They must add the perfume later,” I noted.
Mitzi looked up at the burbling lip, twenty feet above us. “How am I supposed to get up there to make pee-pee?” she asked dubiously.
I cast about the shiny underbelly. “Over there. A little spiral staircase. And look, there’s a small metal platform at the top. Come on, I’ll help you.”
“Did I mention I’m afraid of heights?”
“You’re a dog.”
She looked at me. “Thank-you, Edward, I’m sure there was something cohesive about that remark.”
I urged her toward the winding stairs and handrail.
Halfway up the curving metal steps, she halted in front of me, head hanging.
“What’s the matter? Are you sick?”
She nodded. “I have to pee.”
“Well, hold it! We’re almost there!”
“It’s the height. I think I’m going to be sick.”
“Like hell you are! Climb!”
I turned at the sound of hollow footsteps below us. 
Clancy stood down there looking up. “Is everything all right?” she called softly, hands cupped to her mouth.
“She’s afraid of heights.”
Clancy made an exasperated sound. “Tell her to close her eyes!”
Mitzi lifted her head to me, then craned down at Clancy. “That’s brilliant, Irish! That’s terrific! Climb the tiny little narrow stairs blind! Why didn’t I think of that? Tell you what, Madam Curie, why don’t you come up here and lift your leg in the batter and I’ll come down there and micro-manage!”
I clutched the thin rail, groaned. “Don’t start, you guys…”
“No, it’s okay!” Clancy called. “She’s right! I was being thoughtless! She’s been through enough already, poor thing! Tell her to come back down…” Pause. “…if she’s afraid.”
That warning rumble in the poodle’s throat.
“That contemptuous Irish bitch…”
“Mitzi,” I tried calmly, “save your breath. In fact, take three deep ones, hold the last for a moment, then try the next step up. We’re out of time! The walking dead are going to be up and around any minute! You know how cranky those people can be when they wake up!”
Mitzi nodded gamely, took the next step…then the next…and suddenly, magically, we were at the top. We stepped out carefully on the little workman’s platform, stared down into the pasty stew within the bubbling mouth of the cauldron.
A few silent moments passed.
“What’s the matter now?” Clancy called, hardly bothering to lower her voice anymore.
I leaned over the rail. “She can’t pee!”
Clancy stepped back, incredulous. “She what?!”
“She can’t make water just now!”
“For the love of—her eyes were floating an hour ago!”
“I wasn’t trying to pee off a high dive an hour ago!” Mitzi glared up at me from behind her lifted leg. “And you! Stop watching!”
“Since when are you so demure? You irrigated half the park in front of me!”
“You’re not helping!”
“Christ!” I slumped back against the rail. “What do you want me to do? I can’t run tap water up here!”
“I need to be alone!”
I threw up my hands, called back over the rail. “Clancy, I’m coming back dow—“
But Clancy wasn’t listening.
She was staring solemnly at the three mud dripping figures surrounding her…
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“Get down!” I hissed at Mitzi, and thankfully she dropped flat to the steel mesh floor of the platform. 
“I don’t think they can see you from down there!” I whispered. “Stay put!”
Then I stepped boldly to the rail and waved expansively below. “Good evening, gentlemen!”
Three mud faces turned to look up at me.
“Hope we didn’t wake you!” I glanced poker-faced at Clancy but she seemed to have it mostly under control. “Be right with you!”
I started down the winding stairs jauntily.
All three men were wrapped in mud-dripping terrycloth robes, gathered before Clancy on the flagstones. She was talking reassuringly to them. She turned, smiling, at my approach. “Ed! Just in time!” She gestured at the portliest of the three to her right. “You remember His Honor the Mayor…”
“I certainly do!” extending my hand, “good to see you again, sir!”
The Mayor gave me a quick up and down, finally smiled companionably. “My pleasure, Mr.—“
“Sutter,” I said quickly in case Clancy forgot. “Ed Sutter.”
“—Sutter, that’s it! From Alicia’s party, I believe!” He turned up a dry-caking hand apologetically. “You’ll forgive me for not shaking, Mr. Sutter! The three of us were just at the baths!”
“Yes,” I chimed in personably, “Miss Cummings was just telling me all about them! Fascinating.”
The mayor pivoted left, gestured toward a balding mud head. “You recall Bill Benson, and Kevin Crenshaw from the party! Crenshaw here’s usually bespectacled! Gentlemen, say hello again to Mr. Sutter!”
Everyone helloed, bowed politely.
Crenshaw was wiping his hands on his robe, reaching into the terrycloth pocket for his glasses. “So, Mr. Sutter—“
“Ed. Please.”
“Ed. Clancy here was telling us you’re thinking of taking the plunge! I wasn’t even aware you’d signed your card!”
“Just yesterday,” I lied through my teeth.
“Wonderful!” from Bill Benson. “Miss Cummings says you’re as trustworthy as you are smart! And we need both on our team! Welcome aboard! Uh…when were you turned, again?”
“Recently.”
“Ah. Good. Well, our Clancy’s quite the salesgirl so I shouldn’t be surprised to see you around again if you’ve already made it down here to the famous dungeon!”
“I certainly hope so!” I smiled. And added: “But not too famous!”
And everyone laughed good naturedly at that, Clancy gracing me with a smile that said: Don’t press your luck!
“We were about to shower and go for a drink,” from the Mayor, “would you two like to join us?”
“Some other time, perhaps,” I said, “afraid I’ve already made plans.”
“And I’m a working girl!” Clancy laughed too loud and kept on laughing until everyone was chuckling with her.
“Well, then,” the Mayor nodded, “I’m going to excuse myself and get this layer cake off! It’s my last time at the baths tonight! Tomorrow I go into full sunlight with the aid of our lovely Alicia’s astonishing lotion! Have you seen it yet, Ed? The miracle lotion?”
“I certainly have. Remarkable product!”
“Ingenious is the word! Just like the formidable Alicia herself. Well, then—“ and he started to turn with the others, but Benson was giving me a studied look. “Say, you were the chap who returned Alicia’s dog that night, weren’t you?”
I felt a wedge of unease. “Guilty as charged!”
“That’s right,” Crenshaw chimed in, “and then it got away again! The same night. What ever happened to that strange animal?”
“Lost/Died,” Clancy and I said at the same time.
Crenshaw frowned.
“Lost first,” I injected, “and then she died.”
“Oh, dear,” from Benson, “how unfortunate.” Then winking, he leaned toward the group. “Though between the five of us, I must say that was the ugliest damn beast I’ve ever laid eyes on! What the devil breed was it, anyway?”
The others laughed. 
I chuckled along. “Poodle mix, I believe.”
“Mixed with what?” from the cherubic mayor, “Warthog?”
And another round of hearty, mud-dripping laughter.
Which stopped suddenly.
When something splashed and dripped off Benson’s bald head.
Something yellow.
“What the hell—“the Mayor started, holding out a hand as if to catch rain. “Is the cave leaking?”
He tilted back his head in time to catch a fresh splash raining from the worker’s platform.
“It’s piss!” Crenshaw exclaimed.
“From him!” Benson shouted, pointing upward at Mitzi’s head peeking over the platform end. “It’s that same damn dog! Alicia’s dog!”
I was getting the studied look from Benson again. “You said he was dead.”
I smiled uncertainly, held up innocent hands. “No, I said he was lost.”
“You said dead,” the Mayor rumbled suspiciously, jerking a thumb at Clancy. “She said lost!”
“What the hell’s going on?” Benson demanded. “How’d that animal get in here?” 
“We found/brought him,” Clancy and I said together.
I shrugged a smile. “Well, we found him first. Then brought him. Along. With us.”
“Something screwy here!” Crenshaw was sure, fishing his smartphone from his lumpy robe pocket. “—I’m calling Alicia.”
Clancy and I stood there a heartbeat watching Crenshaw punch in numbers.
“Hello? Alicia—?”
—then a brown blur smashed into Crenshaw and his phone, driving them to the stone floor. 
Crenshaw sat a stunned moment, looked up at us aghast.
The other two men looked back at Crenshaw aghast.
For a moment everything seemed frozen.
Then Mitzi rolled to her feet amid the startled vampires and locked eyes with Clancy. “Run!” crashed into my brain harshly, but whether it was from Mitzi or Clancy or both I couldn’t be sure.
Abruptly Clancy’s pretty face twisted into a loathsome sneer, her eyes like hot agates. “He’s a spy! Get him!” And she leapt on me.
I was too shocked to defend myself. 
In the next instant Clancy and I were thrashing across the cold stones, her steel fingers about my horrified throat. “Kill the dog!” she screamed at the others.
From the corner of my vision I saw Benson and the mayor leap at Mitzi with a speed that can only be described as inhuman. But Mitzi was no slouch herself, and trying to wrestle her into their muddy hands was tantamount to holding onto a greased pig. In a moment she shot through their arms and landed hard on Clancy’s back. Clancy shrieked as white canines sank into her neck. 
“Lying bitch—get off him!” the poodle screamed in my head. 
She shook Clancy like a terrier shakes a rat. A mist of blood sprayed over me as Clancy, howling like a banshee, was flung across the stone gallery, somersaulting. Even then she was shouting at the others. “Get Sutter, you fools! Kill him!”
Benson got to me first but then Mitzi had him by the ankle and slammed him down on his surprised face. “Will you kill that fucking dog?” I heard Clancy yelling in the background.
Then Mitzi had me by the shirt sleeve, yanking me to my feet. “The phone!” her voice bloomed in my skull. “Get the phone!”
For a moment I had no idea what she was talking about.
Then I saw Crenshaw’s mud-caked smartphone lying on the flagstones a few yards away. I barely had time to grab it before Mitzi was at my pant cuffs and dragging me past the steaming row of mud baths. “Front door of the shop!” she cried and, needing no further encouragement, I bounded after her.
“Damn you!” Clancy was screaming behind us, “will you bumbling slugs get them?”
“I will not go outdoors naked!” I heard the Mayor protest huffily.
“Idiots!” from Clancy, but Benson and Crenshaw’s footfalls were pounding behind us, and vampires can move, let me tell you.
Just before we reached the earthen foot of the cellar stairs, Mitzi jarred my teeth once again by jerking me into a darkened alcove beside them. She shoved her rump against me and pushed me further back into the shadowed wall. “Now don’t breathe!” she commanded.
In another instant, Crenshaw, Benson and the Mayor, trailed by a sprinting Clancy, were thundering up the stairs past us.
Their echoing footfalls gradually diminished upward.
“We’re trapped down here!” I told the dog.
“Shh! No we’re not! Just stand still and listen a minute…”
I waited, stomping shoes still receding above us. A moment later I heard one of the vampires yanking open the door to the cellar. Then came a terrible animal roar. Followed quickly by a series of surprised yelps. 
“Okay,” Mitzi urged, “now! Let’s get out of here!”
She led me across the stone floor past the baths again. “I thought you said you killed the pit bull!” I panted.
Mitzi chuckled. “I said I ‘disposed’ of him. Thought he might make good back door getaway insurance.”
I was about to congratulate her when the pit bull’s high pitched yelp of pain reached us.
Dead silence a moment, then the returning tramp of the avenging mob coming our way again, back down the stone staircase. “Now the guard dog’s killed,” Mitzi said.
I shuddered disbelief as I ran. “The Mayor—Benson? They’re that strong?”
“You wouldn’t believe it, Eddie.”
“Christ,” I huffed, lung laboring, “we’re all dead!”
“No, we’re not,” and Mitzi nudged me left with her shoulder.
—straight into a blind alley.
I skidded to a halt. “What the hell? We’re cut off!”
But Mitzi was pawing anxiously at the blank wall, nose to the floor, sniffing. “There’s a hidden lever here somewhere…camouflaged to look like just another part of the stone…” 
Her paw depressed something and the “wall” slid back with a sibilant pneumatic hiss.
Mitzi turned to me, panting proudly. “Just like Star Trek, huh, Sport? C’mon!”
We leapt through into yet another rocky tunnel as the wall hissed closed behind us.
* * *
Ten minutes later we were up to our asses (literally) in cesspool water.
The stench was unbelievable.
My voice rang repugnance from the smooth, circular walls of the Topeka Sewer and Drainage System. “—I mean, I can see how you thought hiding underground is a good idea,” I said, “but a sewer? The smell!”
Mitzi sat beside me on a small patch of dry concrete, eyes fixed to the curving cement roof ten feet above us. “That smell is saving your life,” she told me calmly. “Vampires have olfactory nerves nearly as good as mine. This level of stench is about the only kind of thing that masks our odor from them. And please keep your voice down, it carries a mile down here. You’ve really got to try talking with your mind.”
I shook my head, arms propped on wet, stinking knees. “I have. Not very good at it.”
“Well, practice.”
When I didn’t answer, Mitzi looked up at me. Saw my listless demeanor. 
She sighed, looked back up at the ceiling as if seeing through it to the street above. “Are you really surprised, Eddie? I told you she was an Irish bitch.”
I put my head in my hand wearily. “I just don’t get it. I mean, why this circuitous runaround through shops and catacombs? Why not just bite my neck and get it over with?”
“You’re a Reader,” she said, “Alicia is fascinated by Readers. Wants to study them. See what makes them tick. Vivisect one someday.”
“Great,” I grunted. “I feel so much better now.”
Mitzi stiffened suddenly, nostrils flaring. “Sh!”
I turned to her. “What is it—?”
Her eyes were riveted to the dripping ceiling. “Footsteps up there! They’re searching for us!”
I suppressed a chill, cocked my head, ears straining. “I don’t hear a thing…”
“You’re not a full-blooded award winning poodle.”
“Neither are you.”
“Shut-up.”
We sat in tense silence for nearly five minutes.
Finally Mitzi put her head in my lap. “They’re gone.” 
She closed her eyes in a moment. “Better get some rest, Eddie, I think it’s going to be a long night.”
I craned around for a dry place to rest my head. “You mean we have to stay down here—“
“—until dawn. Yes.”
“I’ll puke.”
“Fine. Just turn your head.”
I leaned back, closed my eyes.
“Eddie?”
“What?”
“Sorry about before. About peeing on them. I just couldn’t hold it any longer.”
I sighed, patted her head. “It’s okay. Forget it.”
“No. I screwed up. You were depending on me and I screwed up.”
“It doesn’t matter now, Mitz. Try to get some rest.”
Silence for a minute.
“But did you see the look on that fat Mayor’s face with my pee in his eye?”
I sputtered laughter. “Yeah. Priceless!. Unctuous political toad.”
Which made Mitzi laugh.
And soon we were laughing together, carried away by it—probably letting off steam, nervous exhaustion—trying to smother each other’s cackling, which only made us laugh louder…
* * *
“—Eddie?”
My eyes blinked open.
We were still in the sewer, my back and neck muscles hating me.
I looked down at Mitzi, who was looking up at me with those big, hamburger eyes. I felt a pang under them.
“They’re here, Eddie.”
I started to push up violently but the manhole cover overhead was already lifting away with a metallic rattle, a weak shaft of early morning light lancing down, exposing us in our stinky little hiding place.
“Come on up, Ed,” Clancy announced above us.
I looked over at Mitzi. 
She said nothing, but her eyes said everything.
“And bring that half-breed mutt with you.”
Mitzi nodded solemnly at me.
I stood, lifted her in my arms, and managed the iron rungs to the surface with one hand.
We came out of the stench into the sweet morning air of a narrow alley. We were right beside the shop. No wonder it took them so long to find us—they assumed we’d hightailed it for miles. Pretty smart, old Mitzi.
The mayor and his colleagues were washed and cleaned and spit-shined in their dark power suits and shoes.
“Welcome back to the sunlight,” His Honor invited.
I flipped him the bird. “You’re nuts if you think this means I’m voting Republican.”
He grinned a fatuous grin.  I could see the beginnings of newly formed fangs gleaming proudly behind the fat lips. “That’s a shame, Mr. Magee. I think you’d have made a valuable member of the team, were it not for your strange devotion to that idiotic hound.”
“Who you calling a ‘hound?’ from Mitzi, shaking the stink off herself.
I refused to meet Clancy’s eyes. “So she told you my real name,” I said to the Mayor, “what else did she tell you about me?”
“That you taste great,” from Benson, who smiled, showing his own new set of incisors.
I nodded, dusting myself off. “Is this the part where you try to talk me into joining your side, taking the pledge, soaking my skinny ass in mud?”
“What makes you think that?” from a smilingly curious Crenshaw.
I shrugged. “Your numbers are small. You need to build your army. Why kill me when you can add me to the force? I didn’t get this far, after all, being stupid.”
Crenshaw nodded agreement. “True. However, there’s this little thing about trust, old man,” casually lighting his pipe. “Not everyone who gets turned makes a good vampire.”
I stuck out my chin at him. “’Turned,’” I mocked. “Like it’s a big honor. Like becoming a walking corpse makes you first in line for yo-yo string or something. You’re an incredibly conceited lot, you know that? But of course you do. Everyone who ever tried to rule the world suffers from that.”
“We prefer the term ‘patriotic’,” Benson beamed.
I nodded condescension. “’Patriots’! How about I take this nonpartisan cross from my back pocket and shove it up your patriotic ass?”
Benson chuckled delight. “Folklore, old man.”
I sneered back. “Is that a fact?”
“Afraid it is, Mr. Magee,” from Crenshaw. “At least these days.”
I looked over at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
He puffed smoke at me. “When was the last time you went to church, Mr. Magee?”
He had me there.
“You call us conceited,” Benson said, “but when were you ever really concerned with anything bigger than own personal needs and goals, your priorities in life? We may kneel to Satan, but at least we kneel.” And he winced painfully at something.
Crenshaw pointed to a distant building, a bright glare of sunlight just cresting it. “Glasses on, gentlemen! Time to enjoy our first day in sunlight!”
The rest of them followed suit, plucking sunglasses from their shirt pockets.
“Mr. Magee, you’re about to witness epoch-making event!”
I appraised their shiny lenses. “You look like the goddamn Sopranos,” I said.
The mayor smiled. “But as you know, Mr. Magee, looks can be deceiving. Now kindly give us the pleasure of killing that bothersome mutt before we honor you with the same.”
I looked over at Mitzi. She was sitting calmly on the alley bricks, scratching her ear with a hind leg. “That ‘mutt’, gentlemen, overpowered your highness Alicia’s pet pit bull. Mitzi could easily rip my arm off without breaking a sweat.”
Benson was already reaching inside his coat, withdrawing a sharp-pointed length of wooden stake. “Perhaps you’d like to hold her for us, then. Let her die in your arms and all that kind of sentimental rot.”
I looked over at Mitzi again. She was yawning.
Something wasn’t right. Something was coming…
Then Crenshaw was screaming.
The most hideous cry of agonized pain ever.
In a moment the others were joining-in with him, backs arched in agony, clawing at their eyes, their shades breaking apart, spilling free. Noxious palls of smoke rose from red sockets where eyes used to be.
They ran.
But only in meaningless circles.
They danced a while, ran again blindly some more into walls and street lamps, screamed, but it didn’t last long. At the end, they lay still and quiet, three piles of smoking suits and power shoes, ready for the dumpster.
Mitzi yawned again at the mess in the alleyway, nose twitching. “Really stink on the inside, don’t they?”
I looked up in amazement at Clancy. “Switched their sunglasses to non-polaroid’s?” she winked. “While pausing at the mud baths, remember?”
My heart leapt around my chest. “Clancy! You’re not one of them!”
She made an indifferent face. “Why spend eternity with a bunch of politicians and lawyers, there’s already one hell. Especially when I can hang with a train wreck like you?”
Mitzi groaned. “Don’t let’s get maudlin.”
I shook my whirling head. “I don’t understand! Where…I mean, how’d you find us in that sewer?”
She was already dragging one smoldering body toward the dumpster. “Tracked you, my sweet Eddie.”
“’Tracked’?”
“Heard your entire conversation last night,” she grinned, heaving Benson into the coffee grounds, “those lovely things you said about my allegiance.”
I looked at Mitzi. 
“Crenshaw’s smartphone,” she said. “Like the big radio at Alicia’s place?” 
I looked down at myself, pulled Crenshaw’s cellular from my pocket. The green ON button was still lit.
“Works the same way,” Mitzi said.
“Sorry we had to keep you down in that stink until the sun rose,” Clancy said.
I was gaping at Mitzi. “You were in on it?”
She yawned. “Well, some of us no longer use outmoded means of communication.”
I smiled at her warmly.
 I think I never loved her more than at that moment.
“Someone want to help me with the Mayor, here?” Clancy panted beside the rusty dumpster. “He weighs a ton!”
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Now we entered what was to become known as The Big Sweat.
We had gone to squirt a little dog pee into Alicia’s special formula vat, had apparently failed at that, and ended up killing three prominent members of her private vampire society along with her pet pit bull. 
The question was: did the Queen of the Vampires suspect us?
She’d find out about the mayor and his two friends soon enough, but would she somehow connect the three of us with any of it? Mitzi, we assumed, was a somewhat unknown quantity, so most likely no problem there. I was probably in the clear unless someone saw me enter the shop that evening. The strongest connection to the malignantly powerful Alicia was Clancy who, in fact, was due to show up for work in a few minutes, being the employee who regularly opened the front door. Which meant we had to hurry like hell to get that dead pit bull out of there, clean up any traces of blood and violence in the limestone catacombs and elsewhere, and put the OPEN sign in the front window before any customers and/or Alicia herself showed up.
We dragged the pit bull outside and stuck him in the dumpster on top of the charred mayor and his crispy friends, scattered some garbage over the top of them, slammed the lid and hoped for the best. Clancy herself conducted the in-shop clean-up on the theory that she was expected to dust up in there anyway; if Mitzi and I got caught at the scene of the crime, how would we explain it? So we took off and left Clancy in charge of the shop as the minute hand approached the opening hour.
As I was twisting the ignition, I looked up from behind the wheel at the clanking noise of the garbage truck turning onto the shop’s street. I’d never heard a sweeter sound. Mitzi and I watched with relief as the truck’s big front fork lifted the dumpster over the cab and dropped trash, litter, debris, town mayor and cronies into the rear containment bay. Hopefully to be buried safely underground outside the city limits with no one being the wiser. Mitzi and I headed back to the Motel 6 without a backward glance, all fingers and paws crossed for poor Clancy.
I was so exhausted on arriving I fell across the motel bed and passed out…
* * *
It was after noon when I woke.
I double checked my cellular but there were no missed calls from Clancy at the shop.
“Maybe we should call her,” I said, still clinging to the phone, “just to check. You think?”
When Mitzi didn’t answer I looked around the mattress to find myself alone.
“Mitzi—?”
I finally saw her lying on her side on the floor, back against the motel door. I couldn’t tell whether or not she was breathing. 
“Mitzi? Hey! You all right?”
She lifted desultory lids. “—huh? Yeah. Just tired.”
“Yeah. Me too. Did you get any sleep?”
“No. Yes. I don’t really remember.”
“Clancy’s fine, Mitz. Don’t worry.”
“I wasn’t. You’re the one holding the phone.”
I looked down at my hand. How do they squeeze all that crap into such a little piece of plastic?…
“She hasn’t called, has she?”
I checked the messages again. “No.”
“Not even to let us know she’s okay.”
I shook my head, a flutter of panic in my stomach. “Maybe she had a busy morning, lots of customers.”
“While we slept here all comfy-cozy.”
I ran a guilt-ridden hand through my hair. The Big Sweat had begun. “Maybe Alicia showed up. Maybe there was just no opportunity to call us.”
Mitzi closed her eyes again wearily. “Lots of ‘maybes’, Sport.”
I stared at the phone. “So do you think I should try calling her or not?”
“What if Alicia picks up?”
I’d thought of that. “I just ask for Clancy.”
“And who may she ask is calling?”
I’d thought about that too. “I give a phony name.”
“What if Alicia remembers your voice?”
I slumped. Shit. “Damnit, Mitzi, do you have any positive advice?”
Mitzi breathed shallowly. “She’s your girlfriend.”
I stared at the phone another second, finally flipped the lid closed and tossed it on the sheet beside me. “I’m sure she’s fine.”
Mitzi was silent.
I looked over at her all limp on the floor. Imagined I could see her ribs. “Did you eat anything today?”
“Can’t remember.”
“Come on, Mitz!”
“I’m not hungry.”
I stood up. “Me either, but I’m going to fix myself a cheese sandwich. You should eat too, you don’t look so hot.”
“Thanks.”
“Your eyes look swollen. And your coat’s not very shiny.”
“You could use a haircut.”
I slid off the bed with concern, went over and hunkered beside her. I placed my palm over her nose.
“Nice, Ed, suffocate me.”
“Your nose isn’t wet.”
“Your point?”
“A wet nose is a sign of good health in a dog. Sure you’re not sick?”
“Only of this conversation.”
“C’mon Mitz, you need to eat.”
“Just let me sleep, huh?”
“You’ve been sleeping all morning!”
“Ed.”
“What?”
“Don’t make me bite you.”
I gave up and began unpacking a few moving boxes, hoping Clancy had brought along some lunch meat and bread or even crackers. She hadn’t.
I kept looking at my watch. Kept glancing over at my phone on the bed. 
The Big Sweat.
“I’m calling for a pizza,” I told Mitzi, reaching for the phone again. “Is that okay?”
The poodle on the floor didn’t answer.
* * *
“Mitzi—?”
I shook her shoulder.
It felt inordinately thin, or was I only imagining it? “Hey! Wake up!”
She finally lifted a lid halfway, voice rife with annoyance. “This motel better be on fire…”
I held my watch arm out to her, pointing. “It’s past six!”
“In the morning?”
“The evening! And still no Clancy! Something’s wrong! I’m driving over to the shop! C’mon!”
She could barely turn her head. “Can’t you go by yourself…?”
“I need your nose. And your ears.  Come on, get up!”
She rocked up listlessly to a sitting position. “Are you sure she never called—?”
“I called her! She wasn’t there!”
“Who’d you talk to?”
“I don’t know, some teenage temp! I need you, Mitz, are you going to help me?”
“Settle down. If she’s not at the shop, what’s the point in going over there?”
“It’s a start!”
“Or a trap…”
“Damnit, Mitz, are you coming or not?”
She blinked, wiped a paw across her eyes. “…just let me…wake up here…”
I turned to her, impatience turning to concern. “God. You look like shit.” 
“Yeah? Well, I feel like shit.” She pushed up on wobbly legs.
“At least have a snack before we g—“
We jerked around at a sound from the motel door.
The door knob rattled.
We froze.
A low warning growl started in Mitzi’s throat.
Then the knob turned and Clancy pushed in. “Hey.”
I slumped against the wall. “’Hey’ yourself! Where the hell have you been? I called the shop! Some girl said you left early, didn’t know where!”
“I was with Alicia.” She crossed the room wearily.
I glanced at Mitzi. “Oh…?”
Clancy swung off her bag, dropped it in a chair, groaned and stretched. Her eyes fell on Mitzi. “What’s the matter with the dog?”
I turned to look, found Mitzi sitting there dreamily on her rump, eyes at half-mast. “I don’t know. She won’t eat.”
“She looks terrible.”
“I know.”
Clancy moved over, bent down and looked into the poodle’s eyes. When Mitzi tried to turn her head away, Clancy took her jaw firmly in hand and swung it back to her. “What’s the matter, old girl?”
“Nothing,” she snuffed irritably. “I just need to rest. You wanna let go of my jaw please and back off, that perfume is wretched.”
“Same kind I always wear. Why aren’t you eating?”
And to my shock Mitzi bore her teeth at her. “Is that all you two think about—food?” 
I honestly thought for a moment she was going to nip Clancy.
Clancy straightened, eyes still accessing the dog with concern.
“What is it?” I asked tentatively, not liking at all the look on her face.
Clancy seemed about to answer, then turned, plucked her purse from the chair again and slung it. “Come on. Let’s go for a walk. You too, Mitzi. Up!” 
And even Mitzi responded to the tone in her voice.
“Don’t wanna walk…”
“Well, you’re going to. We need to talk anyway.” 
“About what?” I asked innocently.
“Don’t wanna talk…” Mitzi growled. 
Clancy started digging in her bag. “I bought a leash.” She turned to the dog, held up the leash. “We can do this with or without—your choice.”
Mitzi groaned, pushed to her feet hatefully and stumbled toward the door. “…leash my fuzzy ass…”
Clancy opened it for her.
Turned and gave me an urgent look.
I followed.
* * *
We started down Topeka Blvd. past rows of used car lots, Mitzi leading but lagging at the same time, head down, a plodding, indifferent gait. “Where are we going?”
“The lake is nice,” Clancy said beside me.
“I don’t like the lake.”
“Since when?”
“Smells like dead fish.”
Clancy was watching her closely. “There are rabbits at the lake,” she said casually.
For just a second Mitzi’s ears seemed to prick, she even lifted her head a little. I saw her black nose twitch once.
“Nice plump rabbits,” Clancy urged.
I turned to her, baffled. What was going on? Were we taking the dog to the lake to chase rabbits? But Clancy wouldn’t meet my eyes, her expression passive.
“What did you want to talk about?” I finally asked.
“Oh. right. Alicia. It seems I’m being promoted.”
I felt a wash of relief. I’d been sure she was going to say that Alicia was onto us somehow. “Well, that’s good news. Did Alicia make the offer over lunch?”
Clancy gave me a patient look. Right. Vampires don’t go to lunch.
“She took me shopping mostly. A whole new wardrobe. Little more upscale, she feels, than my current taste. She’s opening a new body shop in Kansas City, wants me to head up the franchise. It’s quite a testimonial, actually.”
I thought I saw Mitzi break stride for a second.
“Oh?” I nodded agreeably. “And you accepted, of course.”
“Well, of course. This is a great streak of luck for us. Not only does it underscore her trust in me, it keeps me close to the center of her operations.”
“Not so close to us, though…” Mitzi muttered.
Then I thought I saw Clancy break stride.  “Yes, that’s true. At least for the short term.”
Mitzi craned back for a second, glanced at me. “So, let me get this straight, Miss Cummings. You’re off to K.C. with our vampire friend while Eddie and I hold down the fort here in Topeka, that it?”
“Something like that.”
Mitzi shot me another quick look. “So, when it’s finally out that the Mayor and his friends have gone missing, you’ll be safely away in another town. With an air-tight alibi. While Ed and I hang around here, up to our asses in police and vampires.”
Clancy adjusted her shoulder strap. “I…think that might be best in the beginning, yes. Later, of course, you can join me in K.C.”
“How much later?” from an unrelenting Mitzi.
“I don’t know. Later. When things have settled down.”
“’Settled down.’ And where will you be staying in good ole KC, Irish? If I’m not prying.”
“To tell the truth…“
“Yes, please tell the truth!” from Mitzi.
“…Alicia has a little place down by the Plaza.”
“Wow! Classy! So you’ll be staying together then.”
“For a short while, yes. Look, it’s only until—“
As we passed the mouth of an alley I heard someone call out softly. “Hey…”
We turned to find a figure standing in shadow between narrow brick walls lined with metal trash cans, discarded boxes. “…spare a little change?”
It was a man—hard to discern in shadow but he looked maybe thirty, unshaven, disheveled. I saw Mitzi’s muzzle wrinkle at a smell; even I could detect: liquor and sweat.
I reached for my wallet, wanting to get it over with and back to business. “I only have a few bucks,” I told the man.
I held out a five spot to the shadows. That’s when I saw the gun. It was aimed at Clancy. “What’s in the bag, lady?”
Clancy stood her ground, looking not at all in the mood for this. “Mostly sunglasses, actually.”
The man stepped further into alley darkness, beckoning us inside with his free hand. “Yeah? Let’s have a look.”
Clancy just stood there for a second. Then she heaved a sigh and stepped into the alley. “What’s your style?” she asked, business like, “polarized, aviators?”
The man pointed to the brick floor of the alley. “Dump it.”
Clancy watched him a patient second…
Just do it. Clancy! I thought.
…then upended the bag. It rained sunglasses. Lipstick, compact, box of tissues. 
Mitzi gave Clancy a nervy look. “There’s no leash in there!”
“Shut-up, Mitzi,” I told her, then out loud to the man: “Take your pick, huh, and we’ll be on our way.”
The man ginned yellow teeth, waved the gun at the empty bag in Clancy’s hand. “What about the side pockets?”
“Why?” Clancy replied coolly, “are you out of tampons?”
“Unsnap ‘em!”
“Look—“ I began.
Clancy waved me off, bent to the sunglasses, began scooping them back into the bag. “We’ve got sunglasses and we’ve got five bucks,” she told the man. Then looked up challengingly into his eyes. “Take one or the other or take off.”
The man showed her more of his smiling yellow teeth. Then shot her in the forehead.
Clancy smacked backward into brick wall, collapsing into a heap.
“NO!” I screamed.
The man swiveled the gun my way. Mitzi, eyes suddenly bright, muscled body looking twice its normal size, went for his throat.
The gun went off twice more. 
Then the man was on his back, wedged and scrunched kicking between trash cans, screaming as Mitzi bore down. It all happened faster than a thought.
And then the man wasn’t kicking anymore, just whimpering…and then not even that. And Mitzi still wasn’t letting go.
“Mitzi, no! You’ll kill him!”
She ignored me. The man’s arms flopped, his legs kicked weakly again, and he lay still.
Mitzi bit deeper through a fresh fountain of blood.
I came out of my trance, launched myself at the dog. “Mitzi!”
As I reached out she spun on me with almost supernatural speed, the man’s neck still hanging from her red-flecked muzzle, a warning rumble in her chest. Her eyes were enormous, aflame and glistening, her throat continuing to swallow convulsively of its own accord.
I stepped back in shock. “Mitzi…”
A hand clamped my shoulder—made me jump and yelp.
Clancy was beside me, staring down quietly at the two on the alley bricks. “Don’t go near her now,” she told me quietly, face eerily impassive. “She’s feeding.”
I slipped away from Clancy’s touch, eyes riveted to the purple hole between her eyes, the shiny point of lead protruding from it. There was no blood at all.
She saw my expression, colored and turned slightly away. “Sorry.”
She reached up with both hands, pressed her fingers to the forehead skin on either side of the slug. It emerged like a fat, grey pimple, finally popped free in a thin membrane of red.
She caught the bullet one-handed, held it up in her open palm. She studied it calmly a moment, her expression holding a kind of lost look, like a little girl. 
Then she blinked, remembered I was there, looked up and shrugged apology. “I’m sorry, that was gross. Are you okay?”
I couldn’t seem to find my voice. I was both repulsed and embarrassed for her.
She sighed, nodded wistfully. “I know,” glancing over pensively at Mitzi’s red-spattered fur, “…not exactly a fastidious lot, are we?”
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Somebody was walking past the mouth of the alley.
Couple of kids, popping gum, laughing. Fortunately they didn’t look in; we were pretty far back in the shadows anyway. 
“Let’s get out of here!” I quaked, and started without waiting for a response. But I didn’t make it past Clancy’s gentle but iron hand. “Not quite yet…”
I gaped at her. “’Not quite yet’? What the hell are you talking about?” I swung my arms around. “Look at us! This makes four bodies in two days! And this poor guy’s not even a vampire! We’re getting the hell out of here!”
She didn’t remove her hand. “That’s just the problem, Ed…”
I felt a chill. “What’s just the problem?”
She nodded at the corpse as Mitzi finally backed away from it. “He is a vampire. Now.”
Of course! 
I closed my eyes, an ocean of dread dragging me down.
I can’t do this anymore, I thought, I can’t do this anymore, I can’t…
“You have to do it, Ed,” Clancy said.
“Will you stop that?” I snapped. “Stop reading my damn mind when I don’t want you to!”
She appraised my hysteria calmly. “Easy. All you have to do is ask.”
I was suddenly beyond furious. “Would it do any good?”
Clancy took her hand away from my chest gently. “No, but it would be polite.”
I tried to get my breath, tried to get it together again. “Okay. Okay. So. You’re saying the dog just turned this guy into a vampire, right?”
“That’s about it, Sport, I drained him. That’s all it takes,” Mitzi said. She was sitting beside the dead man, bright-eyed and thumping her tail. “Sorry. I don’t make the rules.”
“Or pay them much mind!” I turned to her angrily. “Ever consider exercising a little self-control? Look at you! Suddenly the picture of health! Feeling better, are we?”
I swear: for a dog, she made a mouth that passed for a smile. “Much, actually! Matter of fact, I haven’t felt this good in weeks!” And she jolted from a sudden forceful hiccup.
“She needed food,” Clancy said sympathetically, “hadn’t eaten for days. Now she has. The real thing.”
I didn’t want to dwell on that last sentence. “Great, great. So what’s the plan now?”
Clancy looked at Mitzi.
Mitzi looked at Clancy.
Mitzi hiccupped again, head snapping.
I turned from one to the other of them. “What—?”
Clancy sighed, gave the mouth of the alley a cautious look. “You have to cut his head off, Ed.”
I just stood there.
I looked back and forth at them again, waiting for the punch line.
Clancy lowered her eyes. “It has to be done.”
I was staggered.
In fact, I did stagger. “Say what?”
“Sorry, Ed,” from Mitzi, who was trying to trot toward me comfortingly…but who seemed to be doing a little staggering herself. “Clancy’s right, Sport. We’re supposed to be eliminating the vampires, not increasing the nation’s census. ”
I backed away from both of them in disbelief, hands held high in self-defense. “Hey, hey…I’m not cutting off anybody’s freaking head today, got that? Or tomorrow or the next day or the foreseeable future! Just so we got that straight!”
Clancy’s made an ineffectual little gesture. “Ed, it’s the only way. He’ll be up and at your throat in another minute if you don’t. Or someone else’s throat. Maybe a kid’s. An innocent child’s. You don’t want that, do you?”
“Yes! Yes, I do! Let him get up and go bite whoever the hell he wants, just leave me out of this!”
Clancy sighed patience. “Ed…”
I turned desperately to Mitzi, imploringly. “Mitzi—?”
She looked offended. “You can seriously expect me to do it!” She held up a paw. “No opposable thumbs, Ed, remember?” And she tilted from raising the paw, listed to port and toppled over.
I stepped toward her, eyes narrowing. “Something wrong with you—?”
The poodle got up, swayed, wagged her tail, bright-eyed. “Me? No. Fine! Fit as a fiddle!” plopping down on her rump again under another jarring hiccup.
“He was drunk,” Clancy said.
I turned to find her pointing at the corpse. “Now the dog is.”
“I am not a skunk!” Mitzi slurred, crab-walking into the wall.
“’Drunk’. Clancy corrected.
Mitzi nodded, neck rubbery. “That too.” She belched with surprise. Giggled.
 I closed my eyes again, pressed a palm to my throbbing head. This wasn’t
happening. Please don’t let this be happening…
“Ed?” softly, from Clancy. “His head? Please? People are walking past the alley—“
I whirled. “You do it then! You’re the freaking vampire expert!”
She was taken aback. “Are you serious? In my new business suit? Alicia would have a heart attack!”
I ground my teeth. “We should be so lucky!” 
“Ed, please. Your voice, keep it down. Now I know this is hard for you—“
The sour sound of a distant siren cut her off.
Shit.
I turned, beleaguered, to the corpse.  Suddenly I brightened. “A stake!” I exclaimed. “Why can we just put a stake in him?”
I turned expectantly to the dog. “Mitzi? A stake? That sound okay? What do you say?”
She shook her head, burped. “Nothing for me, thanks, I’m full…”
I spun to Clancy. “What do you say?”
Clancy took my arm gently. “Staking is not a guarantee, Ed…” 
“What do you mean? It worked on Bela Lugosi and Christopher Lee! In half a dozen sequels!”
“It has to be dead center to the heart,” she informed me calmly, “if you’re off even a fraction of an inch…“
My fists knotted against my thighs. “I can’t believe this shit!”
Clancy reached into a side pocket of her shoulder bag, handed me a large carving knife. Held it out to me carefully.
I looked up haggardly. “What—you always carry one of these around?”
“You never know.”
I took the knife slowly from her, stared down at the gleaming blade. “I want you both to know just how much I hate you for this,” I said.
Clancy leaned, kissed me quickly on the cheek. “I’m sorry, sweetheart…”
Mitzi hiccupped, began to warble off-key. “’Let me call you sweetheart…’”

I turned with the knife, glared at the dog. She swayed unsteadily, flopped back on her butt again, burped at the knife in my hand. “You…are…a…trooper! Thas wot you are, Eddie, boy! A gol-danged” >hic< “certified trooper! Can I…tell yew somethin? Huh? Can I…tell you something, Eddie…straight from my >hic< heart—?”
“What?” I growled.
“—I allus knew, Eddie…I allus knew you’d…get a head!” And she fell over giggling helplessly.
I pressed my lips white, turned and walked stiffly to the corpse. 
As I bent down the dead eyes were already starting to open again.
I got to work quickly when I saw that.
It wasn’t pretty.
* * *
Ten minutes later I stood up on quaking legs. I was drenched.
I turned away, forcing back vomit, and dropped the red-streaked knife on the cobblestones. “I think I’m going to be sick,” I said.
“You’re going to be fine,” Clancy said proudly, and kissed my cheek again.
“Ya done good, kid!” Mitzi mumbled in the gutter.
I nodded at them stonily. “Fine. Fine. But damnit, you two are disposing of the body this time!”
Clancy hugged my arm tight, smiled up at me. “What body?”
I blinked at her.
Turned around to the corpse. It was gone. Except for a small pile of ash the breeze was already taking.
“Now,” Clancy said, tugging my hand, “we can go!”
I was halfway down the street, walking in a kind of dreamy haze before passersby when I jerked to a stop, face white.
Clancy turned in alarm. “What?”
I peered down in horror at the bloody streaks on my shirt and jeans. Except there weren’t any bloody streaks there now.
I looked up, baffled, at Clancy. And in another moment, in narrow-eyed anger. “You knew it wouldn’t soil your business suit!”
She patted my back with a smile, tugged my hand toward the motel. “Yes dear, I knew. But sooner or later you’d need the practice.”
I started to get furious but she squeezed my hand. And that woman could squeeze.
“It’s a war, Eddie, not a cotillion. A war. And wars are messy. Try to remember that.”
And we walked the rest of the way in silence.
* * *
I took a shower at the motel anyway, blood or no.
When I came out, Mitzi was collapsed senseless in the corner and Clancy was lighting two candles atop a card table she found in the motel closet. The room smelled delicious. So did Clancy.
“What’s this?”
She puckered red lips, blew out the match. “I ordered Chinese. You like?”
“I do. You look wonderful.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Call me Tondaleo.”
She laughed, pulled out my chair. “Sit. Enjoy.”
I scooted in as she placed shredded pork before me. “Is it new, the sweater?”
“Pretty new. Hot tea or Coke?”
“Tea, I think. What’s the occasion, my first head chopping? Is it the custom?”
She said nothing, sat down across from me, poured my tea.
“Mm. This is really good.”
“Good.”
The fork froze halfway to my mouth. Her plate was empty. “Aren’t you having any?”
“Maybe later.”
I nodded slowly, heart spiking a little. 
“I am sorry,” she said at length, “about earlier.”
I shrugged. “I should be apologizing to you. You probably saved my life. You and Mitzi.”
“I was very proud of you, Ed.”
“For standing there like an idiot?”
“For the…head thing.” Her eyes shone wonderfully in the candlelight. God, but you are one beautiful woman, I thought.
I sat back a moment, chewing reflectively. “This would be just about perfect if…”
“—not for a vampire plague? Yes. But then, we may never have met.”
She watched me a silent moment. All I could think about was kissing her.
She must have read it in my eyes. “Are you hungry, Ed?”
I put down my fork slowly, held her eyes. “Very.”
She smiled a sexy dimple. “In that case I won’t need it.”
“Need what?”
She tugged at the shoulder of her sweater.
“Don’t play with me,” I pleaded.
She stood, came round the table. “Define ‘play.’”
She held out her hand. I took it.
On our way to the bed, Mitzi made a noise from the corner. We glanced back, saw her still out cold, legs rowing the air in secret dreams.
“Chasing a rabbit,” Clancy mused.
Or something, I thought.
* * *
We undressed. Got into bed.
But something was wrong.
It took me a moment to figure out what.
She lay back on the pillow, carved ivory on a hill of snow, gave me a searching look. “It’s my breasts, right? Too small?”
I almost laughed out loud. “Your breasts belong in a museum. All of you belongs in a museum. You must know how incredible you are.”
“What is it, then? Are you afraid?”
I was surprised. “Yes.”
“That I’ll bite you?”
“Yes.”
She giggled. “Has Mitzi really convinced you I’m one of them?”
“That’s not the kind of bite I’m talking about. I’m afraid that if you do bite me I’ll never want you to stop.”
“Ed. How sweet. Is this a proposal?”
“A confession. I’m falling in love with you. No, I am in love with you—“
“Ed…” she began softly.
“See, that’s what I’m afraid of, that you won’t even let me finish. And of your next line, which starts with, ‘Ed, I’m very fond of you…but…’”
“Ed–“
“You probably knew I was in love with you before I did. I mean, look at you, you could have anyone. Even Alicia.”
She did laugh out loud at that one. “Oh, so I’m a vampire lesbian now! You’ve been watching too many old foreign films, sweetie. Roger Vadim.”
“That’s the part that scares me the most. That you could be a vampire or a lesbian or a member of Al Qaeda and I wouldn’t care. I wouldn’t care.”
 I shook my head, stupidly feeling sorry for myself. “In some ways I wish you were a vampire. If it would make me part of you.”
She smiled warmly, “Let’s take care of that part of it right now, then,” reached up and drew me down. Her mouth closed over my neck, hot as a furnace. ‘Oh God…” I heard someone moan who turned out to be me.
She drew back and looked into my eyes. “Any blood lust yet?”
“Oh, yeah.”
She reached down between us. “Mr. Magee! Is that a stake in your pocket or are you just glad to see me?”
She placed me, started to push—but I caught her hand. “Why, Clancy? Why me? Why now?”
She was beginning to flush both exasperation and anticipation. “Ed, I’m all for foreplay, but you’ve fulfilled your job!”
“I mean it. I need to know how you feel.”
She sighed impatient breath across my cheek. “Eddie, my love, sometimes we just don’t know how we feel! When you sample a couple of grapes at the grocery store before buying a bag, the manager may not like it, but there’s no law against it.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“It means that the damn dog isn’t going to sleep forever!” and she slid me home. 
“Wow,” she moaned throatily, “you can make a decision…”
I have no particular qualms about describing in detail how great the sex was; the problem is—newspaper reporter or not—it was….well, indescribable. You had to be there. And I’m so glad you weren’t.
It was just me and Clancy. No one else on Earth. I wasn’t even certain at times we were still on Earth. I do recall thinking at some point: now this…this is the way to go. Take a little trip to heaven before you die.
The more prurient among you are wondering things like: how many times? Well, none of your business. I will say that the motel thermostat was set at 68 degrees and before we finally fell asleep we were both running a sweat.
—at least Clancy fell asleep.
I lay there on the sheets next to her staring up at the ceiling, listening to Mitzi snoring loud and drunkenly over in the corner. Thinking what a god-awful hangover she was going to have in the morning.
But mostly thinking of something not quite so humorous. Mainly that I’d never gotten a direct answer to my question from Clancy. But that I had a sad, uneasy feeling I knew what the answer was.
Maybe she did love me. Maybe she didn’t. Maybe she didn’t yet but was learning to. But that wasn’t why she’d elected to make love to me on the night before flying to K.C. with Alicia.
It was because she felt there was an even chance we’d never see each other again…
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We said little over breakfast the next morning.
We ate our eggs and toast at the motel café next door (Mitzi still snoring obliviously in the room) and then I drove Clancy to the small private airport outside town, (Mitzi now in the back seat still snoring).
Alicia had her own Cessna, her own hanger waiting at KCI airport and, apparently, her own way with a private plane and years of experience. How many for a vampire, I wondered? Clear back to the Wright brothers?
Clancy thought my driving her to the little airport was too dangerous, even though technically Alicia had no reason now to suspect me of anything; but I insisted. Clancy agreed, probably against her better judgment, but hopefully because she wanted to see the man she’d made love to the night before as long as she could before heading into the unknown.
Even so she made me stop at a McDonald’s before we reached the tarmac. She insisted on calling a cab to take her the final two miles to the airport. “I’m not taking any chances,” she said, kissing my cheek when the cab pulled up. She winked and told me not to worry, she’d call, then hurried all the way back through the restaurant to kiss me again, this time hard and on the mouth. 
“I already miss you,” I croaked.
She nodded against my cheek, whispered “Be patient, love,” in my ear and then she was through the restaurant door, jumped into the cab and was gone.
I sat in the McDonald’s booth on the south side of the building until I saw the speck of Alicia’s black (what else?) Cessna climbing west toward K.C. I said a silent prayer over my coffee, finally paid the tab and walked the gravel lot to the car. Mitzi was still out like a light in the back seat.
We were about halfway back to Topeka—me in a decidedly somber mood—when the poodle bounded over the rear passenger seat to the seat beside me, tail thumping the old Chevy’s threadbare upholstery.
“Well now,” I sighed at the windshield,” look who’s up! How’s the head?”
“Fine! Roll down the window, huh, I want to stick my nose out!”
“Why do all you dogs like that so much?”
“Why do all you humans bathe so much? Did you know that since the 1920’s dogs have had to track humans by the scent of their frigging deodorant? I mean, there’s practically no real human scent left! How does your species ever propagate?”
“Maybe it’s mainly visual acuity.” I cranked down the window. “I don’t get it. You were smashed last night. Dogs don’t get hangovers, that it?”
She sniffed ecstatically into the wind, furry ears bantering. “Of course we do.”
She pulled her head in, panted happily at me. “Like flying without the effort!”
“The hangover?”
“The nose out the window. Say, this is kind of nice, isn’t it? Just the two of us again! Roaming the country, looking for adventure!”
“We never roamed the country, and I think the adventure found us.”
“Nice though, huh? Like the old days!”
I glanced at her. “Without Clancy, you mean?”
She was silent a minute. I thought she was going for the open window again. Then: “Couldn’t wait two minutes before bringing her name up, could you?”
I sighed. “I’m worried about her, Mitz. Look. You may as well know I’m in love with her.”
“Oh. Well. Gee. What a newsflash. I’d never have intuited it.”
“She’s a nice girl, Mitzi, even if she is a vampire, which she isn’t.”
“Nothing about that sentence made sense.”
I grinned at her behind the wheel. “I’m touched, you know…”
“You’re telling me?”
“—that you’re jealous, I mean. You are jealous. And it’s sweet, Mitzi, it is.”
“Wow. ‘Love,’ ‘jealous,’ and ‘sweet,’ all in one morning. Eddie, I hardly knew ye.”
“I don’t know if she feels as strongly about it as I do, but—“
“You got that right, bud.”
My cheeks went hot. “Hey! What do you know about it?” Amazing what being in love can do to your temper.
Mitzi settled in the seat. “I don’t know, you said. That’s the part you got right. You don’t know jack, Sport. Especially about her.”
“And you do, I suppose.”
“I know women. I know sex.”
“Right.”
“Hey, pal, I’ve done it with three-legged dachshunds in the basements of abandoned manure factories! Try that sometime!”
I snorted. “Nice image. You don’t know human women, is the point.”
“I am a human woman! The vampire half, anyway. And you blew it last night.”
I felt a pang of doubt. “I…really? You think—“
Then I caught up and nearly slammed the brake. “Hey! How the hell do you know about last night?”
Mitzi’s turn to snort. “Do I look like I’m hung-over, Eddie?”
“You were awake last night? You were listening to us? That’s sick!” 
“It was pretty vomitus.”
“Why the hell would you—“
“To keep an eye on you, stupid! You think I didn’t know it was headed for the boudoir? She started spinning her web the second I began faking I was drunk back there in the alley. I heard that evil little mind of hers working.”
“I’m going to fucking kill you! No! I’m going to give you back to Alicia!”
“You do that, hot pants. Meanwhile, learn how to make love sometime, huh?”
“What! I know how to make love, goddamnit!”
“Uh-huh, right.”
“Well, I know what goes where! And why!”
She lifted her head, gave me a piteous look. “That’s not making love, stupid, that’s boffing. Gophers boff, Ed. Earthworms boff.”
“Is there a relevant point here?”
“Yeah, it’s called talking!” 
She did a really terrible impression of me whining, or maybe it was just the state of my mind at the moment. ‘“That’s the part that scares me most, Clancy—you could be a vampire, or a lesbian, or’—for the love of God—‘Al Qaeda!’”
“Yeah? So?’
“Ed. Please. Look at me. And trust. Women want to know how beautiful they are, not how they look in a hanoush!”
“I was only trying to—“
More whiny impressions: “’I mean it, Clancy—I need to know how you feel now!’”
I fumed at the wheel. “Well, what’s wrong with that?”
“Why not jamb a little pressure down her throat! Maybe she needs to know how she feels, for chrissake! I mean, really! God, how does your species conceive?”
I gripped the wheel, tight-lipped. “What I said last night to Clancy came from my heart!”
“Well, you weren’t getting into hers!”
“I got into ‘hers’ just fine!”
“And another thing—about the sex—“
“Don’t even go there, I’m warning you!”
“Next time try…”
She trailed off as I hit the brake, slowing quickly. Mitzi sat up alert, craned over the dash. “What’s the matter?”
“Look at this mess ahead. Oh, Lord…”
We were at the edge of downtown. It was bumper-to-bumper. For as far as the eye could see. And Topeka, Kansas is never bumper-to-bumper.
“What the hell’s going on?”
Mitzi shrugged. “Football game?”
“The Chiefs play in KC, Mitzi—in the fall.”
“Maybe it’s Arbor Day or something.”
“No. Look there.” I pointed east. “Something’s happening at the Capitol Building. Look at the steps.”
“Whoa. That is a lot of people for Topeka.”
“That’s a lot of people for Cincinnati. Geez…look at that mob. Everybody and his damn dog…”
She turned to me.
“It’s just an expression.”
She flopped back down in her seat. “You guys and your expressions. ‘Dog Days of Summer.’ What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”
I shrugged. “Something about the heat, I think.” I craned past a big RV in front of us. “Man, we are going nowhere for a while…”
Mitzi sighed annoyance. “I’m hungry.”
“Yeah, you would be.” I turned to her sharply. “Speaking of eating, you need to go back to rabbits. Fast!” 
“Can’t do that anymore, Ed.”
“What! Why?”
“Just can’t. Gotta be human blood now.”
I flopped back against the headrest amid a chorus of cranky horns. “Great. This is just great. We’re low on gas and the air conditioner won’t work without the motor. This is how it all ends. I’m going to die in a traffic jam in Topeka, Kansas, never write that novel, never see the Orient. That’s how my tombstone will read. ‘Shriveled up and died of heatstroke beside a blood-sucking poodle’.”
I opened my eyes in a moment. Glanced over at the passenger seat. Stared.
Mitzi lifted her head. “What?”
“Why are you looking at me like that?”
“I wasn’t looking at you. Looking at you like what?”
“You know like what.”
“Enlighten me!
“That way.”
“What way?”
“Like I’m a side of beef.”
She flopped back down. Shook her head in disgust. “The rump portion certainly. That part of the cow commonly known as the asshole! I’m your dog, Ed! I’m your best friend! Thanks for the slap in the face!”
I grumbled and settled back in the seat. The RV moved two feet ahead in front of us, went back to idling. I yanked impulsively at the wheel. “Well, I’m not sitting here roasting in this damn traffic all day!”
I goosed us out of line, scooted around and nosed the car to the curb under a shade tree beside a No Parking sign. I cut the engine.
“What are we doing, Eddie?”
“If you’re going to suck my neck I’d like to be in the shade.”
“Seriously.”
I opened the door, stepped out into the heat.
“I don’t know.” I said. “This mess isn’t going anywhere. May as well walk up to the Capitol and see what’s going on.”
* * *
I strode up the sidewalk toward the Capitol, shouldering my way through the thickening crowd—maybe a bit belligerently; it was hot, and I was back in Topeka and Clancy was out of my life again. I’d been in a better humor.
There was a sea of onlookers, pushing and rubbernecking for a better view amid little islands of TV and radio vans, guys on the top of the former shooting video for the evening news. 
“Hey, Sport! You forgot something!”
I turned sullenly to find Mitzi racing between a forest of legs with my sunglasses in her mouth. 
I gave her my back. “I don’t want those damn things!”
But her cold nose pushed urgently into my palm. “Wear them anyway. Don’t be an idiot. The hills have eyes.”
I grabbed the glasses from her teeth and shoved them atop my nose in time to get a closer view of the Capitol steps ahead; a makeshift podium had been set up outside the rotunda. A young man in tan suit pants and coatless arrow shirt was approaching a microphone affixed to the podium, his tie askew, sleeves rolled like a guy campaigning for something. Behind him were a phalanx of dark-suited bodyguards with sunglasses and earphones like those men who trot beside the presidential car. There was an American flag to the left of the podium, a State of Kansas flag to the right, PA speakers beside each. The man behind the mike spoke in deliberate, commanding tones that squeaked with occasional feedback.
“—and I want to assure each and every one of you that the culprit or culprits behind this tragedy will be caught and brought to justice! In the hours since the remains of the Mayor and his constituents were found, state and local law enforcement has worked tirelessly with the Topeka Sheriff and forensic departments in apprehending these fugitives. And workers have been successful in not only pulling a number of fingerprints from the location of the Mayor’s last whereabouts, but in matching them to our prime suspect.”
I felt a double dose of ice fill my brain—half from mine, half from Mitzi’s beside me. “Oh, crap,” she said in my head.
Behind the man at the mike, an assistant handed him a large forty-by-thirty hard stock photo of my favorite human being. It was the picture they had of me on file at the newspaper office. There was even one of me on file at the police station itself that I’d used in case I needed quick I.D. for a story in progress. I couldn’t have made it easier for them to trace me if I’d tried.
The man behind the mike held up the photo, swept it before him in a slow arc at the surrounding throng. “This is the man we believe responsible for these crimes! His name is Edward Magee, a former writer and newsman for a local newspaper The Topeka Courier. His whereabouts are currently unknown. If you have seen or have any information about this man please report it to the Sheriff’s Department at once! There is a five thousand dollar reward for any information leading to this man’s conviction!”
I just stood there as if I were growing up from the sidewalk.
Everything began to blur slightly before me, as if glimpsed through gelatin: the Capitol steps, the crowd, the hot eye of the sun. I’ve never fainted before…is this what it felt like?
Gradually I became aware of moving backward almost magically—slowly, step by step—through the heavy crowd. That something was pulling gently at my pant leg.
“—one step at a time, Eddie…” someone I was pretty sure must be Mitzi was saying in my head, “…one foot behind the other…very nonchalant, hands in your pockets like you’re bored with the whole thing…easy does it now…back to the nice shady car…”
Step by step, inch by inch back down the sidewalk the way we’d come.
It might have worked, too.
If someone hadn’t stepped on Mitzi’s hind paw.
She let out a C sharp yelp—the kind only an injured animal makes.
It snapped me out of my fugue and I whirled around to look without thinking—
“Sorry, pooch! You okay?”
—whirled so fast I collided with a heavy-set guy next to me, jarring my teeth, knocking off my sunglasses.
“S’cuse me, bud! Here, let me get them for you…”
We bent together at the same moment, knocked heads—“Ow!”—and someone stepped on the sunglasses with a tinkling crunch. 
I picked them up, stood there studying the mangled plastic like a moron, Mitzi shouting, “Get out of here!” in my head.
And then someone else was shouting. Some woman. I couldn’t see who in the sea of faces. But I could hear her. “Hey! That him! The guy in the photo!”
And everybody else heard her too.
All my senses came into vivid focus at once.
I pushed away from the sound of the shouting woman, put on an enraged angry citizen’s face, and pointed somewhere over the bobbing heads before me. “There he goes! The guy who killed our Mayor! Get him!”
Everyone turned in the direction I was pointing. Most actually began moving quickly that way, like a sudden surge of current. Some even began running.
But not all. 
Just as I felt certain I’d pulled it off, a thick-muscled hand clamped my arm. 
“Hey, you! Hold it, buddy—“
I spun without looking and lashed out, smashing the guy’s face with my fist. He grunted but hardly budged. He had a voice like a bullhorn. “Here! I got him!”
Then the bullhorn went into a high falsetto as Mitzi’s incisors sank into his ankle. I felt the thick-muscled hand leave my arm…
After that there seems to be a small blank space in my memory.
I didn’t get knocked out or hit my head or anything, because the next thing I remember I was running—we were running, Mitzi and I—and by some miracle the crowd chasing us was behind us, and then the crowd behind us was running headlong into the crowd in front of us, who had no idea what was going on. Then there was a lot of shouting and tangled feet and pushing and yelling and threatening all at the same time: a tsunami of noise. 
And then I was alone suddenly.
Alone before a narrow corridor of brick walls. But not alone; Mitzi was at the other end of the long alley, calling to me in my head and barking at the same time. “This way! This way, Ed, hurry!”
I ran after her.
But truthfully, I was just about run out.
Not being in what you’d call terrific shape to begin with, whatever shape I had left was somewhere back at the capitol steps. I barely made it to the end of the alley where Mitzi was waiting, praying with everything I had that the street beyond her was empty of lynch-minded Topeka citizens.
I knew by her expression as I stumbled up that Mitzi saw my exhaustion.
At least the street behind her was empty.
But you could hear the mob.
It sounded like a growing stampede, echoing somewhere in the maze of downtown buildings.
From what I could tell from our location, Mitzi had somehow led us in the opposite direction of my car. Maybe she’s done that on purpose, I thought, leaning against the wall of the alley trying to get my breath: if the police had my name they had my license plates and every patrol car in town would be gunning for us. We were safer on foot, or at least in some other car. 
But Mitzi wasn’t running anymore.
She wasn’t urging me on or yanking impatiently at my cuff. She was just standing there before the alley looking kind of wistfully at me.
“What’s the matter?” I wheezed.
“You, Sport. You can’t keep this up.”
I knew she was right.
She turned her head to the street “There’s an abandoned restaurant about two blocks south of here with a crawl space under it I used to chase rats through. We could hide in there at least until they gather the police dogs.” She gave me that woeful look again. “But honestly, Sport, I don’t think you could make it.”
“I can make it,” I gasped, but my voice broke and my heart wouldn’t slow. In fact, it felt like it wanted very badly to come through my chest.
Mitzi gave me another long look, finally shook her head. “No. They’re too close. If you were still eighteen maybe…”
“I can make it!” I cried. But not a lot of conviction came through my voice.
Then I heard the sound.
Mitzi heard it too but she didn’t bother to turn and look. She’d heard it a long time before it finally reached my lame human ears.
I turned and looked up the long NO PARKING avenue that was State Street. We were surrounded by federal buildings and there weren’t many parked cars. But there was a seething mass of angry citizens sweeping around the corner, ten across and half a block deep. They didn’t look happy. 
The only thing distinguishing them from a mob of villagers raging after the monster in Frankenstein was their lack of torches and their loud Hawaiian shirts.
They were yelling in chorus.
And started yelling a lot louder when they spied us.
I turned back to Mitzi, felt my heart sink at her expression: End of the road, pal, it said, nice knowing you…
“Mitzi…”
“Listen, Sparky, I can smell these kinds of events. They aren’t going to ask questions or haul you in. You killed their mayor. They’re going to rip you to pieces and then lynch you from the nearest lamppost and the law is going to stand there and look the other way.”
“Mitzi—“
“Shut up, Ed, and listen! There is a way out of this…”
I backed away reflexively. “I won’t do it…”
She took a sympathetic step toward me. “One little nip—it won’t hurt at all. In fact, it’ll feel pretty good. Even if I’m not through by the time they get here they’ll know what I’m doing. They won’t attack their own kind, Ed. They got good noses too.”
I shook my head. “I won’t become one of them. Besides, even if they spare me they will kill you! You’re an anomaly.”
“Maybe. Maybe you can talk them out of it. At least you’ll be alive.”
I shook my head harder. “No. I won’t do it. I’d become…dead.”
“There are worse things, Ed.”
“Not to me. Or Clancy. She’d never look at me again.”
Mitzi’s next thought was forming in my head when a car came round the corner beside us, turned our way and slowed. A shiny new Lexus. It was between us and the crest of the mob, now about two block away.
“Mr. Sutter—?”
A woman was calling from behind the leather wheel, a half-remembered face. I couldn’t quite place it.
Abigail Portman! Mitzi said in my head. From Alicia’s party?
“Oh…yeah…”
Say hello!
“Miss Portman! Hello!”
The car nosed toward the curb. 
“Mr. Sutter! Out walking your dog in this beastly heat?”
“Uh—well…”
Didn’t realize how hot it was!
“Didn’t realize how hot it was going to be today!”
Look pathetic.
I looked pathetic.
“Oh, dear! You’re just dripping, poor thing! Can I give you a lift?”
Thank you, God.
“Thank you, G—Miss Portman, if it wouldn’t be inconvenient!”
Mitzi hopped in the back, I slipped quickly in beside the elderly, smiling face. She set the gear, then looked up at the rearview mirror suddenly. “What’s all the excitement about?”
I think they’re chasing a rabid dog.
“I think it’s some kind of public protest. You didn’t hear?”
Nice!
“Why, no!” Miss Portman declared, stepping on the gas. “What are they protesting?”
Leash law?
“Something about taxes, I think. Probably best to get out of their way…”
Miss Portman pressed the accelerator harder and we shot ahead of the crowd.
“My goodness! They look positively enraged!”
“Yeah. Well, you know taxpayers.”
“Goodness! I’ve been out of town this week, when did all this start?”
Take the next right.
“I’d take the next right, Miss Portman, if you want to avoid more crowds.”
“Please, you must call me ‘Abigail.’” 
She took the right. It put us on Grand, which would eventually take us to the highway and on east to Kansas City.
Keep her talking.
“Right! So! Good to see you again, Abigail! Been away on business, have you?”
“Oh dear, no, I’m long retired. Visiting an ailing relative, actually, in Lawrence. Heading back that way now, in fact.”
Perfect! Praise the Lord!
Lawrence, Kansas was halfway between Topeka and K.C.
“But, of course, I’ll be glad to drop you at your place first. Uh…where is your place, Mr. Sutter?”
I got nothing…
“It’s…on the other side of town somewhere. But actually—amazing coincidence—I was heading for Lawrence myself! Having my car worked on there.”
“Oh, I see.”
“Yeah, been trying to hail a cab but…seems like they won’t allow dogs on board.”
Miss Portman pursed her lips in disapproval. “Oh, that’s awful! Such a sweet-looking little doggy!”
“Thank you.”
She clucked her tongue. “What’s the world coming to?”
I nodded, eyes on the rearview. “Yeah, no one trusts anyone anymore.”
“It’s the Lord’s truth! Well now, you just put your mind to rest! Abigail Portman will be more than glad to chauffeur you to Lawrence town!”
I put on my modest face. “If you’re sure it’s no trouble…”
Don’t push our luck!
“Nonsense! No trouble at all! I’d love the company!”
“Well, that’s very kind. Abigail.”
Relief swept me. I could feel it from Mitzi, too.
Until the sly look came over Abigail Portman’s face. “And if there’s some other reason you should be hurrying out of town on a hot day like this, Mr. Sutter…I shall respect your privacy”
My what? Here came that chill again. “Please, call me ‘Ed.’ Uh…other reason—?”
The sly look remained on Abigail’s thin lips as we passed out of downtown and through the suburbs flanking the highway. I heard distant sirens but they didn’t seem to be coming our way. 
“I may be an old woman, Ed, but I’m not senile. Wouldn’t be running away from town now, would you?”
I felt Mitzi tensing in the back seat. 
“Running away, Abigail?”
“Don’t be coy now, Ed. I saw the way that lovely Ms. Cummings hustled you out of that horribly dry party at Alicia’s. Has a little place in Lawrence, does Miss Cummings? Or Kansas City, perhaps?”
“Uh…Cummings…Cummings…?”
Just say ‘yes’!
“…well, as a matter of fact…”
Miss Portman laughed. “No need to go into detail! I was young and in love once! And not, I may add, above the occasional affair! She’s a beautiful young lady, Ed.”
“Yes, she—”
“Oh, dear, what’s this, now?”
I looked up as Abigail slowed the big Lexus. 
Two police cars were parked nose to nose in the middle of the road ahead. Facing us. Bookending a striped sawhorse. 
Shit. Roadblock!
I nodded to Mitzi without turning around.
Two cops left their patrol cars, flagged down the Lexus. Abigail cruised to a stop before them.
The officers sidled unhurriedly toward the Lexus’ front bumper: dark blue uniforms and caps, aviator sunglasses, Topeka Sheriff’s Dept. patches adorning their shoulders, holstered. 45’s riding their hips.
They split apart at the bumper, came round and bent down to opposite side windows.
Abigail levered her ‘down’ button. 
The cop on her side smiled down at her. “They give you any trouble, Miss Abigail?”
“Goodness no,” she smiled back.
I turned to find the cop on my side leveling his gun at my temple. “Hands behind your head.” He pulled open my door. “Step out of the vehicle slowly.”
Do what he says, from Mitzi.
“Do I get the five thousand dollar reward now?” Miss Abigail wanted to know. 
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Miss Abigail got out of the car too, did an excited little fanny dance before the gleaming hood. “Do I get to fang him too? I think that should be part of the reward, officers! I mean, I did bring him in all by myself!”
“I’m afraid the city council has a few questions for him first,” the cop said. Then he turned to his partner. “Remember, only shoot him in the leg if he moves. They want him human until after the interrogation. I’m going to call this in.” And he turned toward his patrol car.
“Wait a second!” I called.
He looked over his shoulder. “Well?”
I nodded a smirk. “City council, huh.”
“That’s right.”
“City council and, presumably, the town’s entire police force.”
“That’s about it.”
I shook my head in grudging respect. “Smart. Start at the top, the rich first, the ones in charge, then the police, the enforcers. Work your way down from there?”
“Something like that.” He started back to his car.
“And the rest of the town? How many are you?”
He turned again, shook his head. “Easier to count the remaining humans. You were at the capitol earlier today. How many did you see wearing sunglasses?”
“Lots.”
He smiled. “There you go.” He turned to his car.
And the worst thing? His smile: it held an almost sympathetic edge. That was maybe the most chilling thing at all. Like he was already convinced it wasn’t a matter anymore of if, but when.
“What about my dog?” I called, gesturing toward the back seat. Mitzi was at the side window, watching us.
The cop paused, fingers on the chrome car handle of his patrol car. He shrugged. “Dog pound, I suppose. Not my department.”
“You’re not going to shoot her?”
He gave me an indifferent look. “We’re vampires, Mr. Magee, not barbarians.”
His partner grunted a laugh, gave the other officer a quick sideways look. I thought about grabbing for his gun in that quick instant he was diverted—vetoed the idea, knowing I’d never make it. “Maybe if I you were still eighteen,” I thought…
“Well I think it only right I should be the first to fang him!” from an insistent Miss Abigail.
The cop opened his car door, grinned at her. “I’ll put in a word for you, Miss Portman.”
And he burst into flames.
You’ve heard of spontaneous combustion. That’s a myth. An urban legend.
This wasn’t.
One moment he was a fairly nice-looking young man in uniform, the next there was that whooshing sound like a gas oven being turned on and he was a fireball. The heat was so intense I could feel it across my face from twenty feet away.
Despite his ungodly screams and the fact he was clearly blinded by the engulfing blanket of flames, his mind must have made some nascent connection between the fire and the sun, for he tried to shove his bulk inside the car to be out of it. I saw my chance and leapt.
I slammed the still-open door and caught his torched body between it and the chassis, a bullet whining past my ear as I did like an angry insect. The heat from the shrieking vampire was now so intense it was like a hand pushing me away. I shielded my face, staggered back, saw the second cop take careful aim again from the corner of my eye, Mitzi barking and leaping in a frenzy against the Lexus’ back window, trying to get her teeth around the door handle. Then, as he squeezed the trigger, the second officer just seemed to explode.
It came with such force the heat expansion skyrocketed his .45 skyward like a 4th of July aerial bomb. It arced overhead, dropped lazily and landed on the dirt shoulder between me and Miss Abigail.
She got to it before I did. Faster than anyone human could move.
“Son of a bitch”! she cried, elderly decorum abruptly departed; she aimed the pistol at me and fired. I leapt sideways, heard the round zing over my head, looked up to see Miss Abigail explode out of her dress. Bit of material rained down around me, actually un-singed from the impact.
Poor naked Miss Portman began running with unearthly speed everywhere at once, like a bug on hot tin. Screaming, screaming. It almost verged on the comical until she began flailing dangerously close to the Lexus’s gas tank. I picked up the gun and put all six rounds through her. Even so, she kept racing around the street, a shrieking torch, until the blackened sticks of her legs crumpled and she collapsed in a shallow pool of rain water. I thought for a mad moment it might put her out but it didn’t. She crawled, shrieking mouth a red, raw maw now, along the ground a few yards, pulling herself by her arms before vanishing mercifully in a sudden white whuff.
I raced to the patrol cars, tore the radio cords out of both, ran back to the Lexus and jumped behind the wheel, tromping the pedal. We peeled rubber most of the way to the access ramp, shot up it and onto the highway to Kansas City.
“What the hell—?” Mitzi exclaimed, leaping into the seat beside me.
I sat frozen at the wheel, adhered to it, foot pressed mindlessly to the floor, shaking all over like a schoolgirl. “I don’t know, I don’t know! The only thing I can think is it had to have been that lotion! You must have gotten a squirt or two in that vat after all!”
Mitzi watched me in awe; everything moving so fast. “Do you think that’s possible?”
I concentrated on the highway ahead, still pressing hard on the accelerator. “At this point I don’t even care! Piss on the blood-sucking bastards!”
Mitzi panted happily at the windshield. “Well…I guess that’s what I did!”
That made me smile. And then I was laughing. Too loud, I think, and too hard.
After a moment Mitzi looked over at me soberly. “Take it easy, Sport. Let’s don’t crack up now. And I’d lay off with the heavy foot—last thing we need is a speeding ticket now.”
I eased off the pedal as we flew past a posted 65 mph at 85.
“I think we’re okay, I gasped, “the cops burned up before they could radio in and the old lady—nobody even knew she was there.”
“We don’t know that, Eddie, not for sure.”
I thought about it, nodded. “Yeah, maybe you’re right.”
“Any more than we know how far they’ve spread outside the Topeka city limits. Alicia’s already setting up shop in KC, after all.”
Alicia. 
Clancy!
My foot tromped the pedal again.
“Eddie, take it easy! It isn’t going to do her any good if we get stopped by a state trooper—vampire or human!”
“Mitzi, when Alicia finds out about Topeka she’ll go ballistic! And Clancy would be suspect number one—she had the key to the shop door!”
“Easy, Sport. So did the mayor and the others, so they could take their little mud baths, remember? This isn’t the time for panic. News of vampires going up in flames may never get outside of Topeka unless I’ve missed my guess.”
I gaped at her, “People exploding on the streets! And neighboring towns don’t find out about it?”
“How many vampires caught fire depends on the number who used that particular batch of lotion I peed in. As for spreading news, I’m sure the town council’s had control of local TV and radio stations for months now, maybe years. The phone lines too. These aren’t stupid people, Ed. You can bet they planned carefully for any emergency scenarios with every kind of contingency back-up. Just like any army—protect your headquarters first.”
I tried to stay calm, couldn’t. “What about cell phones, they can’t control those!”
“They can control local cell towers.”
I wasn’t convinced. “Not the internet.”
“Maybe not. So what if someone gets online and starts blabbing to someone else in Muncie, Idaho or Florida? We’re talking vampires here, Ed! Who in the outside world is going to believe reports about flaming vampires? They’ll think the whole thing’s a hoax, a practical joke. It wouldn’t be the first time in our nation’s history. Remember Orson Wells’ radio show? And Roswell. The government did a pretty good job covering that.”
“You’re saying they’ve already infiltrated the government!”
Mitzi sighed. “We better hope not.”
I felt sick all over suddenly. 
It was hard to stay under the speed limit.
We continued outward across Interstate 435 East under cloudless, sunny skies toward the Kansas City horizon…
* * *
The blue skies didn’t last.
By the time we were parallel with the cityscape and university towers of Lawrence a front guard of clouds had marched in and the first fat drops began pelting the windshield.
I reached for the wiper button on the wheel and guided the Lexus toward the next off-ramp.
“What are we doing?” Mitzi asked, lifting her head, “it’s just a little rain.”
“I know, but I was too upset to eat lunch seeing Clancy off this morning. I’ve got to put something on my stomach. There’s a truck stop at the top of that hill. I’ll grab some Chitos or something. You want anything?”
She looked ruefully at me.
“Look, I know you don’t eat Chitos. But I’ve been thinking about that and I’ve got an idea. When we get to KC I’ll check into one of those—what do you call them?—those places where you donate blood. When their backs are turned, I’ll steal a bag for you. Maybe the stuff I just donated. We can keep that up for a few days until we contact Clancy and figure out something else. What do you think, sound like a plan?”
“If you don’t get caught.”
“I won’t get caught.”
It was pounding rain when we swept into the truck stop parking lot.
There were maybe half a dozen trucks in there, mostly older rigs and one shiny red Peterbilt glistening under the downpour near the pumps; that was all. It was past lunch hour and too early for dinner so customer traffic was light. There was a small convenience shop attached to the restaurant for customers to pay for the gas and pick up fast food. 
I parked in front of the shop, turtled under my shirt collar and dashed through the downpour.
Inside, I shook my wet head at the door and tried to appear normal, just a guy on the road, even though I was overly aware of the store security camera overhead.
I forced myself to look casual, take my time, breathe normally. I wandered unhurriedly through the store past racks of novelty items designed for the long haul trucker: silhouette magnets of big breasted women, mirror- hanging deodorizers and key chains of big breasted women, magazines about trucks and motorcycles and rugged outdoor sports. And big breasted women.
I plucked a bag of chips from a wire rack, got an over-priced Coke from the glass-fronted cooler in the back and stood in line at the counter behind two guys with baseball caps and tanned faces and thick-muscled arms festooned with tattoos of anchors, and dragons and yeah…big breasted women. I paid for my items and was in and out of there in less than five minutes.
I dodged through the rain, flung open the door and slid behind the wheel of the Lexus with my booty. “Okay, we’re off!”
The seat beside me was empty.
The leather upholstery was wet. The passenger window was partway down, rain blowing in.
“Shit.”
I hit the power button and the window slid up. I started the car and eased slowly around the lot, craning past the slapping wipers for my missing poodle. I could see nothing but gray mist and the ghostly outlines of hulking trucks. I rolled down my window and called a few times through the rain. 
“Mitzi!”
Not really expecting an answer. 
I combed the lot twice. There was nothing but trucks, a couple of cars, wet pavement and a greenish blur of woods surrounding the lot, trees leaning under gusts of  wind and rain.
I sat there for a few moments listening to the motor idle and the wipers slap.
Then I pulled the car into the restaurant parking lot, got out, scanned the lot quickly a final time and ducked into the eatery.
* * *
I had a steak sandwich, a Coke and a slice of cherry pie.
It was dark when I paid my bill and pushed outside again through rain-jelled doors. The storm had slacked but was still blowing light curtains of mist across the lot, the thinning droplets only visible now under the glow of sodium light poles.
I stood beneath the restaurant overhang and scanned the shiny black macadam one more time. 
It was empty.
“Mitzi, Mitzi…where have you gone off to? And why?”
I was about to turn back to the Lexus when something caught my eye.
No, not quite an empty lot. The shiny red Peterbilt was still there, all alone in the rain.
I climbed back into the car and drove over to where the truck was parked in the corner of the lot. I parked beside it and got out. The sky growled with muted thunder as the storm moved off on legs of lightning.
I stood for a moment in the wind-blown rain, finally took a deep breath, came before the truck cab’s red door, reached up and knocked. I could see nothing inside, nothing past the black, rain-dribbled windows.
I waited a moment and knocked again.
Nothing.
I stepped up on the running board, took hold of the silver handle and turned it. The door opened smoothly and the overhead light blinked on. The cab was empty.
I tried to imagine where the driver might be: still inside the convenience store or better yet, the restaurant…but my heart wasn’t buying it. Old rigs or new, truckers don’t leave them unlocked. Ever.
I shut the door, hopped down and looked at the pavement at my feet. No blood, but any that had been there would have long since washed away to the gutters.
I stood in the gusting mist a moment trying to think. Check the other side.
I came around the big glistening grill past the silver bulldog hood ornament to the other side of the rig and more empty parking lot.
I thought I heard something behind me.
I turned and found myself staring at the rows of cement tire blocks marking the edge of the lot; a dark length of rain-drenched ravine was just visible beyond it. I stepped over the blocks, walked past the edge of macadam into the wet grass at the top of the ravine, stood with droplets pelting my neck and looked down. A steep embankment morphing into trees and hummocks eventually claimed by darkness. 
I hesitated…
Was that a moaning sound down there above the storm’s distant rumble?
“Who the hell are you?”
I bolted around to find an attractive length of woman in a yellow slicker regarding me suspiciously me through the rain. She had high cheekbones, a red mouth that would have been nice if not smeared by the storm, and a not-so-attractive length of a deer rifle aimed at my chest.
“I’m Ed Magee,” I told her, trying to sound calm and nonthreatening.
“What are you doing?”
I could see the gun tremble in small, pale hands, the anxiety in milky blue eyes.
“Looking for my dog,” I told her. And because I could think of nothing else to say: “What are you doing?”
She studied me, finger on the trigger. “Looking for my husband,” her voice cracking on ‘husband.’ She was ready to fall apart from fear and dread.
I smiled amiably in the mist. “Are you hauling with him?” and nodded at the red truck.
“I was.”
The low moan came from below us again.
The woman joined me quickly at the edge of the ravine, peered squinting down the embankment, the rifle bore still trained on me. 
She leaned over the edge, balancing precariously. “Chris—?”
Her wedgies went out from under her in the mud and she pin-wheeled. I barely caught her under one arm, righted again her without attempting to grab the gun. That took a little of the fear out of her eyes.
I used the moment to step ahead of her and over the edge of the slippery embankment, digging in with my sneakers, finding purchase and reaching back a hand to her. She gave me a brief indecisive look, then took my hand, still clinging to the rifle. Stepping and sliding, balancing like tightrope walkers with our arms, we levered each other down the slick, muddy bank.
Mitzi was at the bottom. 
She was standing over a prostrate man in a once-bright white shirt, mostly red now. Her strong jaws wrapped his neck, her furry throat pulsed.
“Chris!”
There was a flash and roar of heat next to me. 
Mitzi flew up and backward three yards without letting go of the man. She landed on all fours, dragged him deeper into darkness and resumed feeding, whiskers smeared.
“Chris!”
I grabbed the weapon from the woman’s startled fingers and slid the rest of the way to my dog.
“Mitzi…”
She didn’t look up.
“Mitzi…” I put a hand on her back and she whirled viciously, snapping at me, flinging blood. Her eyes burned hot; I was certain she didn’t know me. She went back to feeding.
I drew in shaking breath and placed the muzzle of the rifle against the side of her head. “Mitzi, let him go.”
“The rifle won’t do any good, Ed.”
“Let him go.”
“He won’t die. I’ll stop before I turn him.”
I pulled the hammer back with a click. “Let him go. Now.”
She lifted her head. “I wouldn’t kill him, Ed. You know that.”
“Yeah? Even if I hadn’t tripped across you?”
She licked blood from her muzzle, the light fading in her eyes now. “He’ll be fine. Little headache is all. I needed it, Ed.”
My stomach coiled. “You disgust me.”
“I disgust myself. But I needed it. Can you understand that?”
“No.”
“Who are you talking to?” from the hysterical-eyed woman behind me.
I turned to her blanched face, half expecting Mitzi to go for my own throat—certainly giving her the opportunity. She didn’t.
“Let me have her, Ed…”
“Go fuck yourself.”
“Think of Clancy.”
“Oh,” I said venomously, “now you think of Clancy!”
“Think of the war, then.”
“Which war, goddamnit! Whose side?”
“Give me the woman, Ed. It’s the only way. She’ll tell people. What she saw here. It’s that or kill her.”
I jammed the muzzle hard against Mitzi’s ribs, making her yelp. “Or kill you!”
She lowered her head. “Then do it. Go on. Do it. There’s a whole woods full of sharp branches around us. Shove one through me. I’m ready. I’m sick of this.”
“Maybe I will!”
The woman’s husband moaned beneath us.
I stood there clenching the gun.
Mitzi looked up at me. “She won’t remember, Ed. Neither of them will.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because I’ll put it into her head. It’s already in his.”
I chewed my lip, mind racing.
“Look at her, Ed.”
I turned back to the woman. She looked shell shocked. Like the finest porcelain statue—about to shatter. She’d never recover from this. Never.
“That’s right,” Mitzi said in my head.
I tried to think past my throbbing brain.
I lowered the rifle and turned back to the woman. “Do you have kids?”
She didn’t seem to hear me. Seemed beyond hearing…just stood there staring quietly at her blood-soiled husband sprawled in the wet grass.
“Do you have kids?” I shouted.
She jerked to me as if electrocuted. She nodded rapidly.
“It’s the only way,” Mitzi repeated.
“Shut up,” I told her.
Then I held out my hand gently to the trembling woman. 
“Come. Come to me…”
She stared at me wide-eyed, body rooted to the wet loam.
I pushed up a weak smile.
“It’s all right,” I told her softly, “…it’s all just a dream…”
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We didn’t talk much the rest of the way to K.C. Didn’t say a word to each other, actually.
Mitzi just sat there in the passenger seat licking at her muzzle with that pink, curved tongue until most of the blood was wiped clean, though I could still see a dun trace of it. We took the 435 Interstate to the 69 and followed the green overhead freeway signs to Downtown Kansas City. 
“I take it you know which hotel?” Mitzi finally broke the silence.
I nodded. “The Crown Royal, around mid-town. It’s at the Sprint Center.”
“And which are their rooms?”
I sighed. “That’s not going to be so easy. I have no idea what Alicia’s last name is, do you?”
“Doesn’t have a last name far as I know.”
I made a face behind the wheel. “Great. So, now what?”
Mitzi thought about it. “They might have put it under Clancy’s name. The really ancient vampires always have trouble with I.D., credit cards, things like that.”
I shrugged, nodded at the carriage circle canopy lights of the Crown Royal already coming up on our right. “Worth a try.”
I nosed before the hotel entrance. One of the smartly uniformed parking attendants opened my door for me with a smile…which faded when his eyes fell on the dog beside me.
“She stays in the car,” I told him, getting out, and I immediately shoved a big tip into his hand. “Don’t worry, she never bites.”
“Only his ass,” Mitzi muttered in my head as the young man slid behind the wheel. He handed me my parking stub and squealed away to the underground lot.
I hopped up on the circle’s curb and pushed through big, shiny brass knobs to the foyer of Sprint Center’s newest luxury hotel. Only the best for sweet Alicia, apparently. And pretty damn nice, I had to admit, for a burg they used to call Cow Town whose main claim to fame before Sprint arrived was The Plaza (world’s first shopping center), the Kansas City Chiefs, some decent downtown jazz, a plethora of sculptured fountains second only in number to Rome, and a tenuous link to Walt Disney. On your way to The Big Apple or The Big Orange?—you could do worse than an overnight stay in The Little Wheat. Nelson Art Gallery ain’t bad either.
I crossed the plush lobby to the concierge’s desk, gave a pert uniformed blonde my most engaging smile.
“Hi! Edward Cummings! Meeting my wife here—Mrs. Clancy Cummings?”
She went right to her computer, tapped the keys with clicking red nails, nodded at the screen and I knew we were in. “She’s staying in our Cotton Wood Suite.”
“A suite?”
Pert blonde nod, quick eyes scanning the screen. “Yes, our deluxe accommodation. Twenty-sixth floor, very spacious, size of four regular rooms.”
“Oh?” Well! Alicia was certainly out to impress someone.
The quick green eyes showed a glint of embarrassed hesitation. “…um…according to my computer she’s already sharing the suite with another companion…”
Clancy and Alicia rooming together. I didn’t like the sound of that. Not in the least.
The blonde cleared her pert throat apologetically. “I’m afraid I’ll have to see some I.D., Mr. Cummings…”
“Oh,” I chuckled dismissively, reaching for my wallet, “I’m not staying with her. We’re just meeting to finalize the divorce. I would appreciate a room near hers, though.”
She consulted her screen again, clickity-clack. “The Cotton Wood does take up most of that floor…ah! We do have a single available. It’s small but right next door, will that do?”
“Perfect.” I slid my Visa over. 
She smiled, picked it up. “And how long will you be staying with us, Mr…” she frowned down at the card. “’…Magee?”
Oops. 
“Oh, that’s my brother-in-law’s card! Afraid I’m currently unemployed. Recession, you know?”
She nodded, “I understand.” 
“Staying just the weekend.”
She processed the card. Smiled relief, handed back the Visa with the room’s entrance-key, one of those plastic swipe-cards that never works the first time. “Room 2610, elevator banks to your right. Enjoy your stay at the Crown Royal, Mr. Mag—sorry, what was it, Cummings—?”
“Call me ‘Ed.’”
* * *
I took the elevator, not up to the twenty-sixth floor, but straight down to the parking garage. I checked the parking stub, found Mrs. Portman’s Lexus among the gray cement aisles and slid in beside Mitzi.
She was curled fetally on the passenger seat, head tucked, looking asleep. But she wasn’t. “Don’t tell me—no dogs allowed.”
“I didn’t even ask. But there’s worse news. Alicia’s got them sharing a room.”
Mitzi lifted her head.
“A suite, actually. The biggest in the hotel. Very swank.”
“Clancy agreed to this?”
“She did according to the hotel’s computer.”
Mitzi considered. “Huh.”
I tapped nervously at the wheel. “I don’t like it.” 
“Don’t get paranoid. They’re here on business, first and foremost. Alicia’s exploring a deal for the new salon, not Clancy’s pants.”
“It’s not her pants I’m worried about.”
Mitzi made a dismissive snuff. “Alicia thinks Clancy’s a vampire, she wouldn’t fang another fanger.”
“Unless she’s discovered the truth somehow.”
Mitzi still appeared unfazed. “Clancy’s a sharp kid. Besides, she can read Alicia’s mind, remember? Putting her one step ahead of the dragon lady.”
I puffed cheeks, blew out uncertain breath. “I still don’t like it. Why do they need to share a room unless Alicia intends to keep an eye on Clancy?”
“Let’s worry about one thing at a time. What about our room?”
“Got us one next to their suite.”
“Ed! Good work! I’m impressed!”
“Sheer luck. Question is, how do we get a dog in there?”
She already had her paw on the door handle. “Not through the front lobby, for sure. Come on, there are always fire stairs somewhere in these places, it’s the law.”
“Climb? That’s twenty-six floors!”
She hopped from the car, grinning behind that muzzle? “You could stand to lose a pound or two…”
* * *
I opened the door, turned and checked the long, red-carpeted hall both ways for guests and maids, then whistled low. Mitzi darted from behind the fire door down the hall and came running.
“Kind of small,” she noted, trotting into the room before me, “where are you going to sleep?”
“You’re funny. A funny poodle.” I sighed, falling back with a whoosh on the single bed. “Get your sense of humor from Alicia’s side? Oh, man, that feels good.”
Mitzi snuffed along the baseboard curiously. “That ancient crone hasn’t a humorous fang in her body. Terrific hearing, though. I’d keep my voice down if I were you. In fact, using only your mind from now on isn’t a bad idea.”
I grunted exhaustion. “Haven’t perfected that.”
“Better start, amigo, things could get rough around here real quick.”
I didn’t like her tone. I sat up. “Meaning?”
She was still down by the floor snuffing along the molding. “Not be an alarmist but it’s barely possible that someone has phoned Alicia from what’s left of good old Topeka, which could look like the burning of Atlanta by now. Or maybe she’s even seen it on the TV news…”
I vaulted up. “You said Topeka’s town fathers have radio and TV covered!”
“They probably do!”
“Probably?”
“Ed, please, chill out!”
I grabbed the room’s remote and aimed it at the TV in the open doors of the entertainment hutch. 
“Keep it low,” Mitzi warned, still sniffing at the floor.
I checked all the local KC news channels, even flipped over to CNN.
“There’s nothing,” I breathed relief, “nothing but the usual national and local KC stuff.”
When Mitzi didn’t answer I looked around for her. “What are you snorting at over there by the wall? You should have peed before we came up!”
Her head lifted, black nose rising up the wall like a tiny Electrolux, sniffing, searching. “We have a small problem, Edward…”
I came off the bed, crouched down beside her. “What?”
“This fancy new hotel. It’s a sandblasted, refurbished old hotel…and there’s still lead lining in some of the wall studs.”
“So?”
“So I can’t Read Clancy’s thoughts next door. And she can’t Read ours. She doesn’t even know we’re here yet.”
“You’ve tried to contact her mentally?”
She nodded.
“Damn. That’s not good.”
“Not good at all. Lead tends to jamb the radar, y’know? She might get some light buzzing in her skull from us but she isn’t going to know what’s being said or even who’s saying it.”
“So, if there’s trouble, there’s no way to warn her, or vice versa.” I slumped.
Mitzi walked around the room, head lifted high, eyes darting. 
She glanced over at me. I was back on the bed, head in hands, rocking slowly.
“Ed? What’s the matter?”
My voice trembled. “No way to warn her…” I muttered.
Then I looked up in panic. “What if news does eventually leak out of Topeka? What if Alicia sees it on their TV—sees it before Clancy does? What if she’s seen it already?”
“Then having a panic attack now won’t help much, will it?”
“Damn it, Mitzi!”
I pushed off the bed quickly, raced for the door.
“Where you going?”
“Next door! I’m not sitting around here knowing Clancy might be—”
Mitzi got to the door before me—way before me, like vapor materializing.
“No! You won’t! You will go back and you will sit quietly on that bed and try to not totally screw this whole thing up! I didn’t risk getting torched and shot at and stealing a car and—“
“—sucking on an innocent couple—“
“—and dodging cops driving all the way up here to have your lovesick ass blow the whole deal at the last second! You want to get your girlfriend killed, Eddie, the quickest way is go banging at the suite next door!”
She had a point.
I turned away from the door, Mitzi still craning up at the ceiling, nose twitching.
I sat back on the bed, head in my hands again. My temples hurt. My heart hurt. 
“Ed…?”
“What!”
“Take your head out of your hands a second.”
I looked up at her.
“That grill up there. Near the corner, see it?”
“I see it.”
“That’s the register to the air-conditioning vent. Heat vent in the winter. Behind it is an aluminum air duct that runs along above the ceilings of all the rooms on this floor—in our case, this room and the big suite next door.”
“Connecting them. So?”
She looked at me.
“Are you suggesting we crawl through the air-conditioning duct to their room?”
“Why not?”
I put my head back in my hands. “You’ve seen too many Alien movies.”
Mitzi ignored me, moved to the wall, stood on her hind legs, paws stretched upward on the wall. “If we can press an ear to that vent we might be able to pick up any conversation coming from the suite. And get an idea, at least, what’s going on over there.”
I was already dragging the heavy dark oak desk over to the wall.
Mitzi nosed aside the waste paper basket to clear my path. I got the desk aligned under the vent wall and—being the tallest—climbed up on it. The ceilings in the old hotel were high—I had to stand on my tip toes—but I got my head nearly level with the metal grill.
I pressed close, listened a moment…finally looked down at Mitzi, shook my head. “Nothing.”
“Not a sound?”
“Not that I can hear. Maybe they’re not in.”
“They’re in. I smelled them coming down the hall.”
“You did? Did they both smell alive?” I asked anxiously.
“Well, Clancy did, being the only live one of the two.”
I heaved a sigh of relief.
“Ed, pull the grill out. It might help you hear better.”
I appraised the rectangular plate. “It’s screwed on!”
“Got any change?”
I checked my pockets. “Two quarters and a dime.”
“Try using the edge of the dime like a screw driver.”
I began working at the screws. “Where do you learn this stuff?”
“The Home Fixit Channel.”
I got the screws out, put them in my pocket, began pulling at the grill.
“As quietly as possible, please!”
I finally levered it out. Looked down the dark length of aluminum duct work. A small square of light glowed softly from the duct floor about twenty yards down: Alicia’s suite.
I placed my ear against the opening again, listened. Shook my head and looked down at Mitzi. “Still nothing. Damn.”
“Your ears don’t have auditory acuity of mine.” She jumped up on the table. “Lift me up.”
“You’re heavy!”
“Keep your bloody voice down and lift me up!”
I hoisted her into my arms and, back straining, got her snout level with the opening.
“Well? This is breaking my spine!”
“Be still!”
“What is it?”
“Voices…can’t make them out…”
My legs began to tremble.
“Listen, Ed, I think I can fit inside this duct…”
“You’re mad! They’ll hear you!”
“Alicia might, but she’ll think it’s just rats. Lift me higher, can you?”
“Jesus.”
“Don’t be a wuz!”
“I’m a reporter, not a weightlifter!”
I pushed, groaning misery. 
“Good. Little more. Okay, I’m in! Now, go sit in front of the TV.”
“What for?”
“Just do as I say, Eddie, life will be so much easier! And try to keep an open mind! Go!”
And head low—stretched flat and long like a ferret—the poodle began inching her way down the narrow width of ductwork.
I sat on the edge of the bed before the TV. Some Clark Gable movie was playing; TCM, probably. What the hell was I doing anyway?
I heard the retreating scratching of Mitzi’s claws—prayed I was the only one that could hear them.
On the TV Gable was wearing outdoor attire. He was cleaning a rifle inside what looked like a tent. That beautiful blonde actress with the great eyes stood behind him—what’s her name, fashion model, married a prince—Grace Kelly. 
“Tomorrow we’re going into gorilla country,” Gable was saying.
“Isn’t that dangerous?” Princess Grace wanted to know.
Above me Mitzi’s scratching grew faint.
Gable looked up from his rifle and said something really weird: “The roof of this thing is scraping my ass!”
Mitzi!
“But I’m almost there! Can you hear me, Eddie?”
“I hear you! You’re coming through Clark Gable.”
“Loud and clear?”
“Clear enough.”
“Damn lead walls,” she muttered. “Okay, I’ve reached the grill over their suite. I can hear Alicia down there, pacing back and forth. She’s talking to someone, Clancy presumably, can’t see either of them.” 
“Can you use their TV? Get through to Clancy?”
“Not unless one of them turns it on. Otherwise no frequency. And I can’t get to Clancy through this ceiling with just my mind. Must have lead in it, too. Some refurbishing job on this place!”
On the TV Gable went back to cleaning his rifle.
“It’s Mogombo,” Mitzi said. “MGM, 1953.”
“Never mind the damn movie, what’s Alicia saying?”
Silence for several seconds.
“…okay…okay, I can see her now. She’s not talking to Clancy, she’s on her cell phone…”
“Her phone? Talking to whom?”
“Not sure. Someone out of town, I think.”
“Not Topeka!”
“I don’t think so. Alicia’s telling him she got the big suite here in KC ‘cause that’s where they’re meeting the two guys from Saunders and Associates.”
“Who—?”
“The company Alicia’s approaching to underwrite the new salon. She’s having dinner brought up to the suite tonight, for the four of them.”
“Cozy. Ply them with cheese and wine. Seduce them into the best price, huh?”
Silence.
“Mitzi?”
“Something like that, yes. Okay, I’m backing coming out now…watch for me!”
I turned up the volume on the TV slightly. Cable and Kelly were kissing atop a waterfall now. “What do you mean, ‘something like that’?”
“Get ready to catch me, Ed!”
“What do you mean, ‘something like that?” I insisted.
“Keep your voice down!”
In a moment I saw her tail poke out of the vent.
I got up on the desk and helped her out.
I set her down gently on the desk, looked searchingly into her eyes. “Well?”
Mitzi hopped to the floor, then up on the bed. She lay there quietly with her head between her paws. 
I got down from the desk and joined her. “What wrong? What did she say?”
Mitzi looked up at me with soft, soulful eyes.
“Don’t look at me like that!”
“Apparently Alicia doesn’t think the company is going to meet her price. They’ve practically said as much already.”
“Okay. So? That’s not terrible. She just lowers it, right?”
Mitzi licked once at her muzzle thoughtfully. “It’s more complicated than that, Ed…”
“All right. I’m listening.” 
“Sit down.”
I sat. Heart knocking again.
“I’m sitting.”
Mitzi drew a deep breath. “As long as Alicia stayed in a small town like Topeka, she had a lot going for her. Mainly, time to grow, get her army built up to a certain point, perfect her strengths. When you’re three hundred years old, you’ve learned a lot about caution, pacing yourself, not taking foolish chances.”
“Without the bird seed, huh Mitz?”
She sighed. “The point is that small town atmosphere was a big part of her strength. The kind of strength she doesn’t have in a place the size of Kansas City. Not yet. There isn’t just the Missouri-side downtown here, you know, there’s also the Kansas City, Kansas side, and that whole Overland Park sprawl out south. More people. Which yes, is necessary for eventual growth, to give her army another toehold, build her cover into an empire. But in Topeka she was able to turn enough of the populace into vampires and still keep them close. To get the job done, you know?”
“You’re talking about the salon.”
“I’m talking about the catacombs below the salon. You can’t dig out a place like that unless you literally own the construction firm digging it. Because everyone in that firm must be trusted.” 
“Like the Mafia.”
“Like the Mafia but not like the movie. None of that ‘Keep your friends close, but
your enemies closer,’ jazz. To Alicia, anyone who is not a vampire is the enemy.”
“I’m still sitting, still listening.”
“The salon is worthless without the catacombs, its mud baths and the manufacturing facilities for the lotion. It’s the only way Alicia’s cult can spread out, town to town, city to city.”
“Mitzi, I know all this—“
“Those two guys coming over tonight. They’re not from the real estate firm like we thought. They’re from a small construction outfit over in North Kansas City.”
I felt dryness form in my mouth. “Yeah—?”
“They’re coming to dinner tonight as construction owners, Eddie. But they’re leaving as vampires. Get it?”
An arrow went through my heart. “Alicia,” I whispered, voice breaking. “It’s not just a dinner. She’s going to fang them! And she expects Clancy to help with the job!”
Mitzi put a paw on my leg. “Afraid so, Sport.”
I sat there staring into space. “Only Clancy isn’t a fanger…she’s human.”
“So she tells us.”
I jerked toward her. “You still don’t believe her?”
She glanced over at the nightstand clock on the radio. “In about one hour and ten minutes it isn’t going to matter what I believe, Ed. For her sake, I hope she is a vampire. Otherwise—“
“—she’s dead meat! Just like the guests! We’ve got to warn her, Mitzi!”
The poodle didn’t even look at me, just nodded. “How?”
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“Well, we’ve got to do something!” I ranted, fist pummeling the duvet.
Mitzi sighed. “Keep your voice down.”
But I couldn’t stand sitting around any longer. I got up, started pacing.
“This guy on the phone, what time did Alicia tell him these…construction characters to show up?”
“Around eight, she said.”
I ground my teeth, wore out the carpet. “Surely Alicia told Clancy about it! Clancy will make some excuse to her, then get the hell out there before the guys show up!”
“What if Alicia hasn’t told her about the plan?”
“Why wouldn’t she?”
“To test her? See if she’ll come through at the last second? Maybe she doesn’t fully trust Clancy yet.”
“Oh, Christ.” I bit my lip till I winced. “There has to be a way to warn her!”
“I’m wide open to ideas, Sport.”
I started pacing again. “Eight o’clock…eight o’clock…” I glanced at my watch. “It’s just past seven now. Their guests will arrive sometime before dinner if they have any manners at all…”
“Which leaves us with little time and no plan.”
“There’s always a plan,” I paced, kept repeating it over and over, “there’s always a plan…”
I stopped short, snapped my fingers: an epiphany! “I got it! We call Alicia’s suite! Tell her it’s the front desk. Tell her somebody’s waiting in the lobby to see Clancy!”
Mitzi looked unimpressed. “Like who?”
“It doesn’t matter!”
“It does if Alicia asks.”
I threw up my hands. “Then we tell her the party didn’t give a name. But that it’s urgent he speaks with Clancy!”
Mitzi gave me a dubious eye. “Yeah, that won’t sound suspicious.”
I was out of patience, desperate. “At least it will get Clancy out of the room!”
“It will get them both out of the room, Ed! I’m telling you, Alicia won’t let her out of her sight tonight!”
“You don’t know that for sure!”
“Trust me! I can smell it!”
I whirled on my heel, began pacing again. “What if Clancy picks up the phone!”
“She won’t.”
“But what if she does? We warn her about Alicia’s plans, tell her where we are! Maybe she can think of some excuse to leave without Alicia for a couple of minutes!”
Mitzi considered a moment. “Won’t work.”
“It can’t hurt to try!”
“It can hurt Clancy if Alicia’s standing close by! She might hear your voice through the receiver! She’s has ears like a bat, Ed!”
I slapped my fist into my palm. 
“Wait a second!” Mitzi sat up. “Do you have Clancy’s cell phone number? All she needs to see is your name light up on her screen, then take the call or call you back if Alicia’s standing around.”
She saw the look on my face.
“You don’t have your girlfriend’s cell number!”
“She’s only been my girlfriend a few hours!”
“Great.”
“Damnit, Mitzi, there must be some way to contact h—“
“Sh!” Mitzi was up on her forepaws, head cocked. 
“What is it?”
She hopped off the bed, trotted to the door, leaned close. “Footsteps. Two sets. Coming down the hall….”
“Oh, no…”
She nodded. “I think our guests have arrived…”
I felt a flush of helpless fury. My hands knotted into fist.
“Easy, Sport, don’t do something stupid. We’ve still got until after dinner.”
“Can you still hear them?”
 “They’re at the door of the suite. Someone’s opening it. Alicia.”
I waited, jaw muscles tensing.
“…making their greetings…small talk banter. Alicia’s looking forward to the evening, hopes they like grilled salmon, blah-blah. Inviting them in…door’s closing. That’s it. Tonight’s real dinner has arrived.”
I stood there blinking reflectively a moment. “What did you just say?”
Mitzi turned from the door. “I said Alicia’s—“
“—’dinner has arrived’!” I was suddenly ear-to-ear grins.
Mitzi jumped ahead inside my mind. “Waaait a second, Ed! I don’t know…”
“It’ll work! It’s brilliant!”
“Or the stupidest idea you ever had.”
But I could tell she loved it.
“But it’s going to take split second timing,” I said.
“Plus perfect hearing and a nose for grilled salmon…both of which I have, lucky for you.”
“Did I ever tell you what a great dog you are? A great friend?”
“Flatter me after your great scheme works.” She looked me up and down. “You can’t do it looking like that. You’ll need some sort of cover.”
“Already got that figured.” 
* * *
Mitzi hopped up on the toilet lid and presented her tail to the nail clippers I’d purchased in the lobby.
“I don’t need to tell you how humiliating this is—and be careful with those things! Why didn’t you buy scissors?”
“They didn’t have scissors.” I was gently clipping away at a small handful of brownish hairs. “Let’s just be thankful your coat is roughly the same color as my hair.”
Mitzi craned back and looked at the little pile of tail hair in my palm. “This isn’t going to work.”
“It will work.”
“And what do you use to stick them on with?”
I held up the pack of Juicy Fruit I’d bought with the clippers. Took a stick from the pack and began chewing quickly.
“I don’t know what your species sees in that stuff. It looks like you’re chewing your cud.”
“As opposed to rooting through the garbage,” I said, removing the softened gum and tearing off little pieces of it, sticking them to my upper lip.
“That looks terrible.”
I appraised my reflection in the sink mirror. “Really?”
Mitz cocked her head atop the toilet. “I don’t know. You might get away with it. Needs trimming, though.”
I clipped gently at the stuck-on dog hairs. “There, how’s that look?”
“Like a dead caterpillar.”
I patted at my new mustache. “Well, it’s just going to have to—“
Mitzi hopped from the lid and scooted into the living room. I dropped the clippers in the sink, charged after her. “What—?”
I found her at the door, head canted, body stiff as a pointer’s. “Hear that?”
I listened. “No.”
“Elevator doors. Down the hallway. Hold it…”
I tensed. “Food?”
Mitzi sniffed the air. “Salmon!” She looked at me. “You ready?”
I nodded, not ready at all.
“Let’s do this!” She turned expectantly to the door.
I put my hand on the handle, hesitated…bent to the dog. “Now remember, you’re only going to—“
“Yes-yes! Put him to sleep, I know! Come on, he’s almost to their suite!”
* * *
We stepped outside. I closed the door behind us and we looked down the hall with anticipation. 
I’d hoped for someone short and skinny.
The chef was tall and fat. Red, cherubic cheeks, waddling gait, pompous demeanor. But he had all the other necessary requirements: crisp, white Crown Royal Hotel cook’s uniform complete with puffy white cook’s hat. Pushing a stainless steel cart of piping, covered hotplates before him. I could smell the salmon, see the bucket of chilling wine, dessert glasses of chocolate mousse. 
Mitzi and I started down the hall casually, trying to look like just another hotel guest out walking his dog.
I smiled agreeably as we came abreast of the chef, nodded, “Good-evening!”
But the fat chef cast a disdainful eye at Mitzi. 
He had a slightly foreign accent; French? “I don’t believe animals are allowed in the hotel, sir!” He pronounced it ho-tell like it was a sacred Aztec edifice. 
Then he gave a quick, surprised gasp—
—and went down fast under Mitzi’s fangs in his ankle.
“And what are you,” she muttered, “a walking dirigible?”
I caught him before he thumped the floor. But it almost dislocated my shoulders. 
“Christ!” I whispered, “He weighs a ton! We’ll never get him back to the room!”
Mitzi was already tugging at his pant cuff, cheerleading now, into it. “Yes we will, hurry!”
I bent to the doughy shoulders, froze as the elevators dinged behind us.
“Shit!”
I craned around in desperation. “Here!”
Threw back the door of the small utility closet across the hall and yanked and strained at the Pillsbury dough boy. We had all but his black shiny shoes within the closet as the elevator door slid open. The car was empty.
The elevator dinged, the doors slid shut again.
We dragged and pushed and crammed the bulbous chef against an arsenal of mops and toilet paper boxes, dropped him and shut the door behind us. I pulled the chain on the single bulb and we stood breathing hard, trying to listen for footsteps over his snoring.
“Fat toad.” 
“Are you sure you didn’t—“
“He’s not a vampire, Ed! God, even they wouldn’t want him!”
I nodded relief, stared at the inside door. “Is the hall clear?”
Mitzi listened intently another moment. “Clear.” 
And I began pulling off my clothes as Mitzi jerked down the big cook’s trousers.
“I have a question…” 
“What is it?” stepping out of my jeans. 
“Probably nothing. Just wondering what the plan is after you get inside. You did think that far ahead?”
I pulled on the chef’s oversized jacket. “Simple. I serve them dinner. I used to serve food and bus tables at a little restaurant in Topeka in college.”
“Wonderful, Ed. And after they’re served?”
I buttoned the white jacket, cleared my throat. “I’m…working on that.”
“I see.”
“At least I’ll be able to communicate with Clancy. Warn her.”
“If she can decipher anything from your frazzled mind.”
She was on her hind legs, reaching up with her muzzle and pulling down a large white piece of material from one of the shelves.
“What are you doing?”
She turned, held the material up to me: a tablecloth. “Here. Take the food off the tray and cover the cart with this. And be sure all the ends touch the floor, all the way round. Then put the food back on.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m going with you, Ed. Under the cart. You’ll never get through to Clancy in your present state. You’ll be lucky to keep fatty’s pants up. And, Ed—?”
I turned to her.
 She nodded at my head. “Mustache is drooping.”
I delicately, patted it back in place. “There. How so I look?”
“Like Groucho Marx. Now remember, don’t push too fast, I’ll be keeping pace between the cart wheels.”
I nodded. “Okay.” Stuck on the oversized chef’s cap.
“And—?”
“And what?”
“What do we do once we’re in? Your plan? I’m still waiting for your brilliant  tactical scheme, General.”
I took a deep breath, hitched up my baggy pants and pushed into the hallway.
“Let’s call it a work in progress…”
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I knocked.
Alicia opened the door.
My jaw nearly dropped before I regained my composure. I’d forgotten how magnificent she was. Hypnotic. Standing there on one gracefully full hip, raven wig gathered in a storm of tousled curls, perfect figure wrapped tightly in a blindingly scarlet evening gown slit long up the leg, low down the cleavage. I was sure she’d recognize me, that my mustache would fall into the soup.
“Ah! Dinner!”
I half-expected a wisecrack from under the cart.
Alicia gave me her slim spine and generous backside, lifted a beckoning finger and drew us into her swanky lair. 
It didn’t even look like a suite. Even like a room. More like you were floating in mid-air above the glistening lights of the city, surrounding you from the nearly seamless panoramic view of the picture windows. Everything but the graciously complicated cut-glass chandelier was deeply muted earth tones of rich wood paneling contrasting rough-hewn concrete floors and mountains of overlapping Persian rugs. Soft lighting emanated from a bank of hidden scones near the ceiling. The furniture was a tasteful mix of sweeping Danish-Modern/early Eames-Modern and contemporary lines of industrial chic brass and steel. Plump cushions and throws complimented the causally expensive linear style, begging to be squashed. I could image Alicia’s gorgeous imprint in the long sweep of white divan. An ivory baby grand gleamed from one precisely placed corner.
I rolled the serving cart across wine-colored rugs and gray concrete to the deeply polished planked wood flooring of the dining room—or “dining area”, as it were. Alicia strode before us, gestured at a wide slab of green granite dining table and high backed chairs, stoneware dishes and gleaming steel silverware. She turned without looking back at us and rejoined her guests in the sunken living room.
The twin white divans faced each other book-ending a fat glass top coffee table with natural stone stand. Alicia sat down beside Clancy on one side. The two construction team managers were seated across from them.
Both men appeared in their early thirties, one tall, well groomed in form-fitting Armani suit. He looked casually relaxed, a kind of George Sanders style about him. His partner, his polar opposite, was shorter, dumpier and strictly J.C. Penny’s: square-faced, dull-eyed and constantly revolving gum. Mutt and Jeff. 
 Both partners seemed privately pondering who was the more ravishing, Alicia or her lovely young assistant Miss Cummings. I took a final glance at the group and turned to the big granite table with my cart, trying to appear as if I knew what I was doing.
“You put the food on the table,” a voice in my head said, “if you can tear your eyes away from Alicia’s plump bottom.”
I had to push to talk with my mind and not my mouth. “Mitzi?”
“A 300-year-old-ass that never falls. Clearly a few perks that go with being a vampire, eh, Eddie?” No, it wasn’t Mitzi.
“Clancy!” I couldn’t believe it. “You can actually tell it’s me? Even under this stupid hat?”
“I’d know you anywhere, sweetheart.” And I could tell from her tone she was both glad and fearful to see me there. “Nice mustache. However do you shave a sewer rat?”
“I heard that,” from Mitzi under the cart.
“I know you did, Puss,” from Clancy, while pretending to nod at some lame inanity from the ogling contractor across from her—who was in turn pretending not to stare at her bosom, “may I ask what you two idiots are doing her, beside blowing the whole business deal?”
I started setting the table with covered dishes of fresh salmon. It smelled great. “Well—“
“I’m afraid, sweets,” Mitzi interrupted, “it seems the deal isn’t the only thing to be killed tonight. Thought you might like to know.”
I sighed to myself. “Nice breaking-it-to-her-gently, Mitz!”
Clancy almost gave herself away by jerking her head toward me, covered nicely by reaching for her coffee instead. “Breaking what to me? What’s Lassie talking about, Ed?”
“The two bozos across from you,” I said, appetizers shaking nervously in my hand. “They aren’t leaving the suite alive tonight, honey.”
From the corner of my eye I saw Clancy stiffen quietly. “What are you talking about?”
My heart swelled with pride for her—the way she smiled through sudden fear that way. “What we’re saying, Clancy-pants,” from Mitzi below me, “is that your two contractor guests won’t be staying for dessert. In a manner of speaking, they are dessert. And Eddie, dear, the tray of appetizers, by the way, comes before the meal, I believe.”
Of course.
Idiot. I plucked the tray from the table, turned and stepped into the sunken living room, trying not to rattle the appetizers.
 I came round the divan and served the guests first, trying to keep my face averted from Alicia’s ever-lovely, ever-probing eyes. Neither gentleman took an appetizer. I knew Alicia wouldn’t and Clancy shouldn’t, so I hemmed and hawed a second, then set the tray between them and got the hell out of there.
“Ed, are you serious? Alicia’s going to fang them!” Clancy came at my back.
“No, dear,” from the poodle, “you’re both going to fang the little buggers! That’s the latest plan. I take it Alicia failed to inform you?”
“Yes!”
“Yes, we were afraid of that, weren’t we, Eddie? Personally, dear I’d go for the tall suave one. His friend has a kind of Walmart pedigree, don’t you think?”
When I stole a look I could see Clancy was visibly shaken. 
“We’re going to get you out of this, sweetheart!” I assured her. 
She smiled at the taller man. “Are you?” mental voice trembling.
“Yes!”
“How?”
“Yes, tell her how, Ed! I’m dying to know.”
“We’re working on something,” I muttered.
“Are you all right?” Alicia said, turning with concern to her pale assistant.
My heart clutched.
“Fine!” Clancy covered quickly, “little headache is all…” And she started to reach for an appetizer absently, only making things worse—vampires don’t eat appetizers—caught herself and picked up the entire tray instead, holding it out to their guests. “Gentlemen? Please, dig in! Ted? Pete?”
At least it diverted Alicia’s attention for a moment. She smiled winningly at the two men. “Yes, do have one! Dinner will be ready in a few minutes!”
The tall contractor, Ted smiled companionably but didn’t budge from his seat. “Thank you, none for me, believe I’ll save room for the main course!” He turned to his partner. “Pete?”
Pete begged off.
Suave Ted reached into his coat jacket then. “Anyone opposed to talking a little shop before dining?”
“Of course not!” Alicia sat back agreeably, spreading her arms across the back of the divan, one hand dangling over Clancy’s pale shoulder possessively. I think I saw Clancy shrink into herself a fraction.
Ted withdrew a small red digital camera from his coat. “This won’t take long, I promise!” fiddling with the camera’s buttons.
“Really, Ted,” from a congenial, lantern-jawed Pete, “boring our lovely hosts with family snapshots!” 
Ted chuckled a soft George Sanders chuckle. “Strictly business, Peter. Though I suppose we’re all family in this venture, in a way, right, ladies?”
He looked around the room, spotted the 70” flat screen affixed to the wall beside him and strode over.
“I don’t like this,” from Mitzi.
“What’s wrong?” I said. Only I said it out loud like an idiot. Stupid!
The group in the living room turned in unison to me. 
“Brilliant, Eddie,” from Mitzi under the cart, “keep practicing.”
I smiled embarrassment at the group in the living room. “Sorry, folks! Talking to myself! Old habit!”
Everyone looked at me. Except Clancy, who closed her eyes.
“Uh…dinner’s almost ready!” I fumbled. “So…that’s a good thing. Yep. And it smells delicious, don’t you think? Hey, wish I could join you!”
Everyone looked at me.
“I’m down here under the cart praying now,” Mitzi moaned, “that you will shut the hell up!” 
Alicia stared at me from the divan. Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Do I know you?”
I tried the old flummoxed look. “Me? No! I don’t believe so!”
Her eyes gleamed. “Are you sure? We haven’t met somewhere?”
“If I could have your attention a moment!” Ted grinned patiently beside the flat screen. He’d run a line from the digital camera in his hand to a port behind the TV.
The group turned to him. I started breathing again.
Ted had the TV lit now. It displayed—from the camera—a sweeping aerial view of a small town in summer. Postcard pretty. Nice photography, from a helicopter, I imagined. Nice little town, too. And suddenly I didn’t need to see the capitol building to realize which little town.
“Topeka, Kansas!” Ted grinned enthusiasm, gesturing at the screen with a flourish. “I believe we’re all familiar with it!”
Clancy started to give Alicia a nervous glance but the latter’s suddenly rigid posture begged off.
“A nice little town.” Ted was saying, “full of good, salt of the earth Midwesterners!  For the most part, anyway…”
“Something’s wrong,” from Mitzi.
“No shit,” I replied silently.
The camera continued to sweep over the town, picturesque parks, winding rivers, grain elevators, the copper gleam of the capitol, the downtown area. It came to focus on Alicia’s salon.
Alicia was sitting forward on the divan now. I couldn’t see the look in her eyes from my angle, but I could imagine them.
“What is this,” she intoned coldly. And her voice was an Arctic breeze.
Pete, not intimidated, chuckled from his divan across from her. “Is there a problem, Alicia? Your company researched our little group, we just did our homework on you! Quid Pro Quo, right? Unless you have something to hide?”
Alicia stiffened further under the insinuation but I thought I felt a waver of uncertainty from her. 
“My company has nothing to hide!” she hissed indignantly. On almost any man her tone alone would be cause for retreat; but neither of the smiling contractors seemed threatened. I could feel something unpleasant building in the room, like a wave of barometric fear.
“Well, we’ll have to concede that,” Ted smiled beside the flat screen, “you’re corporation certainly has nothing to cover up. In fact, I’d say your assets are open for the world to see!”
“To say nothing of your asses!” from a darkly gloating Pete.
Alicia was about to whirl on him when Clancy let out a high, startled yelp beside her. Alicia whipped around, looked past her at the big screen TV.
Topeka was in flames.
Or at least a good section of its townspeople were. 
The downtown area in particular was a conflagration of chaos.
“What in Satan’s name…” a stunned Alicia whispered.
The corporate brothers sniggered. “Indeed,” Ted nodded at the tide of burning figures, “from what our people have uncovered, the problem seems to have originated from your heretofore effective sun lotion!”
Both Clancy and Alicia stared wide-eyed at the screen.
Then Alicia was abruptly on her feet. “It’s a camera trick! Special effects! This is an outrage!”
Ted snorted and clicked off his camera. “An outrage to be sure. But, fortunately, a containable one. At least so far…”
Alicia was momentarily speechless.
“This footage,” Ted continued effetely, “was shot by one of our own group earlier today. They’re certain no other footage—amateur for instance—was shot of the holocaust …or if so, was promptly confiscated. And you, dear Alicia, control both the video and print media in Topeka so that’s not problem. Still, home computers and smart phone cameras abound these days. Someone may have gotten out of town despite our best efforts.”
“The kind of thing,” Pete remarked smirking, “the Chicago office would regard as, well…sloppy. Not the way to manage local containment. Or build an army. Let alone one day control the planet.”
Alicia was trembling with rage.
“Who are you?” Casey asked innocently.
Ted beamed amusement. “Your boss knows, my lovely Miss Cummings. She also knows who our boss is! Am I right, Alicia? An old and once dear friend of yours? Ivan Kolcheck?”
“Oh, damn,” from Mitzi. “The most powerful vampire in North America!”
“Perhaps you’ve heard of him,” Ted turned added casually to Clancy.
“You’ve been spying on us!” Alicia spat, though her voice shook ever so slightly now.
“Spying. Researching. Keeping tabs—whichever you prefer,” Ted admitted. “The truth is Prince Kolcheck was thinking seriously of inviting you, Miss Alicia, to join the Midwest Coven. Oh, it far exceeds anything you’ve managed to accomplish with your, er…small town methods.”
He returned to the couch as Pete got up, grinning his Walmart ass off. They stood side by side, hands folded calmly in front of them, like two CIA agents.
“Now, however,” Ted noted with disingenuous sympathy, “I’m afraid you and your little group are considered a liability to the larger cause. And will soon to be but an unfortunate footnote in the history of the New World Order.”
Alicia had almost turned to stone. “What went wrong with my lotion?” she demanded evenly, “It was perfected over years of testing, exhaustive experimentation! It was foolproof! Someone had to have tampered with the ingredients! CEO Kolcheck, perhaps!”
Ted made a tisk-tisk sound, shook his head. “Sadly, no. Prince Kolcheck, in fact, was a great admirer of your sunscreen formula, planned to introduce it the Chicago offices. Maybe even make you his right-hand man, Alicia. Before this recent disaster, that is.”
“And the ramifications it could have for all vampires,” Pete finished, “the world over!”
A sinister calm seemed to settle over Alicia. A sly smile of confidence replaced the clouds. “And this is the best the mighty Ivan can do? Send you two buffoons to kill us? George Clooney and Jack Black? Are we supposed to be terrified now, is that the idea? I think you’re forgetting,” and she smiled quickly at Clancy, “it’s two against two.”
Ted was humoring, as if anticipating the moment. He reached into his jacket again, withdrew a sheath of papers and dropped them on the coffee table in front of Alicia.
Something clogged my throat at the cover: PRIVATE DOSSIER:CLANCY CUMMINGS.
“Our organization,” Ted purred, “forgets nothing, dear Alicia! Unlike your own!”
Alicia picked up the dossier. 
I exchanged a quick look with Clancy, saw her throat move convulsively.
A loud slapping sound made both of us jump. For an instant I thought Alicia had struck Clancy, but it was only the dossier slapping the table again.
Alicia’s eyes, on the other hand, held a slap all their own. She whirled on Clancy. “Is this true?”
Clancy backed up a step.
“You’re not a vampire!” Alicia followed.
“O-Of course not,” Clancy replied, “it’s a lie.” But the stutter said otherwise. 
In the next instant she reeled under Alicia’s slap. The sound cracked around the living room like a whip.
Clancy spun away, tripped and collapsed with a red welt into Ted’s tailored Armani. He caught her smoothly, a true gentleman. “Oh, dear,” he murmured. “Let’s not be hasty, Alicia—and spoil this pretty face.”
“At least not before dinner!” came Pete’s trucker laugh from the divan.
Clancy shoved away hard from Ted’s spidery embrace. 
“Yes,” Ted agreed, “why ruin so charming an evening? And the two of you do look charming! Absolutely delicious!”
Alicia’s almost laughed. “You think you’re going to fang me? Another vampire!”
Ted chuckled, smoothing his jacket. “Not you, princess, no. The ravishing Miss Cumming’s here is another matter!”
He turned suddenly and looked straight at me, “And our friend the chef, of course. Waste not, want not, eh?”
By that time I’d had about enough. Vampire or not, you don’t talk about Clancy that way.
I tossed the dinner plate I was holding back at the table and came beside the chef’s cart. “I’m afraid you’ve got that one wrong, Mister—whatever your name is!” And I looked Teddy boy straight in the eye. “I’m also afraid it’s still two against two!”
And with an overly histrionic magician’s flourish, I grabbed one end of the tablecloth and whipped away the material with a bright snap, exposing Mitzi’s vicious snarl.
“Alicia, I believe you two have met! Perhaps you’d like to make the introductions!”
Everyone in the room just stared at me. 
Including Clancy.
I leaned cockily against the cart on one hip. “What’s the matter, Vampire Queen, dog got your tongue?”
Everybody just stared at me.
Finally square-jawed Pete looked at the others. “Think he’s lost his mind from fear.”
I looked under the cart. Saw only empty rug.
I gulped helplessly at Clancy but she was already moving—closing the distance between her and Ted, a silver chain and crucifix thrust in his smug George Saunders face.
Almost all of us, I think—except maybe dumpy Pete—was surprised when Ted didn’t recoil in terror or throw up his claws or burst into flame or something.
Instead he merely offered another of his perfected chuckles, plucked the crucifix from Clancy’s astonished fingers, and grinned—this time with fangs. It was at that moment I noticed, for the first time, his skin-tight, flesh-colored gloves.
“Sorry, Miss Cummings, but we overcame that little problem in Chicago some time ago!”
And in a blur of movement he was before Alicia, and the chain was about her neck.
She hissed like a reptile, glared and seethed. All on the inside. Her body was carved ice. Inert.
Not her mouth, though. “You insufferable maggots! I’ll see you burned alive for this!”
Ted gave her his back, tugged off the tight gloves finger by finger and took a trembling Clancy by the hand. “Doubtful under present circumstances. But I see no reason you shouldn’t accompany Miss Cummings and me into the next room. There you can, with a bit more privacy, watch the ceremonial fanging and deflowering of her young womanhood.” He turned courteously to Clancy then. “Unless, of course, Miss Clancy objects?”
Miss Clancy spit on him.
Ted held his smile, dabbed his cheek with a crisp hanky. “A fighter! This calls for a higher form of privacy! Pete, keep an eye on our hostess here before gorging yourself on our amorous chef!”
And he yanked Clancy effortlessly toward the master bedroom. I caught her eye just before she disappeared behind the jamb—an exchange passing between us.
Then the bedroom door shut behind them.
“You’ll find that soil’s already been tilled!” Alicia screamed impotently beside the divan, veined forehead throbbing.
Pete made a piggy little laugh.
I stepped calmly into the sunken living room, crossed over and stood in front of Alicia. And slapped her smartly across her enraged face.
“That’s for Clancy. Your superior as a woman in every way.”
And I think Alicia would have spit on me if she could have summoned the appropriate liquid.
I took off the silly chef’s cap and turned to fireplug Pete. Addressed him with a philosophic air. “So! Pete, my good man! It’s just you and me, huh pal?”
Pete grinned like a wolf, looked me up and down hungrily, and maybe with a small hint of admiration. “Well, you’re a cool customer for someone about to enter eternity, I’ll give you that!”
I nodded. “Not a complete draining, then? Just turn me into one of you, that the plan?”
He actually winked. “Can’t have too many soldiers on our side!”
I smiled. “I guess not. Let me ask you something though, Pete. Mind if I call you Pete?”
“Sure.”
“You can call me Ed. Anyway, I was wondering, has this leader of yours, this guy, uh…”
“Ivan Kolcheck.”
“…Mr. Kolcheck. Has he and his team ever considered working on a serum to change vampires back into humans? I mean, look at the wonders Alicia’s lab has come up with.”
“Why would we want to do that, Ed? Vampires live forever.”
“I know. But they’re not really—living, are they?”
He gave me a suspicious look. “What’s your point, Ed?”
“My point, Pete, is money. If you could find a formula for making real people live forever it would be worth a fortune.”
A tiny grin started on the piggy face. “Huh. You know, you’re gonna be a valued member of the club, Ed.”
I shrugged modestly. “You’re too kind. Let me ask you one more question, Peter. Is it true that vampires can’t really fly? You know, flap about in the dark like bats?”
“It is,” he stated.
“And to your knowledge is it also true that, so far at least, dogs can’t fly either?”
“Maybe a bird dog!” and he giggled himself silly over that one.
“Very good, Pete,” I grinned, “very subtle. Tell me then, Pete, if dogs can’t fly, how did that one above your head get on that chandelier?”
Pete blinked once, and looked up.
Mitzi came down hard, slammed into him full force, driving Pete into the coffee table. The thick glass shattered like a rifle report. Knickknacks jumped. Paper flew. A spring roll hit me on the cheek and stuck. 
Pete was up again in a moment and swinging; it’s hard to keep even a dense vampire down, I guess, but Mitzi had a nice grip on his lower leg as she had earlier with my ex-editor, and was pretty much keeping the vampire from regaining his balance. 
Pretty much throwing him all over the living room, too.
It almost drowned the muffled scream from the bedroom. I turned quickly to the closed door. There were no more sounds.
I wiped the smear of appetizer from my cheek and sucked my finger, looking over at the still-rigidly indignant Alicia. I smacked my lips. “Garlic,” I noted, “they wouldn’t have liked them anyway.”
A tremendous crash, which I couldn’t believe didn’t send the house dick running, sounded as Mitzi smashed Pete into one piece of furniture after another and—in a kind of graceful, skater’s arabesque—whirled off her back legs and flung the flailing vampire into the fireplace. Did I mention the fireplace? Did I mention it was lit? Nice hotel.
I actually found myself running over to grab the poker until I realized: what the hell am I going to do with that against a vampire?
Pete made some pretty interesting noises flopping about in the flames but the performance was overshadowed by another sound at the bedroom door; his partner was coming through it again. 
Suave Ted walked (well, wobbled) toward the three of us like a fanger so drunk with blood he could hardly stand. For a fleeting moment I actually began to doubt that brief exchange between Clancy and me as she’d disappeared behind the door. Then tall, suave Ted came before Alicia, blinked once, and took a tall suave swan dive flat on his face. We could see the jagged length of bedpost jutting from his back and, presumably, on through to his heart.
A moment later, Clancy strode lightly from the bedroom adjusting her blouse primly. There were two small bite marks on her neck. But not deep ones, I could tell even from there.
Alicia made a confused sound and I turned to her. “Not a full-fledged vampire, maybe, but still her father’s daughter! She was vaccinated during childhood, didn’t you know?”
At which exact moment a flaming Pete came vaulting out of the hearth trailing flames, outstretched talons raking the air blindly.
His legs were torches—no place for a poodle to get a good grip—but his beating arms were quickly tamping out the fire.
“Run!” Mitzi yelled in my head. Clancy’s echoed the sentiment, already several lengths ahead of us to the front door.
“You incompetent morons,” I heard Alicia shriek at Pete as we flew through the door, “they’ve getting away! Get this damn chain off me! Ivan will have both our necks!”
Then we were in the red carpeted hall—together again at last—running side by side for all we were worth to the distant bank of elevators. Silent, giddy laughter echoed through all our minds. We did it!
But when we reached the elevators doors and I began jamming at the ‘down’ button, Clancy had gone a little morose. 
“Are you okay?” I asked, pulling her into my arms.
She nodded somberly against my chest.
“Did he hurt you? Did he—”
“He didn’t hurt me, Ed,” she sniffed, wiping absently at her neck. “I’m the one who hurt him.”
“Clancy…” I lifted her chin, smiled into her wonderful eyes, “…honey, he was a vampire!”
She nodded. “I know. But I made some…disparaging remarks about his manhood. I didn’t have to do that…”
Behind us, the front door of the suite crashed open violently and a fang-gleaming Alicia came leaping, a still slightly flaming Pete in her wake.
I jammed frantically at the button again. “Come on!”
The elevator door dinged, slid open and I pushed everyone inside.
I lunged for the first floor button, began jamming away again.
Alicia and her flaming consort were maybe six yards away when the door slid lazily shut. I saw Alicia’s baleful eyes fixed on me, her red talons reaching to rend my face—and then we were moving safely within the car.
I slumped exhausted against the rear wall of the car and whooshed relief.
When I looked up my blood froze.
Clancy and Mitzi stood rigid and wide-eyed across from me…surrounded by half-a-dozen black-robed, white-faced, fang-studded vampires.
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Also, the elevator didn’t go down; it went up.
I jammed at the ‘down’ button on the chrome panel at the left side of the car but we continued to rise.
Mitzi and Clancy stood huddled across from me, surrounded by a half-circle of six pasty-faced vampires. 
Think of something! I thought, but my reeling mind was a weary blank.
The vampires appeared young, the eldest maybe mid-twenties. The shortest might have been female, it was hard to tell. They wore nondescript but decidedly black clothing, even black sneakers. If they were trying to blend in with society they were doing a lousy job of it.
The tallest, standing a bit off to one side from the others, was dressed a bit differently than the others—a lot differently, actually. He wore a splendid black, vintage tailored suit and cape, with bright red lining. His elegant evening shirt was high at the collar, ruffled at the sleeves, beautiful clamshell buttons down the front. In place of a tie he proffered a large, intricately-fashioned gold medallion below his turkey neck. His shoes were vintage too—20’s?—black lace-ups with an almost patent shine. Currents of gray caressed his temples under a thick crop of dark, swept-back hair ending in a sharp window’s peak at his brow. A little over-the-top maybe, but there was something Old World proud and gentlemanly there. It was hard to take your eyes off him. 
Mitzi appraised the elderly man a moment, sunk low and nosed Clancy’s leg urgently. “Come, dear,” she quaked and slunk quickly to my side of the elevator.
Clancy, avoiding the red eyes and shining fangs around her, cleared her throat, smiled politely and strolled after the dog like someone whistling past a graveyard.
“Who the hell?” she said, coming up beside me.
“I don’t think they’re from housekeeping,” from Mitzi hiding behind my legs. 
“Snappy dresser though, the old guy,” Clancy ventured.
“If you’re an embalmer,” Mitzi said. 
I kept jamming away at the ‘down’ button. The elevator car rose in silence.
We stood rigidly on our side of the car—three cigar store Indians—casting quick, haunted glances at the vampires across from us, wondering who sent them, how they knew we were in the hotel…when they’d leap.
The vampires stared back.
The car, rising with maddening slowness, became very close, the tension building like a slowly closing fist. I began to imagine it was hard to breathe even though I could hear the hum of the air vents.
Nobody moved. 
Nobody alive or dead.
Clancy clung tightly to my arm, Mitzi close against my leg, shivering. After a few minutes of this torture I actually began to wish the creatures would leap! The tightening silence was becoming unbearable.
For no particular reason, I found myself rocking casually on the balls of my feet and smiling across at the red eyed fangers companionably.
They didn’t smile back.
I rocked again, sneaked a glance at the glowing floor numbers above the door, sighed and tried another lame smile at the black huddle of leering faces. Maybe this was a new variety of vampire—another kind of mutation like Clancy—a friendly kind. I mean, what the hell, why not try to break the ice? 
I put on my bravest smile, nodded at the red eyes. “Nice hotel!” I grinned.
“Oh, Christ,” Mitzi muttered.
The vampires stared at me.
“Be sure and get the number of their cave,” Mitzi told me.
“Hey, at least I’m trying! Not standing there soiling myself like you two!”
I cleared my throat, held valiantly onto the smile.
The vampires stared at me.
Then one of them said: “Are you Blood?” 
Mitzi groaned. “Good work, Ed!”
I glanced at Clancy—got nothing—glanced back at the maybe-female vampire who’d spoken. “Uh…’blood?’ I cleared my throat. “Well…I, uh…now when you say ‘blood,’ do you mean in a hereditary sense, or…”
“Just shut up!” Mitzi begged.
The tall, caped vampire rolled his pompous eyes and frowned at the others. “They are clearly not Blood!”
The bigger of the males across from him frowned back. “Who asked you, grandpa?”
The distinguished vampire arched a carefully plucked brow, raised his chin an imperious inch. “Peasants.”
“Who you calling peasants, grandpa? What the hell are you supposed to be—a freakin’ butler!”
His fellow vampires laughed.
The old guy made a derisive sound, exposing more fang. “I am—clearly and obviously to anyone still not a walking sperm—his Lord and Highness the great Count Dracula!”
Collective smirks from the other side.
“Count Faggot, maybe!” the maybe-female smirked, and was joined by the rest in another round of mirthless laughter.
The elegant Count played his arched brow over them a contemptuous moment. “I am Count Dracula! As envisioned by the divine actor Mr. Richard Roxburgh! Though I doubt you dressed-up posers would be acquainted with real talent!”
“Batshit!” from the tall vampire.
“Yeah,” the maybe-female jeered, “Richard Roxburgh from what film?”
Dracula snorted. “Van Helsing, of course, as any real vampire would know!”
Maybe-female’s eyes narrowed. She leaned toward the old guy challengingly. “Starring?”
“Hugh Jackman,” was the confident reply.
“Female lead?” baiting.
“Kate Beckinsale,” unruffled.
“Studio and year!” 
“Universal, 2004.”
“Director?”
“Stephen Sommers.”
“Cinematography?” grating.
“Allen Daviav.”
“Music?” growling.
“Alan Silvestri.”
“Running time!”
“131 minutes!”
“Budget!”
“One-hundred-sixty million!”
“Domestic gross!”
Dracula blinked an uncertain moment. “Uh…gross…let’s see, now…”
“Come on, Mr. Expert!”
“Give me a moment…uh…the gross…
“Hah! Got you!”
“…oh dear…um…” a sudden triumphant snap of the old gent’s fingers, “three hundred million, two-hundred and fifty-seven thousand!” Big gloat.
Surly groans from the other side.
The Count smiled victoriously at me, jerked a condescending thumb at the grumbling rabble beside him. “True
Blooders!” he winked. “Children! Haven’t a clue about the classic films!”
“Hey, moron,” from the taller boy, “We happen to be Twilighters!”
The Count gathered his cape haughtily, stepped sideways a repulsed foot. “Indeed? How predictably sophomoric.”
“Oh, yeah? How’ bout you blow me?”
“Only if one could determine your sex.”
The maybe-female stuck out her tongue.
The Count grinned craftily. Winked at me again, then turned to the rabble. “Twilightesr, eh?”
“That’s right, gramps!”
“Very well, then, tell me. Who directed? First film, now!”
The other side answered in ringing unison. “Catherine Hardwicke!”
“Well! Very good. And the screenwriter?”
“Melissa Rosenberg!” 
“Original release date?”
“Two thousand seven!”
The Count smiled dripping sarcasm. “That was the official release date, child! Postponed during negotiations with the author. The original release date was two thousand and four. I’m afraid you lose! Poor dears!”
The maybe-female started toward him threateningly, but the Count waved her off with a white-gloved hand, smiling politely at the three of us on the other side of the car. “Are you good folks and your lovely animal attending the party?”
I exchanged looks with Clancy. “Party?”
Mitzi poked my leg. “Did he call me ‘lovely’?”
The elevator doors slid open.
* * *
The Twilighters shouldered past us in a disgruntled clump.
The Count held back till they were gone, did a small flourish in the open doors, bowed and gestured smiling toward twinkling stars above geometric rows of Tiki torches and a network of jack-o-lanterns glowing overhead. The floor was packed nearly elbow-to-elbow with at least another five hundred meandering vampires. We were on the hotel roof.
“Welcome to the fifth annual Fangs and Freaks Convention!” The Count bowed. “Come, dear friends!” 
We stood rooted in the car. “Well, actually—“ I began.
“Yes!” from a suddenly galvanized Clancy, giving me a sharp look, “we’d love to!”
The Count grinned warmly. “How delightful! This way, then, to the land of madness and mayhem!” He stepped into the moving throng of black costumes, dead-white faces, carnival lights and dealers; tables.
I followed reluctantly behind the girls. “What are we doing, guys?”
“Hiding in plain sight!” Clancy informed me.
“Or did you forget the Black Queen was after us?” from Mitzi.
The doors slid shut behind me.
Clancy and Mitzi were already beside the Count who, head back joyously, spread his arms wide to the raucous scene ahead with great aplomb. “It’s it fabulous? Vampires as far as the eye can see! Sometimes I think I’ve died and gone to heaven!” And he winked coyly at Clancy. “Or is that an oxymoron?” chuckling lightly as he plucked off his expensive evening gloves one long finger at a time.
Clancy took in the milling crowd, the big convention sign strung above the entrance. “But…don’t we need an invitation or something—?”
The Count embraced her shoulders in one long arm, big ruby-colored ring sparkling from corpse-white fingers ending in inch long, pointed nails that looked disturbingly real. “You’re my guests, my dear!” And he cupped her soft cheek in bony fingers, arched that neatly plucked brow again. “Let me guess…” one claw to his bottom lip reflectively, “…don’t tell me, now…I’ll have it in a moment…” He glanced back and forth between Clancy and Mitzi. “One of you is…Mazie? Is that correct?”
“Mitzi!” Clancy grinned, pointing down at the dog. “I’m Clancy! And that furtive fellow behind us is Ed.”
The Count pulled her closer, turned and held out a beckoning arm to me, like an old friend. “Join us, Edward! Don’t be shy! ‘Tis a night rife with splendiferous potential! Of sights and events beyond those of human ken!” And he chuckled such obvious enthusiasm it was completely disarming.
“I like this guy!” Mitzi said in my head, and to my utter astonishment she leapt into The Count’s free arm.
“Mitzi!” from an embarrassed Clancy.
“Not at all, my dear!” beamed The Count, catching the poodle lightly. “Such a beautiful creature of the night is always welcome in the bosom of The Count! I knew at first glance we should all be fast friends!”
I craned back apprehensively at the elevator, seeing in my mind Alicia rushing out with raking talons, slashing fangs, dumpy Pete behind her.
“What is it, Edward? You don’t appear comfortable at our little gala!”
“No, it’s great…it’s just that…”
“Somebody’s chasing you!” he finished for me.
Clancy balked. Mitzi froze in the tall man’s arms.
The Count waved a dismissive hand. “You needn’t worry about the gendarmes, my dears! You’ll be fine just as soon as we’ve found you proper dress! This way, this way, onward to the demon tailors!” 
And carrying Mitzi in one hand, his other holding Clancy’s, he began threading us down a crowded aisle of end-to-end booths and tables on both sides, each heaped with everything from ancient-looking swords, chains and cudgels to realistic-looking plastic skulls (I think they were plastic) to 16th Century armaments to toy replicas of centuries-old torture devices (I think they were toys) to all things dark and forbidding: a kind of grimmer-than-typical Halloween store. What wasn’t heaped on the black-clothed tables was hanging from the temporary wall units behind the hooded proprietors, including movie poster one-sheets and lobby cards from over seventy years of every kind of Hollywood horror film featuring anything vampire or lycanthropic. I’d have died for a place like this when I was thirteen. The trick, I kept thinking, was managing not to die tonight…
Something dog-like and shaggy and terrible ran past us on all fours. Clancy looked down from the Count’s arms, growling softly.
The Count patted her hand patiently. “Just a Lycan, my dear, completely harmless!”
“A what?” from Clancy.
“A werewolf, love, from one of the Underworld films. You must have seen them.”
“Uh—“
“And over there is the official True
Blood booth! Wonderful television show! Takes some liberties with the Stackhouse books but quite well done! And Eric is quite the dream vamp, isn’t he!”
He saw the look on her face.
“Oh, dear, don’t tell me you don’t take HBO! How primitive! Oh, you poor thing, we must get you initiated!”
I think I was actually getting a little peeved at the way the old man was parading my dog about. I finally caught her eye.
“What the hell are you doing?” I asked behind her.
“I’m being carried, Ed! Something you never did! And it feels good! He might look like a frail old fool but he has strong arms and I like him. He’s a gentleman. Cultured.”
“He’s certifiable, Mitzi.”
“Well, who the hell isn’t these days and so what? You’re just jealous you don’t have his style. Widen your horizons, dude, join the festivities! While you’re still alive! Look at this place! A vampire convention! I think it’s great fun! And the irony!”
“Yeah,” I groused, “the irony. I don’t know, Mitz…something creepy about all this, not sure I trust this old dude.”
“Don’t be a party pooper, Ed! It’s a hoot!”
“I hope you’re still hooting when Alicia crashes the party.”
“Haven’t gotten a whiff of her, or that pig Pete. And what’s she going to do up here in this crowd anyway, expose herself and the real vampire race to the whole world?”
“I doubt they’d know the difference.”
“She wouldn’t risk it, Eddie. For all we know the media may be cover this. You know, like the San Diego Comic Con?”
But I couldn’t suppress another anxious glance over my shoulder at those ominous elevator doors.
When I turned back The Count had paused before a large booth selling costumes and masks—Goth with the Wind—roving through several racks of dark attire like an old lady with her terrier, pulling out this ensemble and that, occasionally holding one up to Clancy’s shoulders critically.
“Oh, yes! Yes, this one is absolutely you, dear!”
Clancy looked down dubiously at the thin black material pressed to her chest, the plunging neckline. “I’m uh…not sure I have the equipment for it—“
“Oh, tits!” from the Count, thrusting the garment into her arms, “men and their fixation on the mammary gland! You’d think they didn’t get their fill as infants! Anyway, we’re not buying it for them! And it shows off those long legs and elegant neck of yours wonderfully! You’ll be turning heads, toots!”
“But I’m not sure I have the mon—“
The Count looked offended. “Did someone speak of money? Off now—go change! There in back! My treat! Hurry, now, we don’t want to miss the guest star’s appearance!”
Clancy gave me a kind of hopeless shrug and took the outfit with her behind a curtain.
The Count tuned his arched brow on me. “Now then…”
“Look. I really don’t—“
He put Mitzi down gently and began pacing critically around me, slender fingers stroking aristocratic chin. “Hmmm…you’re not a bad looking specimen, you know…Clancy’s quite smitten and she’s clearly an intelligent girl.” He appraised me intently. “Something almost early Frank Langella about you…yes, we could go that way, but then you’d clash with me and we can hardly have two Draculas, can we? Hmmm…”
Five minutes later Clancy came back through the curtain looking stunning in black wig, white grease paint, and clinging satin gown: a more lithesome sort of Elvira. She came round the dealer’s table, took one look at me and burst into laughter. “What on earth are you supposed to be?”
I shrugged under the humility of my hump and putty warts. “A bell ringer.” Jerked my head at The Count. “It’s how he saw me.”
“He’s Quasimodo,” The Count admired proudly, “the Lon Chaney Sr. version! Do you like him?”
“At least he doesn’t have to worry about getting humped tonight,” from a sniggering Mitzi.
“Oh, you are a bad girl!” from a delighted Count, plucking up the poodle again and hugging her tight.
Mitzi, clearly enjoying the friendly squeeze, nevertheless looked curiously my way. “Did he just read my mind, Ed?”
“We need to get the hell out of here!” I told her.
Then minutes later we were walking the crowded aisles again: The Count, an Elvira clone, the hunchback and Mitzi the Lycan. I kept grousing it would never work but both Mitzi and Clancy insisted there were young men running all over the convention floor on all fours with rugs on their backs, so I let it go.
A few minutes later the four of us turned at the sound of a sharp yelp.
I was sure Alicia had burst in. But the yelp was followed by a thrashing splash and the next moment The Count was guiding us toward an area sectioned off from the dealers’ tables. We found ourselves behind a cheering throng of costumes gathered before one of those carnival skill games where you throw a baseball at a cage-side target and dunk a heckling clown into a tank of water. Only in this case the person in the cage was dressed like a Twilighter and the line of eager conventioneers launching missiles were clearly True Blood fans. But they weren’t throwing baseballs. They were firing arrows with an operating crossbow—fortunately at the trip-target beside the cage, not the dunkee seated above the tank inside.
“They really are competitive, aren’t they?” Clancy said, watching the victim climb back on her collapsible perch as an assistant carefully removed each arrow from the target.
“Oh, some more than others,” The Count smiled. “It’s something of a generational thing, I think. The True Blood folks tend to be a bit older audience. They like to stick it to the moonstruck Twilight crowd when they can. All in good fun!”
“I’ve seen the show,” I said curiously, “and I don’t remember any use of crossbows.”
“Oh, they borrowed the idea from Van Helsing—Hugh Jackman’s special vampire hunting weapon.” The Count waved a hand at the convention floor. “You see bits and pieces borrowed from everywhere, every genre and author…Amanda Hocking here…Stephen King over there. They all tend to bleed into each other somewhat, you’ll pardon the pun.”
He was suddenly waving at someone across the way. “You sweet folks excuse me a moment, will you? I see an old friend!” And The Count was off in a cape-flapping flourish.
“What a wonderful old man,” from a dreamy Mitzi.
“Isn’t he sweet?” from Clancy, following Mitzi’s gaze as the tall Count was swallowed by the crowd. “Don’t you think he’s sweet, Ed?”
“Saccharine as my Aunt Tilly’s fruitcake.”
I was looking balefully in the other direction at the elevator area. The steel doors were sliding open…
“Shit!”
Clancy spun quickly. “What! Oh, God…”
“What, what?” from Mitzi on the floor, “I can’t see!”
“They just got off the elevator,” I murmured low.
“Who?”
I looked down at the dog. “Jesus, are you that far gone? Simon and Garfunkel, who do you think? Time to come back to reality, Miss Lycan!”
“What do we do?” from an anxious Clancy. “Circle back to the elevators or continue hiding here in plain sight?” She grimaced, teeth clenched. “I’ve just about had it with this fang-banging dragon lady!”
I looked at her. “Don’t,” I said.
“What?”
“Don’t get angry. Don’t get cocky. Pete may be a buffoon but he’s still extremely dangerous. And Alicia is one of the most powerful creatures ever to walk the Earth.”
Clancy didn’t look cowed. “I’m tired of that snotty bitch showing up to ruin my day.”
I took hold of her shoulder. Hard. “Well, don’t be! Don’t be sick or angry or anything but on high alert! This isn’t a game, Clancy, especially not to Alicia. She’s got Ivan breathing down her lovely neck now and she’s already blown it twice in as many days! If she lets us slip through her claws again it could mean the end of her!”
“We can only hope!”
I pulled her closer. “She’ll die trying to killing us before she lets Ivan do the same to her! Do you understand what I’m saying, Clancy!”
“I understand!” Clancy shrugged angrily out of my grip. “So what’s the plan?”
“I can’t believe this!” Mitzi was saying. “I didn’t catch a whiff of her!”
“Too busy partying with Count Chocula,” I said.
She shook her head. “It wasn’t that. It’s her. She’s…masking her smell somehow. My God…what other powers does she have we don’t know about?”
I craned to the elevator. The doors were closed again, the area before it empty.
“Maybe they left,” Clancy said without conviction, “got spooked by the crowd.”
“Alicia doesn’t spook,” Mitzi said, nose testing the air. “She’s up here with us. That idiot Pete, too.”
“Well which is it?” from an impatient Clancy, “run or stay?”
“I think we should split-up,” I told them.
Clancy turned to me, surprised. “I don’t like it! I’m for sticking together! Three of us have a better chance against two of them! We defeated them in the suite, didn’t we?”
“If we’d defeated them,” Mitzi reminded her, “we wouldn’t be up here on the roof.” 
I thought about it, shook my head. “No. We’d be much more easily spotted all together. Our advantage is in our numbers, but for getting out, not attacking. If we go our separate ways it’s the best chance at least one of us will reach the elevators.”
Clancy started to object but Mitzi cut her off. “He’s right, Clancy. If we die, the last hope for humanity may die with us. The entire planet will be left in peril. One of us has got to survive, live another day and find a way to fight them.”
We all stood silent for a moment.
“You two take the outer walls of the convention,” Mitzi continue. “I’m the lowest to the ground, the hardest to see. I’ll take a direct route down the middle aisle of the convention. Whoever runs into either or both of them, try to stall them as long as possible, give the others a better chance. Agreed?”
I turned to Clancy.
“I will not kiss you good-bye again,” she said with bravado, “I will not do it! We’ll meet in the parking garage! All of us!” And with that, she turned on her heel and was lost in the dark sea of costumes.
I looked down at Mitzi. “Good luck, then.”
“Chin up, Sport,” and she vanished into the throng.
I hurried quickly through the crowd and started down the south side of the roof, moving fast, but not too fast, still trying to blend. I was already beginning to regret letting Clancy out of my sight. I’d had her back for a moment—I should never have let her go again.
Maybe thirty feet in front of the elevator doors, I came around a crowd of people and Alicia stepped calmly in front of me from one of the side aisles. Piggy Pete was right behind her.
I wasn’t at all doubtful Alicia knew exactly who I was under the bell ringer make-up.
“Nice hump,” she smiled incisors, “becomes you, Edward.”
I dropped the half-bent Quasimodo act and stood straight. I sighed and began peeling the wart putty from my face. “What took you so long?” 
Always the gracious hostess, Alicia allowed me a small smile of admiration. “The ever inventive Mr. Magee. I’d no idea you were such a fan! Tell me, whom do you favor among the fangers, Twilight or True
Blood?”
“True
Blood, actually. Love that blonde lead. What’s her name again?”
“Anna Panquin!” Pete offered cheerfully.
I nodded. “Very good, Pete. I’ll bet you even know the first season budget.”
“Yeah,” he enthused, “it was—“
“Shut-up, Pete!” from Alicia, face gone granite.
“What’s the matter, dragon lady,” I chimed, unbuckling my hump, “not into vampire trivia? Under the circumstances, I’d have thought—“
“Think about this, Mr. Magee. Under the circumstances, I might be willing to offer you amnesty. You need only tell me where she is.”
“Where who is?”
Alicia sighed. Shook her head. “Pete—?”
Pete stepped forward, fangs lowering another quarter-inch.
“What’s so special about Clancy?” I asked Alicia, “You can easily hire another assistant what with your many connections. Oh. That’s right. You want her dead.”
“I want her back,” Alicia hissed. “Now, where is she, please?”
I made a befuddled face. “You don’t want her dead? But…she knows your whole operation…”
“Precisely why she’s so valuable to me. Maybe even irreplaceable. I put months of training into that woman! Months I can’t get easily back.”
I watched her a moment. Watched her eyes. Gave her back a smile of my own. “It isn’t just that, is it, Alicia dear? You want her. Because she’s a virgin…”
Alicia scoffed. “Hardly.”
“You know what I mean. Ole Teddy may have had a quick taste of our lovely Clancy but you want to be the one to turn her. Why?”
She glared at me, said nothing.
My smile broadened. “Shit. You’re in love with her.”
Alicia bore her fangs. Then put them away, smiling. “Perhaps. Aren’t you?”
I nodded. “Enough to make sure you don’t get her again.”
“Very gallant, Mr. Magee. But that may be good trick given the situation. Now, please quit stalling. Where are you hiding her?”
I threw my bell ringer costume on a nearby table. “Aren’t you forgetting someone?”
She shrugged. “Who? The dog?”
“How do you know your ex-companion and my current namesake won’t come streaking out of nowhere as usual?”
Her smile was chilling this time. “Pete?”
Pete chuckled. “Little vampire poodle ain’t no more!”
I turned to him.
He nodded piggy confirmation. “Caught her about a hundred feet from here, streaking down the middle aisle for the elevators! Left her over there somewhere…big fat stake through her furry little heart!”
A rock formed in my stomach. “For real? Mitzi is dead?”
“As a doornail!” the pig grinned.
“My last offer.” from Alicia, “We know she didn’t get on the elevators. Tell us where Miss Cummings is now and you’re free to go.”
I nodded. “Free for how long?”
“You have my word.”
I snorted a laugh. “As a gentlewoman vampire?”
Alicia nodded disappointment, moved back out of the way. “Have it your way, then. Pete—?”
“Alicia Montesquieu! As I live and breathe!”
We all turned as The Count came sweeping up, clasping his hands together joyously.
“My dear young woman! However have you been?”
Alicia frowned stiffly. “Excuse me—?”
The Count spotted me. “Ah! I see you’ve met my good friend Edward! Well, isn’t this charming! And after all these years!” He glanced at Pete, looked back expectantly to Alicia for introductions.
“I’m sorry,” she said levelly, “do I know you?”
The Count looked aghast, clutched at his heart theatrically. “My child, you wound me! Don’t you remember? Oh, it’s been ages! Hungary, wasn’t it? Oh, dear me, or was it Afghanistan? My memory’s like a sieve these days!”
Alicia let herself be pulled into a bear hug. There wasn’t much else she could do.
The hugely grinning Count held her back by the shoulders. “And still as ravishing as ever! My dear, you are truly ageless!”
“I don’t—“
The Count bowed to Pete, grabbed his hand and shook it vigorously—so vigorous I heard Pete’s teeth click. “And you must be Pete! Heard so much about you, sir! A pleasure, truly!”
Pete stood there vibrating under the pumping hand. “Uh…”
“Oh, just call me The Count! Everyone else does!”
“Excuse me—“
The Count turned beaming to Alicia—in time to see the back of her hand smash into his face and send him flying backward twenty feet down the aisle. 
The convention floor went silent. Everyone turned to look.
The Count lay still, obviously dead; the blow would have killed a man three times his willowy size. Alicia dusted her hands and turned back to me. “One more time now, Mr. Magee. Where is Miss Cummings?”
I looked past her at The Count sprawled on the floor, a few tentative conventioneers creeping toward him. I turned back to Alicia.
“Truthfully, I wouldn’t mind knowing myself.”
Alicia nodded. “Pete—?”
I turned as Pete leapt at my throat.
He was maybe half an inch from my neck when he stopped suddenly in mid-air… and seemed to hang there a moment. 
Then he kind of settled backward slowly with a stupid look, legs vibrating strangely. He looked down at himself. I heard a small gasp of surprise from Alicia. All of the feathers and maybe two inches of an arrow’s shaft protruded stiffly from Pete’s chest.
“Hey…” he said, looking up at Alicia as if for confirmation, and fell dead on his face.
Alicia and I turned together.
Clancy was standing three aisles down, already nocking another arrow into her stolen Hugh Jackman crossbow. 
Alicia remained perfectly calm, seemingly more interested in the weapon than its wielder. “Huh,” she said indifferently.
“Move the hell away from him,” Clancy called, sighting down the crossbow’s barrel.
“Clancy, I’d like to talk to you…”
“I won medals in archery competition,” Clancy warned her.
Alicia glanced over at Pete’s crumpled form, face in the floor, butt in the air. “I can see that, dear. But I’d still like a word with you, please.”
Clancy held the crossbow tight, like a lost friend. “In front of all these people, Alicia?”
“They won’t hear.”
“Really?”
Alicia raised both slender arms above her in a wide arcing motion. There may have been a swift tidal ripple sweeping the room like a heat wave, or maybe I just imagined it. But all the conventioneers turned abruptly away and went back to what they were doing.
“Impressive!” Clancy called down the aisle. And let go.
Alicia sighed impatience. Snatched the arrow mid-air inches from her chest, tossed it aside. Her expression was—for Alicia at least—nearly acquiescent. “I know what you must be thinking, Clancy. And I’m sorry about earlier—about the slap. I could have made it a lot harder, trust me. But the thing is, I like you.”
Clancy nocked another arrow. “I’m thrilled,” she said and fired.
Alicia caught the arrow (in her left hand this time), snapped it in two, tossed it aside. She turned to me with a laconic air. “Mr. Magee, will you please relay to this stubborn young woman what I just said to you?”
“I really don’t think she’s going to listen, my dear…” It was The Count. He was sweeping up behind us, glancing down at the crumpled Pete on the floor. “Oh, my,” then all smiles again, waving bright and encouragingly to Clancy down the way. “Cracking good shot, my child! Excellent form!”
He turned to Alicia inquiringly. “Has she had much practice, do you know?”
Alicia blinked patiently at me. “Who the hell is this guy?”
I shrugged. “Thought maybe you knew.”
She appraised The Count’s glorious costume curiously. “How is it you know my last name?”
The Count put arm around both our shoulders—to Alicia’s shock—pulled us close to him and, head back, addressed the stars above. “Oh, it’s a night of many revelations, dear Alicia! A night which shall burn forever in the annals of both the dead and the living!”
He looked quickly about at the oblivious conventioneers. “…pity no one will remember it!”
Alicia shoved indignantly from his embrace, dusting at her dress. Her eyes fell on his right cheek, amazed—like me—at the lack of bruising there, the lack of a broken cheek bone, for that matter. 
Alicia pulled herself straight. “You say we’ve met before—?”
“I’m absolutely sure of it!” The Count chimed. “On the other hand, my memory isn’t what it used to be. I suppose it’s not impossible you could be a complete fake.”
“A what?”
“Lots of that going round these days. Look at this place, for instance!”
Alicia’s fangs gleamed, fists poked arrogantly on curvaceous hips. “I assure you—“
“Yes-yes, I’ve no doubt you do. It wasn’t a slur on your lovely figure, dear.” The Counted rubbed his long-nailed hands together deliciously, cast his eyes heavenward again. “Oh, grandiose night! Worthy of Chernabog himself!” He threw up both arms in a grand, theatrical gesture, and in sonorous tones that rang the convention rooftop announced: “It is said on clear nights beneath the cold light of the moon, howl the dog and the wolf; and creeping things crawl out of the slime. It is then the ghouls feast in all their radiance!”
“Is that Shakespeare?” I said.
“Ed Wood Jr.,” The Count smiled, “Orgy of the Dead. Wonderfully inept filmmaking! Imminently disposable! You must have seen it!”
“Believe I missed that one.”
“Really!” The Count was aghast. “Well, I have a copy I’d be happy to lend you! Mind you, I want it back, now!”
“I’ve had enough of this crap!” Alicia hissed.
The Count whirled on her, and I saw his eyes flash anger for the first time. “Crap, madam? You could learn a lot from the divine Mr. Wood! Particularly in the bra department!”
“What the hell’s going on?” Mitzi stood there gazing up curiously at us. There was one end of a large stake jutting from her chest.
“Mitzi!”
The Count gasped. “My poor thing! What’s this blackguard done to you!” giving the crumpled Pete a disgusted little kick.
“Caught me in mid-aisle,” Mitzi admitted with chagrin, “bastard staked me when I wasn’t looking. Not exactly cricket.”
I fell beside her. “But…you’re alive!”
She glanced down at her chest. “Yes, well, it seems our Neolithic friend grabbed the nearest stake at hand—straight from one of the dealer’s tables. It’s plastic.”
Alicia rolled her eyes. “Idiot!”
“Does it hurt?” I asked Mitzi.
“Not so you’d notice. Be a pet, Eddie, and pull it out, huh?”
I took the head of the stake in my hands, began pulling slowly.
“Whoa! Okay, okay now it hurts! Definite excessive pain there!”
The Count bent down, urged my hands aside gently. “Here now, let us have a try…”
The stake came free without a squeak from Mitzi.
She batted her long lashes at him, licked his hand. “Sir, you have the bedside manner of an angel!”
“Well, hardly that!” The Count demurred.
“ENOUGH!” Alicia shouted, voice carrying the rooftop.
The Count frowned up at her. “We’re right here, my dear, you needn’t shout—“
“You’re all maniacs!” she screamed. “Get your hands off that diseased mutt and—“
She was cut off by the impact of an arrow in her left shoulder.
I really thought she was going to go apoplectic.
“You insufferable—“ and she yanked free the missile , whirled, lifted her arms high and brought them down sharply at Clancy. A blast of wind shot from black lacquered nails, slammed Miss Cummings like an invisible palm, knocked her ass-over-teakettle down the convention floor. She somersaulted and crashed hard into a table of plastic skulls. But not too hard—Alicia had clearly pulled her punch.
Mitzi growled deep in her quickly-mended chest and leapt.
Alicia countered with a snarl and sent the next gale-force blast at the three of us.  
Mitzi was blown off her legs, the wall of wind searing my eyes, driving my hair and clothing back, lifting me from the floor—
—but only for a moment.
The Count raised a single sharp finger and the hurricane wind died instantly to a whimpering breeze.
“Yes, yes,” The Count admonished wearily, “the old wind trick. We’ve all seen it, dear, hardly original. TV’s done it to death.”
He folded his arms confidently. “I strongly recommend you dig a bit deeper into your arsenal, old girl.  I believe the real storm is about to arrive!”
Eyes flaming, Alicia raised her hands on high to deliver a megaton of energy when she paused suddenly. Her expression shifted. Her own black mane was being bantered from another kind of wind—pushing at the backs of the rest of us. 
Hatred suddenly drained, white face clouded with uncertainty, Alicia took an unconscious step backward, red eyes fixed on something over my shoulder. Above the buzz of the crowd, I detected a steady, rhythmic chopping sound somewhere in the sky behind us.
Mitzi and I turned quickly, following Alicia’s frozen stare, but The Count remained smiling at the vampire queen.
Above the glow of jack-o-lanterns at the far end of the roof, I could just make out the shimmering belly of a large metallic object emerging deliberately out of the blackness. A helicopter. It hovered there confidently, a steel dragonfly, its rotors beating the convention tables, rattling plastic axes and chains, whipping pages of stacked comic books. 
But it was the tall, silent figure standing on the ledge of the roof below the chopper that most caught my attention. A man.
But more—I knew instinctively—than merely that.
I heard Alicia’s black heels click another reflexive step backward.
“Ivan…” she whispered drily.
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“Is that the Ivan?” I whispered to The Count. Not sure why it seemed necessary to whisper, just a feeling about the air.
But I’m also not sure why The Count was no longer beside me.
I turned a circle but he was gone. I spotted Clancy, sprawled on the convention floor, and reached out with my mind.
“Clancy? Are you in there?” 
Down the aisle, struggling to her feet, Clancy came back wearily inside my head. “I’m here. Most of me anyway. Where’d the old man go?”
“Never mind the old man. The young man is here.”
“Who?”
“Ivan the terrible. Just arrived by bat copter.”
“Not the—“
“From the look on Alicia’s face here beside me I’d say yes. Also she seems to have lost complete interest in you for the moment.”
“In me? What does she want with me?”
“Your body,” Mitzi interrupted.
“I meant other than my death.”
“Your body,” Mitzi repeated. “Can you make it to the elevators?”
I saw her stumble a drunken half-circle, a trickle of blood and some scratches on her legs and temple. “I think so. If I limp.”
“Limp,” I commanded urgently.
“What about you two? Are you coming?”
I turned warily to Alicia. She no longer seemed aware of me, eyes still glued to the tall figure on the edge of the roof. Unlike Alicia he was, I could see now, blonde, thick hair parted by the rotor winds above. He looked almost like a muscular surfer boy except for his dress: black shirt, black slacks, black shoes. The only thing not black on him was the silver chain about his neck. Silver!
“Ed? Are you coming?”
“That depends, sweetie, on Alicia’s next move. A while back she was offering my freedom.”
“In exchange for what?” Clancy asked tightly.
“Yes,” I told her.
“Shit.”
“Just get to the elevators,” Mitzi was saying, brushing past me and heading quickly that way. I half-expected Alicia to turn and blast her but she didn’t. So I took a tentative step that way myself.
“Alicia….” It was Ivan’s voice. You couldn’t have missed it. Slithery soft and piercingly sharp at the same time. Inhuman. “It’s a long time now. How have you been?”
“Tolerable, Ivan. And yourself?”
“Quite well, thank you. Busy.”
And I saw a strange smile ply Alicia’s beautifully features. I took another step toward the elevators. I think I knew even then I wasn’t going to make it.
“Nice necklace, Ivan.”
“Thank you.”
“Silver paint?”
“No. The real thing. There have been advances in Chicago.”
Alicia smiled wider. “Impressive. You have been busy.”
“You too. Thanks for the lotion, by the way.”
Alicia took a small sideways step across the aisle; slight but purposeful. “You may have noticed it wasn’t successful.”
From a hundred feet away I heard Ivan’s awful chuckle. “Oh, it will be. Once we take out the dog pee.”
Alicia hesitated. “Dog pee.” She almost turned to look back at Mitzi by the elevators—then let it go. “Well! Your people work very fast!”
“Growing exponentially, thank you.”
She’d almost sidled to one of the dealers’ tables now flanking the aisle. I hadn’t the least idea what she was up too. I was too busy backing step by careful step to join Clancy and Mitzi at the elevator doors.
“So,” Alicia inquired politely, “what else can we do for you this lovely night?” 
For a moment I thought Ivan wasn’t going to answer. Then: “The girl, of course. I want her.”
Alicia’s hip brushed the edge of the dealer’s table. It didn’t contain the usual Goth paraphernalia, just a few cardboard boxes and what looked like a stack of receivers or audio equipment.
“What girl would that be, Ivan dear?”
“Please, Alicia, games? Must we?”
Alicia’s turn to chuckle. “Oh! Of course! The comely Miss Cummings. Ivan, dear, really—you’ve had better. Far better. Me, for instance.”
Ivan returned a small shrug. “At one time, maybe. But I’m afraid, my queen, you are no longer the fairest in all the land.”
A blush of humiliation tinted Alicia’s white cheeks. But she held the smile. “Well. The grass is always greener, eh Ivan? Fine. It’s your funeral. Miss Cummings is right over by the elevators. I don’t think she’s going anywhere until her boyfriend there joins her. And probably not even then, am I right?”
“I did jamb the circuitry, yes.”
Alicia tossed up her hands. “Well! There you go! You’ve covered all the bases! Here. Let me call her for you…”
She reached across the table and grabbed what looked like a hand mike from the stack of consoles. She hit the PA switch.
 “Ladies and Gentleman!” her voice boomed out over the crowd. “A special treat! One of the biggest stars of vampirism has just graced us with a last minute appearance. Please direct your attention to the rear of the convention floor and let’s give it up for the star of the incredible Twilight series of films, the unbearably handsome, the one and only—Robert Pattinson!”
The collective scream that followed was so all-consumingly piercing I’m sure I was robbed of several decibels. Every costumed female on the roof lost her mind and bladder and rushed hysterically from every quarter of the convention floor at Ivan’s confused figure atop the rampart. It reminded me of one of those National Geographic specials on army ants attacking an invading bug. Tables overturned, papers flew, vendors yelled and cursed. For a moment some of the opposing True Blood fans stood their ground in a whirl of indecision—before they too stampeded, shrieking and foaming, for someone none of them had the least idea was a genuine vampire. He did sort of look like that guy Pattinson, I guess, from the few pictures I’d seen of the actor…and it was fairly dark up there on the roof. In any case it was too late; when that kind of female estrogen is set in motion it’s like the Red Sea closing over the trapped Egyptians.
“Well,” Mitzi remarked as I joined her and Clancy at the elevators, “now I guess we know how Elvis felt.”
“Don’t be absurd,” Alicia remarked, abruptly beside us, “Elvis had it all over that wannabe. I did him once, you know…”
The three of us were backed up against the unopened doors. “Elvis was a vampire?”
Alicia turned smugly to me. “I said did him, not bit him!” And she went a little misty there for a moment. “Those southern boys…”
Then she grabbed Clancy by the wrist—the kind of grab that said she’d never let go.
Clancy winced pain. Mitzi growled.
“Keep that rat-terrier off me,” Alicia warned, “or I’ll break Miss Cumming’s lovely neck!”
“I’m a poodle!” Mitzi barked, but I doubt Alicia caught it.
“Very cute!” a voice boomed from the other end of the roof.
We all turned at the same time to see a stone-faced Ivan lift his arms high above the bobbing heads and frenzied claws of his hysterical ‘fans.’ His fingers twitched once.
—and the next moment his “fans”—along with every other costumed conventioneer—were lying on their backs in a smiling heap as if simultaneously struck by an overwhelming swoon.
Mitzi’s nose twitched admiration. “Forget Elvis, this guy is good!”
In the next instant that “guy” covered the two hundred feet of convention floor in a blink and appeared before us smiling pure evil. Smiling especially at a very startled, very wide-eyed Clancy. She looked a little—what’s the word—mesmerized?
“Miss Cummings,” in a voice that would melt butter, “I cannot tell you what an honor this is! I’ve heard so much about you! Nothing, however, that even begins to describe your beauty!”
Oh, brother. And get this: he actually bowed formally, took her free hand and kissed her fingertips. I mean, the gall of this guy! Pure corn! Funny thing was, he managed to pull it off.
Clancy certainly thought so. 
You could see it in her eyes. “I…”
The tall, handsome boy from Chicago pressed a long-nailed finger gently to my heretofore girlfriend’s lips. “Sh! Don’t break the spell of so magical a moment! Unless it’s to tell me you’ve consented to be my queen!”
I looked at Clancy—who didn’t meet my eyes—so I looked back at Ivan. “Say, what?”
Remember grade school? Or maybe church, or say a funeral—when you just know you’ve spoken out of turn?
Ivan turned slowly toward me, blue movie star eyes (remember Paul Newman?) just beginning to go scarlet. 
“N-No!” from Clancy, still holding his hand, but blinking back to us a sec. “You mustn’t harm him! Or the dog! Promise me!”
The flames faded in glamor boy’s irises. He turned beatifically back to little Clancy. “Whatever you say, dearest.  I am yours to command. Your friends are free to go…”
And the elevator doors slid open behind us.
“You go straight to hell!” Alicia hissed, jerking Clancy from him with her other wrist. The doors slid shut again quickly.
Ivan just stood there smiling commandingly a moment. “I think you know, fair Alicia, I’ve already been!”
And he was on her, clawed hand to her throat, slamming her so hard against the doors they actually bent inward under the impact. I couldn’t believe it. She didn’t even resist. I think it was the first time I ever saw the vampire queen go utterly helpless.
Nor did she struggle; she just cast terrified eyes on Clancy and managed a strangled, imploring plea. “Clan-see!”
Ivan got right in her face then, pressed her deeper into the groaning steel door. “She’s no longer yours to command, little small town queen! Miss Cummings is mine alone now! We’re going to do great things together, Earth-changing things, Universe altering things—none of which involve failure or incompetence—or any of those talents you seem to excel at of late!”
Alicia groaned agony. Even I felt a little sorry for her.
But Mitzi was a sudden blur at the corner of my vision.
The next thing I knew she’d fastened her fangs on Ivan’s ankle.
Mr. Matinee Idol hardly flinched. But he did look down at the dog a distracted moment. It must have been all Alicia needed. 
Then I saw something I’ll remember the rest of my life, something so astonishing I was sure at the last few weeks had all been some fantastic dream. Alicia shot straight upward. Like a rocket. Up and out of Ivan’s grasp and into the warm night air…
…up and up to mingle with the stars fifty feet above the hotel rooftop, light and unerring as a stealth fighter, sweeping to a graceful arc, dress fluttering, stopping to hover above us in the night breeze, raven hair flagging, eyes twin carbuncles so bright they lit her pale cheeks and gleaming fangs a soft cherry red. She looked entrancing; a lovely, dark fairy.
But she didn’t sound like one.
Her voice—or something’s voice—resonated somewhere deep within her…or perhaps from somewhere else altogether. Somewhere hot and unpleasant, I thought.
“Take the bitch then! Take her all the way back to the nether regions if she’s so hot and screw her aging human corpus on the shores of the river Styx! But never mistake again who rules the upper regions!”
And hovering there sublimely, an elegant, ebon moth,  she raised both pale hands on high again and slammed them downward stiff-armed at the couple on the roof. A bright comet of fire exploded from her fingers and descended on the pair like a cosmic trail of death.
Clancy screamed, her fear-stricken face lit unearthly by the approaching fireball.
I opened my mouth in warning but nothing came out.
Mitzi let go the vampire’s ankle and scooted out of the line of fire with a yelp.
Ivan just stood there doing nothing. Smiling at Clancy.
He shook his head sadly at Alicia at the last moment. Then—a bare instant before the flames struck—drew his cape across Clancy’s head and shoulders. The flaming missile exploding atop them in a crescendo of sparks that made momentary daylight of the rooftop. And then it winked out. As if snuffed.
I looked down at Mitzi. “Vampire can throw fireballs? Since when?”
“Recently, I’d say,” she replied, eyes on the sky.
Ivan bent like a southern gentleman of old again and kissed Clancy’s knuckles. “You must excuse me, my dear, for the briefest moment! I shan’t be long.” Who wrote this guy’s dialogue?’ Shan’t.
Then he just vanished.
Or appeared to.
In reality we looked up to find two figures in the night sky now, floating several cautious yards apart against the glow of distant cityscape. Each was smiling at the other. But I think I knew even then, Ivan’s was the more confident grin.
“We don’t have to do this, Alicia,” his voice echoed down to us. “It’s a stupid, nonsensical and wholly useless waste of both our times.”
Alicia drifted gracefully with the breeze like a black, long-legged swimmer riding the ethers. “Really, Ivan? Don’t we? If not now, then when? I think we both know this was inevitable. I certainly did!”
Ivan hovered a thoughtful moment, twenty feet across from her. Finally nodded. “Inevitable, perhaps, but also a little sad, I think. Don’t you?”
Alicia shook a smirking head. “Dear Ivan. My brightest pupil! My most energetic lover! I believe, on draining you, I left an errant drop of human sentiment! My apologies, handsome boy! You’ll never win a war against humanity with that!”
“Maybe, sweet mentor, that’s why you left it? An attempt to weaken me? Ever the forward thinking Alicia!”
And the dark lady laughed then, high and long. And hurled a thunderbolt of fire at her former student.
Which Ivan swept away one-handed like swatting a fly.
Alicia chuckled her deliciously evil chuckle. “Why are you holding back, dearest? Don’t you know—“
—and was hit so blindingly fast with a stream of pure energy, she shot skyward for what seemed half a mile…hung dazedly at the apex of her arc a moment, before tumbling back to us like a living torch to crash explosively amid the convention tables. 
“He’s killed her…” Mitzi’s numbed thoughts filled my mind.
“I don’t think so,” I told her.
But grim and all-business now, Ivan hardly allowed his opponent to struggle up on her hands again on the singed floor before loosening another deadly blast. It caught Alicia in the chest and drove her backward like a projectile through five convention tables before coming to rest in a pile of kindling and twisted limbs. 
And lay still.
“No!”
The sound cracked inside my skull like a falling hammer, singular and infuriated. I looked down, saw Mitzi gathering herself.
“Mitzi!”
Only this time she didn’t hesitate or shrink back like a good dog before her master.
“Don’t be a fool!” I cried. “You can’t even approach that kind of power!” 
Clancy bent to the poodle’s raised hackles, her voice even with sensibility. “He’s right, Mitz. Stay with us. We need you. Ed needs you.”
Eighty feet across small craters of burning roof, Ivan swept downward again, lighting lightly a few yards from the sprawled vampire queen. He approached her unmoving form with the slightest list of swagger. “I warned you, dear teacher! I told you—“
And Alicia snapped both arms at him—twin fireballs shrieking into the night. They caught Ivan off-guard, drove him back thirty feet or more to the head of a deep-gouged runnel in the hotel roof, fireflies of sparks chasing him, cascading everywhere, starting yet more pockets of fire. In the distance we could hear the first mournful wail of police sirens, the barking of fire engine claxons. 
“Come on!” I yelled, leaping to an overturned table where an unconscious—and still star-struck smiling girl—was about to be engulfed by spreading flames.
I got my hands under limp arms and pulled her from the fire’s dancing path, its heat beating hungrily against my face. “Help the others!” I yelled behind me, but Clancy and Mitzi were already pulling slumped forms from the necklace of small bonfires that were sprouting now like red flowers across the convention floor.
I dropped my unconscious burden before the buckled elevator doors and jammed hopefully again at the “down” button. It was the only way off the roof. Save leaping…
I jammed again and again until my thumb knuckle gave painfully. “Come on!”
The doors refused to budge.
A thunderous impact sounded behind me like canon fire: I could feel it through my feet.
I whirled to find a torn and bleeding Alicia lying splayed across a small mountain of bricks from the chimney Ivan had just hurled her against. This time he didn’t wait for her to rally.
What followed became quickly sickening. 
Ivan, enraged and beyond mercy now, raised his talons again and again, releasing bolts of energy and flame that tossed Alicia around the roof like a flailing doll. After a time, so pitiful was the sight, I think I might have actually waded into the fray if I hadn’t been so exhausted hauling and dumping young people from the increasing pools of flame. Another ten minutes and the roof would be a total holocaust. As it was I could barely see through the roiling waves of smoke, my stinging vision blurring gelatinously. Clancy worked furiously a few yards away frantically trying to retrieve victims, sometimes beating at their ignited costumes with her bare hands before dragging them to safety. Or what remained of swiftly shrinking safety.
I heard a muscled thunk to my right and turned to see Alicia’s body spiral end over end before smacking the concrete rampart surrounding the edge of the roof. She struck the top of the ledge, seemed to balance precariously a moment, then toppled over the side into the night…twenty-six stories above downtown streets.
A figure came striding deliberately toward me through the smoke and flames—passing through the flames at some points. Ivan.
But the closer he got the more his stern, set features seemed to soften a fraction.
I was holding a young woman—a costumed witch with smoking hair—under her arms as he came up. He lifted her in one hand and tossed her after the other patrons away from the path of flames. He stopped before me, loomed high for a moment.
Then he grabbed me by the collar like a puppet and lifted me to eye-level.
He smiled unpleasantly. “Congratulations,” he said tonelessly.
My toes scrapped the top of the roof. “For what?” I gulped.
And I was sure he was going to toss me to the fire. Instead he brought me closer to his handsome, waxen face—amazingly free of smoke singes—inch-long fangs gleaming yellow in the firelight. “For knowing her first!” he hissed.
Then slowly, maybe regretfully, he set me back down on wobbly legs.
He nodded at my ash-smeared cheeks. “But a promise is a promise, yes?”
“NO!”
It came from inside my head again as a furry blur raced between us toward the far edge of the roof. Two pale and bleeding hands clung there to the outer edge of the concrete ledge, white fingers torn, nails cracked. 
I started after Mitzi but steel fingers pressed me back. “Let it be,” Ivan commanded quietly. “She’s already dead…what sense in prolonging it?” Then he turned and pushed past me toward Clancy, watching us through a warbling curtain of red embers.
She stood quietly, as if resigned to the walls of flame closing around her.
“And stay away from this!” Ivan told me flatly over his shoulder.
He raised an indifferent hand, snapped his fingers once, and in a vaporous whoosh the entire conflagration vanished without leaving so much as a puff of lingering smoke. 
The sudden night breeze was like a cool kiss from heaven.
Ivan reached out to Clancy. And, not even glancing my way, she took his hand.
They walked past me like the royal couple toward the bobbing belly of the chopper still humming at the end of the roof. I watched them grow smaller but didn’t attempt to follow. In the end—even if I stood a chance against Ivan’s kind of power (which I didn’t)— it would have meet the death of me and perhaps Clancy as well. I saw them step up on the rampart, Ivan take her in his arms, and together they floated upward in the whipping wind from the spinning blades. Then I turned toward Mitzi.
When I got to her I could see my poodle had one of Alicia’s wrists clamped tight in her mouth, back muscles ropy under the drag.
I walked to the ledge beside her, looked over and down into Alicia’s painfully twisted but still-alive face. She looked like she’d been through a blender. I couldn’t believe she was still breathing, it had to be beyond torturous.
“Mitzi.  Drop her, girl.”
She growled a warning and mental reply at the same time. “I can’t!”
I stood looking down at the once-lovely woman dangling below Mitzi’s insistent grip. “Mitzi, for God sake, she’s a vampire! The freaking queen of vampires!”
Mitzi shook her head stubbornly, causing the figure below to sway gently. “I just can’t, Ed! You don’t understand, she’s part of me!”
“I do understand! The bad part! Drop her!”
“No!’
“I’m commanding you to drop her, Mitzi! You’re my dog now!”
“I can’t!”
“Yes you can,” The Count said, appearing abruptly beside us.
Mitzi growled another warning. Alicia looked up with lidded eyes.
The Count stepped closer. “Ed is right, Mitzi…you must let her go.”
“Get away!” she growled. “What the hell do you know about it? You’re just a crazy old man!”
The Count smiled wistfully, sank down next to the dog on one knobby knee. “Well, you have me there, old girl. ‘Crazy’ is the word for me. Certainly not the man I used to be.”
“Go away!”
He leaned on his knee. “Mitzi, listen to me.” He lay a bony, long-fingered hand gently atop her corded back. I swear the muscles relaxed a notch. Still, Mitzi hung on. 
“Mitzi, it’s like this. Sometimes we have to do the last thing in the world we want. Not because others say so—tell us it’s right or wrong—but because we know in our own hearts the reason. Look in yours, girl, and you’ll find the answer there. There’s nothing you can do for Alicia now. This was all preordained. How it was meant to be.”
Mitzi bit deeper. “How do you know that?”
The Count stroked her back. “Because I’ve seen it all before.”
Mitzi seemed to relax another notch. Alicia’s dangling form slipped an inch.
“There’s a wooden fence down there!” Mitzi cried in despair.
I looked over the edge again past the swinging woman. Sure enough, just visible under streetlights, I saw the very small—from here—but wicked teeth of the hotel garden’s picket fence, sharp pointed wooden slats aimed up at us like rows of stakes.
As if reading my thoughts, Mitzi pulled harder on the white wrist. But she was too exhausted to haul the woman over the lip. I felt a brief rush to assist her…but it passed quickly under The Count’s eyes.
“Listen to me, Mitzi,” he told her, “if you let go of her now…I promise to tell you something I’ve never told anyone. I promise to tell you who I really am.”
Mitzi said nothing.
“Only you, Mitzi. I’ll block out all other Readers. Even Ed here. It’ll be our secret. Our trust.”
Mitzi said nothing.
The Count leaned close. I saw his lips move.
Mitzi’s jaws dropped abruptly open. In astonishment, I think.
Alicia fell.
It took longer than I’d have thought.
And she had no strength left within her to counter Earth’s ancient gravity.
The pointed fence rushed up to meet her. Just before the pointed tops drove through-black dress and pale bosom, I turned away.
Mitzi cried out beside me with a sharp yelp of pain.
I turned to find her lying on her side in the blowing ashes. She didn’t seem to be breathing.
“Mitzi!”
I swept her into my arms.
I struggled to my feet, held the dog close, bent to the singed fur of her head
“Mitzi!”
I looked up anxiously. “Count! Is she dead?”
But except for the poodle and hundreds of snoring conventioneers, I was alone on the roof with the night sky and the fast-dwindling beat of the departing copter.
 
 
THE END
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