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Dedication
 
   This book would not exist without the following people.  They are totally dope.
 
   John: the Muse
 
   John: the Lobster 
 
   Carrie: the Left Brain
 
   Holly: the Real Talent
 
   Beth: the Epic Grammarian
 
   Robin and Kaitlyn: the Creative Ones
 
   Joe: the Instigator of All Things Awesome
 
   and the Excellent Beta Readers of Highest Repute
 
    
 
   Your combined patience, love, prayers, and dedication were, and continue to be, most fabulous.  You are true friends.  Thank you all!
 
   Oh, and Tina’s Homemade Sourdough Bread, for never putting the calorie content on the label.  The world needs more heroes like you.
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   “How does it look in there?” asked a muffled voice.
 
   “Dark,” Michael said through the heavy black fabric that covered his head.
 
   “Hold on one second.”  Michael felt several tugs on the costume, and a dim scene came into view.  It was a narrow room, full to bursting with a strange assortment of objects.  There was a coffin, a trunk full of handcuffs, several tires, yards of fabric, and at least a dozen tall sections of plywood painted in a cacophony of patterns and colors.  Michael was looking at it all through two layers of thick black mesh.  
 
   “I can’t believe Sarah didn’t finish this piece,” Carter said through several pins he was holding in his mouth.  He knelt in front of Michael, putting large stitches in the hem.  “And who gets stuck with it?  The stage manager of course.  Yay for me!”  
 
   Michael could just make out his sarcastic jazz hands in the darkness.  “Thank you for finishing it.”
 
   “Oh, no problem.  Ten minutes from curtain…” Carter mumbled bitterly.  “Ridiculous.  We have no costumes and the lead is still calling for lines.  Should be fantastic! 
 
   “So can you see now?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.”  Michael swallowed hard.  Only ten minutes?  Perspiration beaded on his forehead.
 
   The room was illuminated for a moment by a red flash from the walkie-talkie clipped onto Carter’s belt.  He pressed a button on his headset and removed the pins from his mouth. “Yes?  How can I help you?”
 
   “Curtain in ten.  Cue smoke,” said a voice.  Michael swayed on his feet.  He had no idea he could even get this nervous.  He was sure he would vomit.
 
   The door right beside Michael opened suddenly, making him jump so badly he knocked over a foam Grecian statue that had been sitting atop the cluttered prop table.  
 
   A chubby face appeared in the doorway.  “Carter!” he said, “I got the timing fixed!”
 
   “There is a God!  Thank you, Randy!  Did you ever figure out what happened?”
 
   “Yeah, they gave that elementary school tour yesterday and one of them decided to play ‘What does this button do?’ on the sound board.”
 
   “They gave a tour the day before opening night?  Adorable.”
 
   “Yeah.  Classy with a ‘K’.” Randy smiled when he spotted Michael.  “Hey, you haven’t fainted!” He punched Michael in the arm and disappeared.
 
   The door swung wildly in and out behind him.  In the next room, Michael could see the director, Charlotte, standing on tiptoe to kiss a broad-shouldered blonde in a polo shirt.  He stared hard at the wall in the opposite direction and wished the room would stop spinning.
 
   “And we’re done.” Carter released the hem and threw the handful of pins at the prop table behind him.  “Break a leg,” he said, standing and handing Michael a scythe.
 
   Michael tried to thank him, but all that came out was air.  
 
   Charlotte’s face appeared in the doorway, an excited smile on her face and a purple clipboard in her hands.  “You got it done?” she asked Carter.
 
   “Yes, just finished.”
 
   She gave him a thumbs-up.  “Michael,” she said, smiling at the shadowy darkness that shrouded his face, “You okay in there?”
 
   Michael made a gurgling sound and coughed, then nodded.
 
   “Thank you for doing this,” she said, “You’re a lifesaver!”
 
   “Yeah,” Carter said, patting him on the shoulder, “Without you, I would’ve had to concoct a person-sitting-on-someone else’s shoulder’s contraption.  Thank you for being freakishly tall.”
 
   “Stop it,” Charlotte said chidingly, stepping into the little room and letting the door swing out behind her.  “Seriously, thank you,” she squeezed Michael’s bicep.  His cheeks flushed behind the black fabric.  For a brief moment, Michael was happy to be there, even if she’d only needed him for his freakish height.  
 
   “Alright,” she said as she backed out the door.  “Places!”  
 
   Michael felt like he’d just swallowed his own tongue.  
 
   I should’ve just told her no.
 
   Carter flipped a switch above the prop table and opened a drawer full of fake candles.  Michael watched as he double-checked the switches on the bottom of each one.  The door from the dressing room opened, and a fleet of people dressed in black from head to toe walked quietly into the room and exited with a bright yellow candle.  Michael watched him silently hand out candles, wishing he was anywhere else in the world but there.
 
   “Michael!” Carter said when he noticed him still standing there.  “Places!”
 
   “Oh, right!” Michael said.  “Sorry!”
 
   “Hey, you’re going to be fine.  Remember, you were the first one to memorize your lines.”
 
   “I don’t have any lines.”
 
   “I know.  I was joking.” Carter checked a box on his clipboard.  “All you have to do is remember your blocking and you’ll be fine.  Can you remember to stand in place and then walk three feet downstage right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then you’ll be fine,” Carter said, taking him by the elbow and walking him around a corner that led behind the curtain.  “Then you get a little break and the third act is even easier.”
 
   “Welcome to the Destin College Dinner Theatre!” a booming voice sounded from the auditorium.
 
   Carter turned Michael to face the pitch black space between the drywall backdrop and the back wall of the theatre.  He gave him a little shove.  “You’ll do great!” he whispered, already halfway around the corner.
 
   Michael stared into the narrow hallway.  It was only about four feet wide, and every three feet or so a support leg stuck out into the space.  He hadn’t been able to do a test run in his costume yet.  It had been tricky enough in his street clothes since there was no light, but now he had the mesh obscuring his vision, the billowing black fabric around his feet, and the tall scythe in one hand.  
 
   “Thank you for coming to the show!”
 
   Michael gathered up as much of the fabric as he could in one hand.  The scythe bumped into the plywood set wall.  He heard someone on the stage side laugh.  Michael cringed.  He switched hands and felt in front of him blindly for the first leg. 
 
   Why did I think I could do this? 
 
   “We ask that you turn off your cell phones or put them on silent…”
 
   I can’t feel my face.
 
   “And please…Enjoy the show!”
 
   Out on the stage was blackness.  A few patrons were still getting to their seats, and the house lights had yet to come down when a bell tolled loudly, resonating around the large space.  A couple of people were startled.  Several looked around curiously, wondering if somebody made a mistake.
 
   “Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered weak and weary, over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore…” came a slow, sad voice from somewhere on the stage.
 
   The bell tolled again, before the echoes of the first had died.  The small sconces lining the walls, the only source of light, went out.
 
   “While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping,” came the voice from the pitch black stage, “as of someone gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door.”
 
   The chimes of the bell became discordant as they bounced around the room.
 
   “’Tis some visitor, I muttered, tapping at my chamber door…merely this, and nothing more.”
 
   The last chime rang, louder than all the rest.  It was followed by a silence just long enough to make the audience stir uncomfortably.  
 
   A whisper came from the left hall of the theatre.  “Let the bell toll!  A saintly soul floats on the Stygian river…”
 
   Then a lone figure appeared, holding a shaking candle, his hooded face lit from below.  “How shall the ritual, then, be read?  The requiem how be sung- by you -by yours, the evil eye, -by yours, the slanderous tong?” The figure walked stiffly and slowly down the aisle.  “…that did to death the innocence that died, and died so young?"
 
   Another figure followed, holding another slender candle.  “Come!  Let the burial rite be read!  The funeral song be sung!  An anthem for the queenliest dead that ever died so young!”
 
   On the right side of the theatre entered another slender black figure, this one shouting in a hysterical voice: “Lo! 'tis a gala night within the lonesome latter years!  An angel throng, bewinged, bedight in veils, and drowned in tears, sit in a theatre, to see a play of hopes and fears….”
 
   A funeral procession entered, whispering and shouting their grievances until the theatre was surrounded by twinkling candlelight, the pall bearers’ eerily elongated shadows dancing on the walls.  Each verse grew louder, each stanza harsher, and soon the room was a din of words penned over a hundred years ago.
 
   Then, all at once, the candles went out.
 
   “Ah, distinctly I remember…” came the voice from the dark stage.  There was a small sound of match on paper, and a then a tall candle illuminated the scene.  A man sat next to a small round table covered in well-worn books.  “It was in the bleak December,” he said, staring darkly into the flame.  
 
   Behind him was an enormous four poster bed.  His room was lined with ornate wood and faux-marble bookshelves which were filled to overflowing with large and small volumes of every kind and color.  
 
   The set was awesome.  Michael was the last role cast, so by the time he had started almost everything was already set to go.  It was surreal to walk onto the stage and feel completely transported in time.  Michael listened as Tom, the lead actor, captivated the audience. 
 
   “That I scarce was sure I heard you—here I opened wide the door…”
 
   Michael froze.  This line was the cue for Carter to turn on a light just above and behind Michael’s head.  The idea was that the light would grow steadily brighter, slowly revealing his silhouette through the curtained window on the set.  This window wasn’t really a window at all, but an opening through which Michael would pass at a pivotal moment in the play.  
 
   If he moved, the illusion would be ruined.  Stay calm.  All you have to do is hold still for the next three stanzas…. But the monologue from the stage had stopped.
 
   Tom had only made it through this part once- he was still calling for lines the night before and was heard nervously mumbling lines under his breath right up to curtain. 
 
   Say anything Tom—it’s the last line of the stanza—anything will work here!  The silence persisted.  The audience’s apprehension became tangible as the silence drew on.  
 
   A small light twinkled off to Michael’s right.  He peered at it as best he could.  Standing in the half-light coming from the dressing room was Charlotte, motioning frantically to Michael with a book light in her hand.  She gestured to the curtain, and made a talking sign with her hands.  
 
   She wanted Michael to say the line.  
 
   I only said I’d do this if I didn’t have to talk!
 
   As if she could read his mind, Charlotte put her hands together pleadingly and mouthed, “I’m sorry!”  
 
   I don’t know what the Grim Reaper sounds like!  He felt as far removed from a harrowing soul-claiming specter as it was possible to feel.  He scrunched his nose against a bead of sweat that he couldn't wipe off in his costume.
 
   Michael saw Charlotte’s fingers were crossed as she begged him.  “Please?” she whispered.
 
   He choked down his nerves and summoned up his creepiest, most dread-filled voice.  “Darkness there and nothing more.”  Then, in a moment of inspiration, he rustled the curtain.  Carter must have gotten the idea and turned up the light, because a young woman in the audience screamed.  Michael smiled with a thrill of adrenaline.  Charlotte gave him a thankful thumbs up from the sidelines.  
 
   But it would only work if Tom picked up the next line.  Through a gap in the curtain Michael could make out Tom glancing behind him toward the place Michael stood.  He shook himself, as if convincing himself it was nothing, and turned back toward the audience.
 
   “Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing, doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before…” 
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   “Can I have your attention, please?” Charlotte yelled over the din of noise in the dressing room.  Nobody noticed her.  She blew her attack whistle instead with better results.
 
   “Okay.”  She tucked the whistle back into her pocket and climbed onto a chair so everyone could see her.  “I know you all want to hear the review, but, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, the internet is out again.  Sarah is in the office getting it back up.  Before the verdict is in, I just wanted to thank everybody for their hard work on this project.  It’s been a long semester!”
 
   There was a chorus of agreement from the room.
 
   “No matter what the critic says, I think it went very well- thanks largely to Michael!”  Everyone clapped and cheered.  Michael felt his cheeks go hot.
 
   “Yes, thank you, Michael!” said Tom, with a drink in his hand.  “Too much pot in high school, I guess….”  Most everybody laughed at that.
 
   “Anyway,” Charlotte said, tucking her straight blonde hair behind her ears, “Thank you for your hard work, and when the grades come in I think it’s an A project!”  She gestured to a table of snacks and drinks in the back of the room.  “Enjoy the party!”  
 
   She hopped off the chair and disappeared, head and shoulders below the crowd.
 
   Everything Charlotte did made Michael feel like even more of a lanky, awkward nerd than he was.  She was President of Alpha Psi Omega.  Michael organized tournaments for his local Magic: The Gathering group back home.  She knew every song ever written for Broadway.  Michael knew all the words to “White and Nerdy.”
 
   “You’re staring at her again,” said Randy from behind him.
 
   “I am not,” said Michael, as he stared at her.
 
   “Right,” Randy snickered “Ug!” he shook the handheld game he always had with him.
 
   “Level three?” Michael asked.
 
   “You’re such a nerd.  How did you know that?”
 
   “Because you can never get past the door at the third tower.  Plus level three is the only level with the apple bombs,” Michael replied, turning his gaze to Randy.  Almost as pale as Michael, Randy was a good deal heavier, and a foot shorter.  His hair was a sandy sort of color instead of brown, but their appearances both said “nerd” loud and clear. 
 
   “But you didn’t even look at the game!” Randy protested.
 
   “The apple bombs are the only ones that make that ‘bloop-bloop-bing’ sound when they explode your face,” Michael said calmly.  “You’re a bigger nerd than me.”
 
   “Clearly.  How do you get past the tower, then?”
 
   “If I do it for you, you won’t learn.”
 
   “C’mon,” Randy held the game out to Michael, “Be a friend.”
 
   Michael took the game, “Why is it sticky?”
 
   “Oh, I had a donut,” he said vaguely, gesturing to the table of goodies provided for the cast party.
 
   “Wow.”
 
   The entire group jumped as Sarah burst into the room.  “It’s up!” she announced excitedly.  She held her smartphone out for them all to see.
 
   Everyone rushed to meet Sarah except for Michael, who was struggling with the game, and Charlotte, who wrung her hands as she watched everyone crowd the doorway.  Suddenly they were alone.  Michael looked at her blankly for several seconds, the handheld game singing ‘game over’ tauntingly.  She smiled briefly and joined the others.  Michael hung his head and followed.
 
   “I still want to know how you got a review for a student production!” Sarah demanded, “Especially on opening night!”
 
   “A magician never reveals her secrets!” Tom offered from the front of the queue.  
 
   “Thank you, Tom.”  Charlotte’s hands shook as she took the phone from Sara.  “I can’t!” She held it out to Tom.  He cleared his throat dramatically.
 
   “Hands down, the star of Destin University’s For Evermore is the deliciously unsettling beginning.  A dedicated and skillful cast of characters bring Poe’s words to life in true nightmarish fashion,” Tom read with a smile. 
 
   There was a breakout of applause, but the more seasoned actors leaned in, expecting the more nitpicking bits that always followed a good word.
 
   “Newcomer and junior Michael Wallace forced our undivided attention to the story with his dramatic entrance into the scene.”
 
   There were more cheers.  Randy punched him in the arm.  
 
   “An excellent set and a believable lead performance from senior Tom Hambright make Charlotte Birdwell’s debut as a director a smashing success, and a delightful (but spooky) surprise for a student production.”
 
   “If you’re in the mood for a late night scare, get thee evil eyes to the 23rd street theatre, where For Evermore will play late throughout the week.  Call for dates.  Box Office opens at 11.  Curtain at midnight,” He finished with a flourish and a bow.
 
   Charlotte beamed with pride.  Michael smiled, too.  I helped.
 
   “Alright, now you’re just a creeper,” Randy said under his breath.
 
   “Shut up.”  Michael blushed.
 
   Everyone dispersed into lively conversation, and Michael bumped awkwardly from one group to the next before making his way to the snack table.  He selected a slice of Hawaiian pizza and a filled a plastic cup with coke, and retreated to a table in the corner.  Randy’s voice carried over the crowd, and Michael smiled as he told the story of their fourth grade production of Cinderella, during which Michael puked on the fairy godmother’s dress. 
 
   “You’ve come a long way!” Randy hollered over at him.
 
   Michael’s mouth was full of pizza, so he gave him a thumbs-up so sarcastic it may as well have been a middle finger.  Full of free food, Michael was the first to reach for his coat.
 
   “Are you leaving already?” Charlotte asked.
 
   Michael had not seen her standing there.  “Uh…yes,” he replied, one arm already in his jacket.  I sound like a cyborg whenever I talk to her.  “I have a paper to write.  It’s due….last Wednesday.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” she laughed.  “Are you sure?  This was your first stage experience, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.” Michael gestured to Randy.  “Except for Cinderella.”
 
   “That doesn’t count.”  Charlotte waved his remark away.  “You were a kid.  As an adult,” she said, “half the fun of acting is the opening night party.  Well, when the show is good, anyway.  Plus this is your night, in a way.  You saved the show.”  Even though she barely came up to Michael’s shoulder, her effect on him was beyond intimidating.  He stuck his other arm in his jacket and turned down the collar.
 
   Michael laughed.  It was a really painfully weird laugh.  Now I sound like a donkey cat.  I’m a donkey cat cyborg.
 
   “I don’t know about that,” he choked out.  “I didn’t know what else to do.”
 
   “You did very well,” she said, beaming at him encouragingly.  “I think there are some bigger roles in your future.”
 
   “Oh, dear, I hope not,” he said, wondering how long it had been since he had last used the phrase ‘oh dear’.  “I don’t think I’m cut out for acting.”  He reached for his cup and took a nervous sip.
 
   “What?  You’re a natural,” said Charlotte, “I thought you did great, especially for a stage virgin.”
 
   Michael choked on his drink, coke dribbling down his chin.  Behind her, Randy shook his head in horror.  Michael glared at him and wiped his chin with his sleeve.  “I thought you did really well.  Wasn’t this your first time directing?”
 
   “It was,” she replied, “and I thought I would hate it, but it was a lot of fun.”
 
   “I think my head would explode if I tried to keep track of everything that went into it tonight,” Michael said.  He was finding it very hard to stay focused on what she was saying.  He thought he was looking at her too much again, but this was the longest conversation they’d ever had and he didn’t know where else to look.  
 
   “It wasn’t that bad,” she said.  “Just this guy,” she said, pulling Tom over by the arm, “making my life miserable.”
 
   “I made it a night to remember!” Tom said boldly.  Then, mock-afraid, he added, “I’ll do better next time.  I promise.”
 
   “You better,” she said as Tom wandered away through the crowd.
 
   “Hey, lady!” Randy said in a voice that was brazenly loud even for him, brandishing his empty cup at them.  “This party is fun!  I haven’t even thought about my midterms once!”
 
   “You okay, Randy?” Michael asked.
 
    “I got to tell YOU a secret!” Randy yelled, turning to Michael and leaning in, “Man, I was standing right there listening to you two talk, and…”
 
   “Randy, that’s not a whisper—“ Michael began, but Randy cut him off.
 
   “And!  It was so funny.  You…” he paused to look into his empty cup, “You lost your stage virginity, and she lost her directing virginity.  It was SO HARD not to come over here and be like: Hey!  You both lost your vinginerty on the same night!  That’s a hard word.  Virgnininty.”
 
   “Wouldn’t that have been funny?” he asked, turning to Charlotte.
 
   “Yes,” Charlotte said calmly, accepting Randy’s friendly embrace.  “It would have been very…funny” Charlotte half held him up and reached into his jacket pocket at the same time, taking his keys.
 
   “Cutest pickpocket ever!” Randy yelled.  Several people nearby turned to look at them.
 
   “Thank you,” Charlotte said, the corners of her mouth twitching up in annoyance.  “This was meant to be an alcohol-free evening, Randy,” she said, putting Randy’s keys in the pocket of her green cardigan.
 
   “Really, man,” Randy said to Michael, “I can’t blame you.”
 
   “Randy, What are you doing?” Michael asked sternly.  
 
   Randy laughed.  “You are so….you know what you are?  You’re a chicken!  Man!”  Without warning Randy turned and kissed Charlotte full on the mouth.
 
   Before Michael knew what was happening he was grabbing his best friend by the back of the collar and dragging him by his armpits across the room.  “Are you okay?” he asked Charlotte as he backed away.
 
   Charlotte wiped Randy slobber off her face.  “I’m fine,” she said, clearly lying.  The other girls swarmed in to console her.  They glared at Michael and at Randy, who was laughing stupidly, still gripping his red cup.  
 
   Michael tried to get out of there as quickly as he could, but Randy was quite heavy, and he kept grabbing chairs and dragging them along.  “Stop it, you jerk!” Michael yelled, trying to keep his grip on his fat friend.  Everyone was staring at them.
 
   Randy didn’t stop laughing until the back door of the theater slammed shut behind them.  Michael deposited him on the curb and walked toward the street to hail a cab.
 
   “What is your problem?” Michael asked angrily.
 
   “Why didn’t you punch me?” Randy asked from the curb.
 
   “What?  Why would I—“ Michael began.  “You’ve got to be kidding me.  You’re not drunk are you?”
 
   “Of course not,” Randy said, getting on his feet, “You were supposed to punch me!”
 
   “You’re crazy!” Michael sputtered, walking back toward the building.  “That doesn’t even make any sense!”
 
   “You could have been the hero, man.”  Randy walked past Michael to the street and caught the attention of a passing cab.  “But instead you’re out here with me.  I’d say you’re the crazy one.”
 
   “I can’t believe you’re mad because I didn’t punch you!” Michael yelled, meeting Randy at the curb. 
 
   Randy paused before closing the cab door in Michael’s face.  “Goodnight, nerd.”
 
   Michael turned back toward the tiny parking lot, fuming.  
 
   He is out of his mind, Michael thought, kicking a soda can into the narrow alley next to the theatre.  After a couple minutes he realized he was going to have to go back inside to get his bag.  Resigning himself to ridicule, he walked to the door, took a deep breath, and went inside.  
 
   Everyone looked at him when he came in.  Michael felt his face grow hot.  He was sure even his ears were turning red.  He spotted his bag on a chair on the far end of the room and made a beeline for it.  He was almost back to the door, jacket on and bag over his shoulder, when Charlotte spotted him.
 
   “Michael!” she called, making her way toward him through the party.
 
   Can I pretend I didn’t hear her?  Michael seriously considered running for the door—it was certainly what he wanted to do—but she was already closing in.
 
   “Michael!  Why are you—” she began.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Michael said.  “I didn’t—”
 
   “Why are you sorry?” she asked.  “What did you do wrong?”
 
   Michael stared at her.  His face was completely blank.  He had no idea what to say.  Finally, he smiled at himself.  “I don’t know,” he said, laughing nervously.
 
   Charlotte smiled.  “You look so embarrassed!  I came over here to thank you.  What did you think I was going to do?”
 
   “Yell at me,” he said almost inaudibly.  
 
   Charlotte laughed out loud.  Several people turned to look at them.  “You’re a good guy, Michael.”  She started to blush, and then she gave him a hug.  “Thank you,” she said, stepping back before Michael realized he should probably hug her back.
 
   “Good luck with your paper,” she said as she returned to her friends.
 
   Michael stood there for several seconds, looking at his bag.  Then he found the door.  
 
   The alley was still deserted.  Randy was right.  I should have punched him.  He was smiling from ear to ear as he walked toward the street.
 
   A strange sound from behind made him jump.
 
   Michael turned and looked into the gap between buildings.  There was barely enough space for a small car to pass through, and it was strewn with garbage and discarded pieces of past sets that leaned against the walls.  There wasn’t much light.  He strained to see what had made the sound, but all he saw was two large dumpsters and a couple of drifts of filthy New York snow.  He turned to go.
 
   There it was again.  It was like a scratching…then a whimpering sound.  Michael’s stomach churned and he spun around and looked again.
 
   Something moved between the two dumpsters.  He peered into the alley, edging closer.
 
   With his eyes focused ahead, his foot caught on something and he fell, landing hard on his forearms.  Bits of ice and dirty snow stuck to his jacket.  He rolled onto his side to see what had tripped him.  
 
   It was a shiny green high-heeled shoe.  
 
   “Ma’am?” he asked urgently as he got to his feet.
 
   There was no answer.  Feeling like he was not ready to see the rest of what might be behind the dumpster, he thought of running back into the theatre for help.  She might be hurt.  He pressed on, feeling around in his pockets for his phone.  He rounded a trash pile and saw something that made is stomach lurch.
 
   There was a small stream of dark liquid running out from between the dumpsters.  
 
   Michael’s heart beat wildly.  He felt entirely unprepared for what he was about to see. 
 
   I’ll go back for help, he thought numbly, already half turning.
 
   An enormous shadowed form rose from between the dumpsters.  He could feel eyes staring right into his.  Michael may as well have been made of stone.  In three huge strides the figure closed the distance between them.
 
   But I was just safe inside, he thought stupidly.  I was just there.  “Help!” he whispered.
 
   The figure seemed too tall to be human, and too wide to be real.  Michael watched in slow motion as an enormous fist was raised.  And then he was flying across the alley, pain racing through every inch of him.  He hit the old brick building with enough force to drive the breath from his body.  Light burst across his vision, for a moment it seemed the alley was full of fireworks.  He landed face down on the filthy street.
 
   Strong hands lifted him off the wet pavement.  The world was spinning in grays and blacks.  He saw a second man kneeling near the dumpsters, the dim light shining on his leather jacket.  
 
   Then he saw her.
 
   Stark white.  Body twisted.  Eyes open and blank.  Hair cascading over the trash, streaked with red.  There were two horrible gashes cut into her neck, from which blood still seeped out in weak gushes.  
 
   “Hey!”  The man in the jacket stood and gestured back down the alley.  Michael thought he heard the theatre door open and shut, and voices on the street.
 
   Michael stared up into the broad face of the man who held him a foot off the pavement.  His dull eyes swung in and out of focus.  A nasty smirk played across his face, and he threw Michael between the dumpsters.  There was nothing Michael could have done.  He landed horribly on top of her still-warm body.
 
   Michael screamed, scrambling to get away from the corpse.  A searing pain stabbed his ribs and ran all the way down to his toes.
 
   “Shut him up!”
 
   The other man leaned over him, a mass of brown curls silhouetted in the dim light.  “He’s scared out of his mind.”  He looked at Michael in disgust, his dark eyes taunting.  The man’s mouth was crimson with blood.  It was splashed across his cheeks and dripped from his strong chin.  A red drop fell from the tip of his nose and splashed on Michael’s chest.  Michael’s stomach lurched.  Fear trapped his voice in his throat.
 
   “Yeah, he’s a real winner.”  The larger of the two looked Michael over and smirked.  He was Italian, with broad shoulders and a thick body.  He wore a gray T-shirt and jeans.  He looked like a normal guy and the devil himself at the same time.  He picked up a two-by-four from on top of the dumpster and raised it above his head.  Michael never had a chance of escaping.  
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   Michael was having a dream.  It was a hazy wash of images, all gray and black and spinning fast.  He heard the sounds of the city at night like they were on the other side of some vast wall.  There were lights and moving doorways and a feeling of floating.  Someone had just been hovering over him.  He felt cold hands on his chest.  Everything turned red….
 
   The first thing he was aware of next was pain.  Intense, pulsing pain in his temples.  Terrible images flashed lightning-quick through his mind.
 
   It was just a dream, he told himself, trying to still his breath.  God, my head is going to explode.  He pressed his palms against his eyes, trying to dull the searing pain.  He shivered.
 
    Why am I half naked?  He lay there on his bed in only his Spiderman boxer briefs, his pale, scrawny body frigid and aching.  He struggled to remember undressing.  Then a much more troubling question came to mind.  How did I get home?
 
   Michael stood and looked around his apartment, trying to figure out what had happened.  He remembered lights.  Fireworks?  
 
   He threw a blanket around his shoulders and walked numbly to the open window.  He stared at the latch.  He had never been able to get it to budge, yet there it was, unlocked.  Little flakes of rust peppered the worn hardwood below the window.  He shut the window.  He stood there staring at the floor as if the displaced rust would animate and tell him how it had gotten there.  Glancing about the room he saw nothing had been stolen.  What in the world…?
 
   He remembered the show.  Tom’s forgotten line…Charlotte’s smile…Randy in the alley…then….
 
   Nothing.
 
   He rubbed his eyes again and shuffled to the bathroom.  For how he was feeling, he was sure he must have been knocked unconscious.  But, looking in the mirror, there was no injury.  Just his normal, Irish-white skin and lopsided mop of brown curls.  He felt slow and stupid.  He just stared at his eyes in the mirror.
 
   Eyes.
 
   A horrible flood of memories rushed past.
 
   There had been a dead woman.  He had seen her.  He remembered her ashen face, eyes reflecting the dim, flickering street light but taking nothing in.  No.  It didn’t really happen.
 
   The alarm by his bed buzzed, and each blaring, ugly noise seemed to be echoing through every inch of his body.  Michael walked stiffly toward the nightstand.  He flipped the button to off.  The pain in his head eased greatly.  It’s just a headache.  
 
   It was just a dream, he told himself sternly.  
 
   Then he saw the time.
 
   9:42 a.m.
 
   "Ah, crap!" 
 
   Michael frantically rummaged through his many piles of semi-dirty and very dirty clothes, looking for jeans that smelled sanitary.  He found a pair under the bed and threw them on.  There was a gray Beatles t-shirt on the nightstand and one gray and red wool sock halfway to the bathroom.  He spotted a black dress sock near his shoes by the door.  Jacket.  Scarf.  Keys.  He slammed the door behind him and raced down the hall for the stairs.
 
   "Ah...bag!" he shouted, getting his keys back out of his pocket and rushing through the door again.  Where is it, where is it?  His cell phone rang from somewhere in the bathroom.  It was in the bag hanging on the doorknob.  He fished it out and threw the bag over his shoulder.
 
   "Hello?" he yelled.
 
   "You are so dead," said Randy.
 
   "I know!  I know!  I slept in.  I'm leaving right now.  Has it started yet?" Michael asked in a panic, racing down the stairs.
 
   "No, but you've only got a few minutes.  He already asked me where you are.  I don't think he'll let you in late.  You better run."
 
   "I'll be there as fast as I can," Michael said, taking the front steps three at a time and running out onto the street.  He swallowed his nausea at the thought of having to tell his mother he took a zero on the midterm and tried too hard to stop thinking of what he could barely remember.
 
   Michael rounded the corner to the mathematics hall at exactly 10 a.m., chest heaving from his sprint through the streets.  
 
   “Hey, Michael,” said Elvis, the school’s head janitor.  He was standing in the way, calmly ringing water out of a mop.  “You kids get so worked up when the tests come around…third hall of vomit this week.”
 
   “Sorry,” Michael said, rushing past, nearly out of breath.
 
   The freshly mopped floor glistened in the mid-morning light streaming in through the tall windows that ran the length of the hall, and the brilliant orange “Caution: Wet Floor” signs gleamed like torches along the black and white tile.  
 
   Dr. Rogers stood at the end of the long hall, in the doorway to the last classroom, with a hand on the handle of his classroom door and his eyes on his watch.  
 
   “Dr. Rogers!” Michael called, one of his hands pressed against his chest, attempting to ease the wheezing sound his lungs made every time he exhaled.
 
   The old man looked up, his face a grumpy scowl.  
 
   “Mr. Wallace,” he said, looking back down at his watch, “You have 29 seconds before I close this door.”  
 
   “Yes, sir,” Michael said as he tried to step with grace down the wet hall.  His nearly tread-less sneakers were useless.  He wobbled horribly with every step, and grabbed the nearest window sill for support.
 
   “Always late, Mr. Wallace,” Dr. Rogers sneered at him.  The Professor’s 80 years had twisted his flat, gaunt features into a nasty collection of wrinkles.
 
   I’m doing the best I can, Michael thought bitterly.  He was basically ice skating now.  He thought about taking off his shoes.
 
   “18 seconds, Mr. Wallace”, Dr. Rogers said with glee.
 
   Michael abandoned all attempts at pride and pulled himself down the hall by the window sills, his long legs looking angular and ridiculous as he tried to steady himself.  Several people in the classroom could see him now and they were gesturing to others to come over.  
 
   “Go, Michael, go!” Randy shouted from the front of the queue.
 
   Michael‘s cheap sneakers lost all traction, and he fell spectacularly onto his back, elbows smacking the wet floor and bag spilling its contents in every direction.
 
   “Come on, man!” Randy shouted, “10!”
 
   Randy’s energy was infectious.  The other students chimed in.  “9!”
 
   Michael tore off his shoes and got to his feet.  Charlotte sprinted out of the classroom gracefully and started shoving things into his bag as he got his balance.  
 
   “You’re hopeless,” she smiled, and replaced Advanced Accounting.  The harsh winter sunshine streamed through her long hair and gave her an actual halo of brightness.  Michael was momentarily stunned as Charlotte handed him his shoes.
 
   “8, 7!” the class shouted.
 
   Michael stared down at his mismatched socks.  He hopped unabashedly on the wool one.  Charlotte shoved a handful of pens into the bag and held out an arm for support.  
 
   “6, 5!” they said excitedly as the odd pair hobbled through the classroom door.
 
   “Thank you,” Michael said, his face bright red.
 
   “Sit down!” Dr. Rogers shouted.  Michael hurried across the classroom, leaving wet sock prints on the burgundy carpet all the way.  “And you, too, Miss Birdwell,” he snapped at Charlotte.  
 
   “All of you, get back to your seats,” he began, “It is time for your midterm exam.  As I said before, there is no curve.  If you studied,” he said, his eyes sparkling sadistically, “you’ll be fine”.  
 
   “Any cheating will result in the harshest punishment the dean will allow.  Mr. Wallace!” he shouted.
 
   Michael stood immediately, a sudden surge of nausea making his knees buckle.  “Yes, sir?”
 
   “Pass these out,” he held out a heavy stack of tests.  Michael rushed to take them from him.  “Ms. Birdwell!”
 
   Charlotte joined Michael at the front of the class.
 
   He handed her the other half of the tests and pointed to the opposite side if the room.
 
   Charlotte smiled at Michael.  Michael smiled back.  Randy coughed loudly.
 
   “Go!” Dr. Rogers shouted, marching over to his desk.  “The test begins now.  You have two hours.”
 
   Michael passed out his half of the tests as quickly as possible.  He could feel his blood race each time he and Charlotte met in the middle of the rows.  He didn’t dare look up at her.
 
   When Michael returned to his seat with his test, his nausea increased.  He took off his scarf, feeling very dizzy.  He steadied himself and took off his jacket, too, laying both of them on the back of his chair.
 
   He stared down at his paper.  The whiteness of it seemed like a spotlight to his pounding head.  He sat and tried to focus.
 
   Remember the formulas.  He picked up his pencil to write the formulas on the margin like he always did.  His vision seemed to swim in and out of focus.  He stared hard at the paper.
 
   I can’t believe I’m here, trying to do this after what happened.
 
   No.  Nothing happened.  Think about it.  You’re not hurt.  What you think you remember couldn’t have happened.  Focus on the test.  Deal with this after.
 
    He scratched the first mark on his paper and almost cried out in alarm at a deafening sound.  He looked up, startled.  Everyone was glued to their papers.  No one had even looked up once.  He felt that his head would split open from the sheer volume of it.  
 
   Then it stopped.  Everything was normal again.  What the hell?  Everyone was working at the problems, unbothered.  
 
   “Mr. Wallace,” called out Dr. Rogers, “Keep your eyes on your paper!  Do you really want to press your luck?”
 
   Michael returned to his test.  He picked up his pencil and began to write.  This time he really did cry out, and covered his ears with both hands, shutting his eyes against the pain.  But he couldn’t shut out the sound.  It was an earsplitting scratching noise.  He tried to think through the pain; it was like a million rats in the walls or- or pencils on paper.
 
   Michael could hear the pencils moving on the paper louder than any percussion band.
 
   He opened his eyes.  Several students were staring at him.
 
   “Mr. Wallace!” Dr. Rogers called angrily.
 
   Michael couldn’t help it.  He yelped again.  He wanted to escape the sounds—the pencils, the phones vibrating, the buzzing of the iridescent lights overhead, and the shouting professor.  Every movement from every chair was clear as a bell and horrifically magnified. 
 
   He saw Randy get to his feet in the next row.
 
   “Sit down!” yelled Dr. Rogers.
 
   Michael got to his feet and stumbled down the aisle toward the closed classroom door.
 
   He rushed past everything- all he could think of was getting away from the sound.
 
   “Michael!” Randy shouted in alarm.  
 
   “Are you okay?” the nearest student asked.
 
   Then it started to ease off.  He could hear everything alarmingly well, but it wasn’t deathly loud.  For a moment everything was back to normal.  The sound swam in and out of his head like he was under water.  “It’s…” Michael choked out, bent over by the door, “…migraine.”
 
   That was all Michael could think of.  When he was a boy he was plagued with migraines every month, sometimes every week.  They stopped him from getting out of bed, they made him throw up.  This was nothing like that.  This was a thousand times worse than that, but it was all he could think of.
 
   His head now buzzed with a new sensation.  It was like being led blindfolded into a candle store and being knocked down by all the smells unexpectedly.  He doubled over with nausea and he threw up right there on the carpet.  Then he fell over, trying to hold his stomach and his head at the same time.  
 
   Randy was at his feet in a moment, and even Dr. Rogers was hobbling over.
 
   “Get him to the doctor,” he said to Randy after a glance at Michael’s ashen complexion. 
 
   “Yes,” Randy said urgently, lifting Michael to his feet.  “Wait—Charlotte!  You still have my keys!”
 
   Michael saw Charlotte running toward them from the top tier of the lecture-style classroom, rifling through her bag.  In a panic, she threw Randy his keys.  
 
   Randy was almost fully supporting Michael, and the keys were coming at them.  Charlotte yelled “Sorry!” even as they flew off the mark toward the back of Michael’s bobbing head.  Michael braced himself-
 
   Then he caught them.
 
   Everyone looked at him blankly; mouths hanging open.  Michael was slumped over on Randy, yet still, unaccountably, tightly gripping the keys.  Michael was as shocked as anyone.  He stared at his hand for what seemed like minutes.
 
   The spell was broken as Michael threw up again, little chunks of pineapple dribbling down his shirt in a stream of stomach acid.
 
   Randy rushed him out the door, as Dr. Rogers yelled at the rest of the students to get back to work.  
 
   Randy shut the door, and the sound slammed into him like a bus.  
 
   “How the hell did you catch these?” Randy wondered aloud, taking the keys from Michael and getting a better hold on him.
 
   “I have no idea,” Michael said.  The warmth of the sunlight eased the pain in his head.  He looked out the window and squinted into the light, shocked that he could be feeling so much better so fast.  “I have no idea what is happening.”
 
   “What are your symptoms, man?  I hope it’s not contagious,” Randy joked.
 
   “Um…” Michael thought about it.  Crazy intense hearing, crazy sense of smell, no injuries from whatever did happen last night….  “I don’t know,” he said again.
 
   “Let’s get you to the hospital,” Randy said.
 
   Michael did not want to go to the hospital.  He had been stupid to come to class.  He had to face it.  There had been a dead woman in the alley.  What the hell happened last night?  His head raced and ached.  
 
   I have to find out.  I have to get to the alley.  What happened to her?  What happened to me? 
 
   “Hey,” he said, pulling away from Randy’s grip, “I’m feeling much better.”
 
   “What?  No,” Randy said with a smile, “You’re not getting out of this.”
 
   “No, really-” Michael began.
 
   “You have to go to the hospital,” Randy said, half amused, “I bet you’d see the doctor if Charlotte was the one taking you.”
 
   No he would not.  Hours alone with her in a silent and tense waiting room covered in his own vomit?  No thank you. 
 
   “It’s not the doctor thing—I really am feeling better,” Michael said.
 
   “It looks like a concussion to me,” Randy said, “Say supercali…fragilisticexpi…scious.”
 
   “You can’t even say it right,” Michael chided.
 
   “Say it,” Randy ordered.
 
   “Supercilifragilisticexpialidocious.  See?  No concussion.”
 
   “Michael,” he said, taking him by the elbow and pulling him toward the exit, “your eyes are red and watering.  You look terrible.  There is vomit all over your shirt, and your skin is—” he began, reaching his thick arm up to Michael’s forehead, “ice cold.  That’s weird.”  
 
   Randy held the door open and pointed outside threateningly.  A bitter wind whipped hard snow past the door and Randy had to strain to keep the door open.  “You’re going.  Period.”
 
   “If I was so sick could I do this?” Michael asked, and sprinted through the open door.
 
   “Big deal,” Randy said, following him out and directing him across the frozen lawn.
 
   “I really am feeling better,” Michael said seriously.
 
   “Really?” 
 
   “I really am.”
 
   “Prove it,” Randy said, looking around to the tall classroom windows encircling the courtyard, “put your left foot in.”
 
   Michael looked at the windows.  Several bored students stared at them across the frozen grass.
 
   “Are you serious?” 
 
   “I guess you’re not feeling better, then,” he said, taking Michael’s elbow again.
 
   Michael jerked out of his grasp, and sighed.  He put his left foot in.
 
   “Put your left foot out,” he said, smiling.  Michael obeyed.
 
   “Now back in,” Randy said, holding his hands up like a puppet master.  “Well, shake it all about.”
 
   Michael obeyed.  His gangling arms and legs made him look like an old-fashioned marionette.
 
   “Now the right foot,” Randy said with glee.
 
   “Alright, that’s enough!” Michael glanced at the windows nervously.
 
   They stood in the middle of the windswept yard, Randy shivering without his coat.  Michael realized he had left his jacket and scarf back in the classroom, yet he felt perfectly temperate.  It could have been summer.  His fingers and ears were exposed, yet they weren’t stinging like they should be in New York in late October. 
 
   “Maybe it was just that room-temperature ham on my pizza last night.  Look, I have my cell phone,” Michael said, pulling it out of his jeans pocket, “You can call to check on me when you get out of the midterm.”
 
   Randy looked conflicted.  He ran his chubby hands through his sandy hair and shivered.  
 
   “You’ll freeze without your coat anyway,” Michael said.
 
   Randy waved that away.  “I’m well thermalated.”
 
   “You really need to take the test,” Michael pressed.
 
   Randy pursed his lips.  “Will you go to the doctor?” he asked.
 
   “No.  I am going to go home and rest, though,” he lied.
 
   “Alright.  But you better answer your phone.”
 
   “I will, I promise,” he said, already walking away, “Good luck on the test.”
 
   “Thanks!” Randy yelled after him.  “If he even lets me back in now!”
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   Michael picked nervously at the fraying seam in his belt buckle and stared out the window of the cab, wishing they would go faster and slower at the same time.  He was glad that the white-haired driver was silent.  Small talk was the last thing he wanted right now.  
 
   The sound of the traffic was deafening, and his hearing kept swimming in and out with intensity.  One moment everything seemed normal, and the next he could hear so many cars honking from so far away that it seemed like one constant assault of noise.  Michael was afraid of what might happen next.
 
   I’ll just go see if there is anything in the alley.  Maybe it’s nothing.  
 
   But if there isn’t anything then how will I figure out what happened?  Michael shut his eyes.  His stomach lurched as the cab rounded a corner.  Red and blue lights flashed into the blackness of his vision.
 
   “I don’t think you’re going in,” said the cabbie.
 
   Michael opened his eyes.  There were three cop cars blocking the tiny theatre parking lot and alley.  A tall, angry looking man was putting up the ‘crime scene’ tape and scowling at everyone.  There were uniformed cops gesturing up and down the street, as well as a few pedestrians straining to see into the alley where several plainclothes cops stood with solemn faces, making notes on their reports.
 
   Michael cursed under his breath.
 
   “You want me to stop?” asked the cabbie cautiously, “Or keep going?”
 
   “Go, go!” he said, clutching his stomach and trying not to do anything to make the old cab smell worse.
 
   Michael glanced up at the mirror.  The driver looked away quickly.  I’m not good at this, Michael thought desperately, I don’t even like cop shows.  
 
   What happened?  He tried to remember everything he could about the previous night.  Charlotte had hugged him. He didn’t have any trouble remembering that.  Then he came outside, and…there had been a green shoe.  He remembered seeing fireworks, and he wished he didn’t remember the woman’s face.  But that was all he could picture.
 
   “Sir?” the cabbie cleared his throat after several minutes of traffic, “The meter is running.”
 
   “Yeah, sorry,” Michael told him his address.
 
   “Uh huh,” he replied.  Great.  If the cops ask, he can tell them where I live.
 
   They didn’t speak on the short ride to Michael’s apartment.  When they arrived, Michael gave him the largest bill he had on him.  “Keep the change,” he said pleadingly.
 
   The driver didn’t respond, except to peel away from the curb and leave Michael coughing on exhaust.  He turned and stared up at his apartment building, with its narrow brick façade and chipping lead paint on the windows.  His limbs felt heavy; his brain even heavier.  It took a minute for him to realize he wasn’t moving.  Needing to pee shook him out of his stupor.  He climbed the first of three flights of stairs wearily.  His phone rang as he reached his door.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Michael,” Randy said on the other end, “Are you alive?”
 
   “Yes.”  Michael put his key in the rusty old lock and began the process of pulling up and down on the squeaky doorknob just right so it would open.
 
   “Are you just now getting home?” Randy asked.
 
   Michael winced.  “Yeah,” he said, trying to think of some excuse for his losing nearly an hour of travel time.  “I…had trouble finding a cab.”
 
   “…Okay,” Randy said.  Michael listened as the silence between them dragged on.  He hated lying to Randy, but he really didn’t want to tell him the truth...at least not until he figured out what the truth was.
 
   “I had to get some groceries,” he added as he shut the door and hurried to the bathroom.  
 
   His apartment was mainly one large room, the only door leading to the closet-sized bathroom.  He had a small metal table (which was really meant for a patio) with one faded office chair serving as his desk, and a tiny half wall of a kitchen with a fridge that Michael suspected had been there since the building was built in the 50’s.  Next to the door he had a closet of sorts; a hotel-style clothes rack on wheels and a hat rack that the previous tenant left behind.  Other than that, he just had his bed, which took up most of the space.  Everything, including the kitchen sink, sat under a layer of dirty clothes or graded papers or food wrappers.
 
   “Alright, man,” Randy said slowly, “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks,” Michael said, feeling guilty, and trying to unzip his pants with one hand.  “Did Dr. Rogers let you back in?” 
 
   “Barely,” he said, laughing.  “By the time I got back he was already half convinced it was some elaborate cheating method.  Are you going to make it to the show tonight?” Randy asked.
 
   “I’m not sure we’re going on tonight.”
 
   “What?  Why not?”
 
   Ah, crap. I’m terrible at secrets.  “You didn’t hear?  There are cops all over the place.  I think something happened after the show last night,” Michael said vaguely, trying not to sound too informed.
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Yeah, I heard they were taping off the whole street,” Michael said.  “Hey, I’ve really got to pee,” he added. 
 
   “I don’t care.  Tell me what happened.” 
 
   “I don’t know—” he said, urinating, “Hey, I’ve got another call coming in.”
 
   “Okay,” Randy said, “I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   Michael answered the other call without looking at the number.  “Hello?”
 
   “Michael?” Charlotte asked.
 
   Michael nearly missed the toilet.  He couldn’t stop now.  He tried to pee quieter, but found that was actually not possible.  
 
   “What’s that sound?” she asked.
 
   “Uh…leaky faucet,” he said badly, “What’s up?”
 
   “I had to cancel the show tonight,” she said sadly.
 
   “Oh, why?” Michael asked, relieved that the noise had stopped.  This is the worst day.
 
   “A woman was murdered in the alley last night,” she said.  Michael’s heart sank.  She had been really real.  And she really was dead.  
 
   “Michael?” Charlotte asked, “Are you there?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m just…surprised,” he said slowly.  “Was it someone from the theatre?”
 
   “No.  They think she was probably a…‘working girl’,” she said quietly. 
 
   “Oh,” Michael said, “That’s awful.  Are you okay?”
 
   Charlotte didn’t answer.
 
   “Charlotte?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, “I’m just…” she laughed.  “Never mind.”
 
   Michael frowned.  Her voice was oddly high pitched; for a moment he was afraid she might start to cry.  
 
   “I’m sorry about the show,” he said nervously.  “Are you…I’m sorry…is there anything I can do?”
 
   “No,” she said finally, “thanks for asking.  Oh, actually, could you call Randy and let him know we won’t need him to run sound tonight?  One less horrible, awkward phone call for me.”
 
   “Sure, no problem.”
 
   “Thanks.  Yeah, so…” she said, her voice returning to normal, “The investigator I was talking to said we could go on tomorrow, so I’ll see you then.”
 
   “Okay,” he said, not sure what to say next.
 
   “Oh, are you feeling better?” she asked.  “I heard you got out of going to the hospital.”
 
   “I’m feeling much better.  Thank you for asking.”
 
   “I’m glad.  I’d hate for you to get…scared…again.”
 
   “Did Randy tell you the pediatrician story?”
 
   Charlotte laughed.  “Randy told everyone the pediatrician story.”
 
   “I’m going to kill him.”
 
   “I’d love to hear your version,” Charlotte said, her voice bursting with amusement.
 
   Michael rolled his eyes.  “I’m sure he did it justice.  I’ll just say, though, that I was 6.  I’ve heard him say I was 13 at least a dozen times.”
 
   “You know him well!” she laughed.
 
   “Great.”
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow, Michael.”
 
   “Bye.”  Michael snapped the phone shut and smiled.
 
   Then he remembered he was supposed to call Randy.  He flipped it open again as he walked to his desk and turned on the laptop.  It was propped up on an upside down wire vegetable bin.  It needed to be elevated to stay cool, and sometimes he had to put a bag of frozen peas under it to keep it from overheating while he played World of Warcraft.
 
   “Hello?” Randy said.
 
   “Hey, Randy,” Michael said in a business-like tone.  He wanted to get off the phone quickly before Randy started asking him questions.  A lot of people assumed that Randy wasn’t that bright because he was always joking, but Randy was intelligent enough to know that Michael had lied to him, and he knew Michael well enough to know he was hiding something.
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “Charlotte wanted me to make sure you knew that the play is cancelled tonight,” he said, clicking the internet icon.
 
   “Did she say what happened?”
 
   “Yeah,” Michael said, “a woman was murdered.”  His computer did not respond.  Michael walked across the room to the fridge and searched in the freezer for the bag of peas.
 
   “No way,” Randy said, “in the alley behind the theatre?”
 
   “Yeah,” Michael said flatly, “right behind the theatre.”
 
   “That’s crazy,” Randy replied.  There was a long silence in which Randy pondered the information in a boyish, adventure movie kind of way, and Michael tried hard to get her lily white skin and dirty hair out of his mind.
 
   Michael cleared his throat.  “We’re going on tomorrow night, though.” 
 
   “Alright.  Hey, do you want to play tonight, then?  I bet the guys don’t have anything going on.”  
 
   On any other occasion, Michael would have loved to play D&D.  He pressed his cold palm to his forehead and stared down at his binder full of adventure notes and character sheets.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Michael replied, “I don’t have an adventure planned.”
 
   “C’mon, Dungeon Master!” Randy teased.  “You gotta keep your group happy!”
 
   “I gotta pass my classes,” Michael said, and stay sane, he thought, as he shoved the peas under the computer and clicked the icon again.
 
   “You suck.”
 
   “Alright, you lead the next campaign,” Michael said irritably.
 
   “You alright, man?  I’m just picking at you.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Michael said with a sigh.  He didn’t like anything that was happening- it was traumatic at best, but it was lying to his childhood friend that was pushing him over the edge and into panic.  “I guess I’m still not feeling great,” Michael said apologetically.
 
   “Did you ‘google’ it?” Randy asked.
 
   “I’m trying to get my stupid laptop to work.”
 
   “Ah.  Peas?”
 
   “Yup,” Michael listened as Randy hummed the tune from Jeopardy.
 
   “Well, this is really boring,” Randy said after a few moments.  “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, then.  Unless you find out it’s something contagious.  Then please call right away.”
 
   “Very good,” Michael said, and shut the phone.
 
   The internet finally came up.  Michael had wanted to be left alone, and now that he was, he didn’t know what to do.  He folded his arms on his makeshift desk and put his head down.  His mind was fighting hard to stay in denial.  He didn’t want to be figuring out this problem.  He wished he could just remember what had happened…and wished he never would.  He wasn’t foolish enough to think he could just tell the cops the truth: “I don’t remember anything from last night” would not go over well.  He knew that if he did that, he would be a suspect.  He wondered if he had left any DNA in the alley.
 
   He pushed thoughts of police and investigations from his mind and focused on his symptoms.  Maybe he could solve that problem, at least.  He stared at the search bar, half wishing it would just give him the answer without any effort on his part.  Okay.  I’ll just type my symptoms.   
 
   Cold skin, enhanced sense of smell, enhanced sense of hearing, enhanced reflexes, and memory loss.
 
   Google’s first few results were terribly depressing.  The first was “signs of dying”, which then listed variations of his symptoms.  The second told him he had no nervous system.  The third was a Wikipedia article explaining the senses.  Michael sighed.  He didn’t know what he expected the computer to tell him.  He looked to the right, in the ad bar, where a sparkly graphic got his attention.  
 
   “Take our quiz to see what kind of vampire you are!”
 
   Michael laughed.  Great.  Google Ads thinks I’m a vampire.  Then he stopped laughing.  
 
   In his mind’s eye he could see those two garish red wounds ripped into her white throat.
 
   “That’s not possible,” Michael said aloud, trying to calm himself but finding his voice filled with fear.  Slowly, as if in a trance, Michael walked to the bathroom mirror.  He pulled down his collar and stared at his reflection for what seemed like years.  
 
   There on his neck were two perfectly round white scars.
 
   Michael swayed with sickness and understanding.  Then the dirty, underwear-strewn bathroom floor came up to meet him.
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   Two shiny gray heels.  That is the first thing Michael saw when he opened his eyes again. 
 
   “Hi, there,” said a silky voice.
 
   Michael looked up with bleary eyes to see who had spoken.
 
   There in his moldy, towel-less bathroom, standing in the small shaft of light coming in through the half-boarded window, was the most beautiful woman in all creation.  She stood at ease, with her hands on her hips, staring down at Michael.  She looked inconceivably out of place.
 
   “Who…” Michael said, “who are you?”
 
   “My name is Bell,” she said calmly, orange fingernails drumming idly on ample hips, “and you are Michael?”
 
   “Um…yeah…” he said, straining to raise his head off the floor.  A pair of underwear was stuck to his face.
 
   “This is embarrassing,” the woman called Bell said with a smile, “I’ll step out and let you have a minute to yourself.”
 
   “Oh,” Michael said, but she was already out, closing the door behind her, a faint aroma of spring lingering for a moment before the damp air enveloped it.
 
   Michael got clumsily to his feet.  He looked in the mirror and tried to tame the side of his hair that had been pasted to the wet bathroom floor.  His curls bounced right back into fuzzy disarray.  That wasn’t going to get any better.  Finally, feeling numb and stupid, he opened the door.
 
   Bell sat on the end of his unmade bed, still looking fantastically foreign.  She wore a light gray business suit that touched her every curve, and heels in gunmetal gray leather.  Her hair was pin straight and perfect- brilliantly red against her creamy ivory skin and vibrant green eyes.  She was a tall, impossibly beautiful woman.  Why in the world is she in my apartment?  Then a horrible thought occurred to him.  Was she a detective?  He didn’t think a detective would break in to someone’s home…unless she thought she could make an arrest.
 
   “Hello, Michael,” she said, flashing a perfect smile, “feeling better?”
 
   “How do you know my name?” Michael choked out.
 
   “Or where you live?” she chided, eyes sparkling mischievously.
 
   “Yeah…that, too.”  Michael’s head spun.  He quietly closed the bathroom door and leaned against it for support.
 
   “This is my neighborhood, Michael,” she said, glancing to the fire escape.  Two men stood there, one looking into the street below, one watching the roofline.  “This is my city.  I know everything that happens in my city.”
 
   “Are you…a cop?” Michael asked, hating his voice for trembling.
 
   Bell laughed.  It was an unsettling, sharp sound.  
 
   “No,” she said firmly as she rose from the bed, “I am not a cop.  They are not cops,” she added, gesturing to the men on the balcony.  Her full height was stunning.  Michael had very rarely met a woman as tall as himself, and when he did she was big in every direction.  Bell was something else entirely.  Her lithe limbs were cut with lean muscle.  There was something playful and terrifying in her stance, a commanding presence and a strange, restrained energy that unnerved him.
 
   “Well, then, uh…” Michael said, unable to take his eyes from her body.
 
   “We are vampires.”
 
    “Okay…”
 
   “You do know that you are a vampire, don’t you?” 
 
   Michael was unwilling to accept this information.  He didn’t say anything.  He couldn’t say anything.  Yesterday morning he woke up worried about his midterm and about their opening night.  He would trade anything for his old problems.  He missed them.  He just stared blankly somewhere near Bell’s mouth.  His brain had stopped processing requests for new information.
 
   “Michael?” Bell sighed impatiently.  “Will this help?”
 
   Suddenly her long limbs and ample curves morphed in front of his eyes.  She appeared to shrink and grow at the same time, to warp and unravel, and in an instant, there stood a short, scantily clad and large chested brunette covered in tattoos. 
 
   Michael stepped backward in surprise.
 
   “Less your type?” she asked in a voice riddled with emphysema.
 
   “How—how did you do that?” Michael asked in horror.  “Can all vampires do that?”
 
   “No,” she said with a deep smirk, “they cannot.  What do you know about vampires, Michael?”
 
   “Uhhh…” Michael held up his hands and made his best Bela Lugosi Dracula face.
 
   All the humor drained from her face.  She morphed back into her tall, luxurious self.  It was no less jarring than the first time.  She took one step toward Michael, and then suddenly she was standing right behind him.  Michael could have blinked and missed it.
 
   “Then you don’t know anything,” she whispered.  Her breath was cold on his ear.
 
   “Uhhh…No.  No I don’t,” Michael said, wincing as Bell’s breath tickled the hairs on the back of his neck.
 
   “Well, I don’t have time to tell you all about it,” she said, gesturing sharply to the taller man on the balcony. He only nodded, and turned his eyes back to the roofline.  “I’m just going to give you the basics,” She said, walking around to face him and adopting her bored tone once again.  “‘Being a Vampire in My City 101.’  Do not tell any mortal. If you do, we will kill that person.  And probably you,” she added with a shrug.
 
   “I wouldn’t tell anyone,” Michael said, shaking his head and trying to think of a scenario in which he would want to tell anyone.
 
   “You will not attack during the day,” Bell said briskly, as though she had this list memorized.  “Most mortals are under the impression that we cannot go out in the day, and we would like to keep it that way.”
 
   “I won’t—” Michael said in horror.  “I can’t.  I can’t attack…” he said, his occasional southern accent making an appearance.
 
   Bell looked at him curiously for a moment.  “You’re a cute little thing, aren’t you?” she said, smirking.   She glanced around the room and paced like a cougar in a cage.  “You will.  You cannot survive without blood,” she looked at him and smiled darkly.  “Give it 24 hours and you’ll attack.  I have no doubt about that.”
 
   Michael stared at the floor and tried, once again, not to vomit.  There was no way he would ever, ever kill anyone.  He would rather die.  But I don’t want to die.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he said quietly.
 
   “You will not make trouble for me.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Remember,” she said sternly, “it is easier for me to kill you than to put up with you.”  
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he said.
 
   “Stop that,” Bell said firmly.
 
   “Yes—” Michael nodded.
 
   “Do you have any questions?” she asked, coming to a stop with her hands on her hips.
 
   Michael had a thousand questions, but he didn’t want to ask any of them.  He was afraid of all the answers.  He stared at the floor for a moment and finally spoke.  “Can I undo this?  Is there a way to go back?” he asked, looking up hopefully.
 
   Bell’s mouth hung open for the briefest of seconds before two long, ivory white fangs descended to graze the soft red flesh of her bottom lip.  She appeared inches away from Michael’s nose.  
 
   “No,” she said in a deadly voice.
 
   Michael felt a piercing, paralyzing fear race through him.  He stood frozen, staring into her eyes, whose pupils dilated until they were two dark metallic voids on her snow white face.  At her sides her hands were ready to strike, her elegant fingernails lengthening into razor points.
 
   “I’m—I’m sorry,” Michael stammered, unable to break her gaze.  “I didn’t mean to offend you.”
 
   Her savage features melted back into glowing, smooth skin.  Her black eyes returned to green.  She stepped back slowly, never taking her eyes off Michael.  As quickly as it had come, the anger vanished, as if she had simply shut it behind a door. 
 
   “I want you to come see the rest of the clan tonight,” she gestured to the shorter man on the balcony. He opened the heavy window with ease and stepped inside.  He had curly black hair and thick eyebrows.  His teeth were pearly white against his tanned skin.  He stood with confidence next to Bell, though he only came to her shoulder.  “This is Tanish,” she said with a smile.  “He will be taking you out tonight.”
 
   Michael did not want to go anywhere with anyone, least of all to a clan with a vampire.  But it didn’t sound like a request.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Tanish said, holding out his hand.
 
   “You, too,” Michael lied, shaking the man’s hand.  It was so cold Michael inhaled sharply in surprise.
 
   “And out there,” Bell said, gesturing to the heavily muscled man on the balcony, “is Joseph.”
 
   The man named Joseph kept his eyes on the rooftops.
 
   “What is he watching for?” Michael asked, his natural curiosity getting a jump on his tongue.
 
   Bell glanced at Tanish and gave Michael a warm smile.
 
   “Don’t worry about that, Michael,” she said in a patronizingly mother-like tone, “just some other bad guys.”
 
   Tanish stifled a laugh.
 
   “I’ll see you tonight, Michael,” Bell said in an authoritative tone, walking toward the open window.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Tanish followed her out onto the balcony, looking amused.
 
   "Wait—" Michael called after them, "Where should I meet you?" he asked, leaning out through the open window.
 
   But they were already gone.  Michael looked down into the rusted fire escape.  They were nowhere in sight.  They weren't in the street, either.  They seemed to have vanished.
 
   "I guess I'm staying home.”  
 
   His phone rang from somewhere on the table.  He found it behind the open laptop.  The small screen displayed the incoming call.  It was Randy.
 
   Michael sat down cross-legged in the middle of his apartment, staring at the phone.  He wanted to answer it so badly.  Randy had known everything about him since their first day of preschool.  Michael hadn’t kept anything from him—even the things he wanted to keep from him.  He wanted to open the phone and tell his friend everything that had happened.  But Bell’s words still hung in the air.  
 
   He couldn’t tell anyone.
 
   He pressed “decline,” set the phone down on the floor, and crawled to his bed.  His mind longed for sleep and within moments his body, aching with stress, obliged.
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   Michael was in the alley.  His feet were inches off the ground and the world was spinning as he floated above the wet pavement.  Gray and white and red swirled around him like a kaleidoscope of fog.  Images, things from his nightmares, blossomed into garish pictures before him.
 
   Stark white hands.  A green heeled shoe.  The light leaving her eyes.  Ice cold hands pressing down hard on his chest, so hard that blood was drawn under sharp fingernails, painting the whole scene red.  Michael wanted desperately to stop all these things, but he was held up by invisible strings, a living marionette.
 
   “Hello?” said a deep voice.
 
   Michael was startled awake.  He sat up fast, looking around for the sound.  
 
   It was Tanish.  His dark curls were framed by the purples and pinks pouring in the window behind him.  Michael had slept all day.  
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Um,” Michael rubbed his eyes.
 
   “Not great, huh?” he said, “I remember turning.  It isn’t pretty.”
 
   “Turning?” Michael asked, standing and feeling the blood rush to his head.
 
   “Yeah, you know: mortal to immortal,” Tanish grabbed Michael’s shoulder to steady him.  “The first 48 hours are pretty rough.”
 
   Michael didn’t say anything.  The hand on his shoulder was bitingly cold, even through his shirt.
 
   “You good?” Tanish asked, his white teeth practically glowing in the half-light.
 
   “Yeah,” Michael said, “I’m good.  How long did you say it’ll be like this?”
 
   “At least another day.” 
 
   Michael’s go-to mental picture of a vampire was a grossly pale old man with dirty fingernails and a satin cape.  That, or a sparkly teenager with a vacant expression.  Tanish was neither.  He was kind of short, a foot shorter than Michael, and he dressed like an upper middle-class citizen.  He wore a blue button-down shirt and a suede jacket.  No creepy jewelry.  No tattoos.  Just khakis and a warm smile.
 
   “So,” Tanish said, “I’m going to take you to meet the clan tonight.”
 
   “Okay,” Michael stared at the floor. “Now?”
 
   “Is that what you’re wearing?” he asked hesitantly, gesturing to Michael’s “Flaming Lips” tee and ragged jeans.
 
   “Um…no?”
 
   Michael cringed.  His two least favorite things: underworld creatures and inscrutable social code.  He never thought they would be married into one awful situation.
 
   “No.  You’re not just a student anymore,” he said, perusing Michael’s makeshift closet.  “Have some pride.”
 
   He handed Michael the only button down shirt he owned.  His mother had given it to him for his birthday in August.  She said it complemented his skin tone.  It was carnation pink.
 
   “Oh,” Michael blushed, “that was a gift.  I wasn’t going to wear it, um, ever.”
 
   Tanish’s smile faded slightly.  “Where do you think we are going, Michael?  McDonald’s?”
 
   “Alright,” Michael accepted the shirt.  “I’ll get changed.”
 
   Michael stopped by the dresser to retrieve a pair of dress slacks.  They were the only ones in the dresser because they, too, were unworn.  He trudged to the bathroom.  His hands shook as he did up the buttons, and he almost walked out before putting on his pants.  Tanish was waiting on the balcony when he finally emerged.
 
   “So much better,” Tanish said, the bright smile returning.  “Now, let’s go.”
 
   Tanish climbed the rail of the third story balcony and stepped off the edge.
 
   “What the—” Michael exclaimed, rushing to look over the side.  Tanish was standing on the ground three stories below, as if he had stepped off a curb.  
 
   Michael gripped the rails tightly.  His head was still swimming, and he was acutely aware of the surfaces that his skin came into contact with.  He could feel the slight variations in the thickness of the metal as his hand slid down the rail, each flake of rust around the screw holes a glaringly obvious defect.  He took the steps carefully, unused to his heightened senses. 
 
   By the time he reached the ground, Tanish was noticeably impatient.
 
   “Come on, Michael.  While the night is young, please,” he said, “You’ll get used to everything sooner than you think.”
 
   “How long did it take you?” Michael asked, wondering how many years the young man next to him had been living.
 
   “A while,” he said, “It gets much better after the first kill.”
 
   Michael pressed a hand against his stomach to quell the rising tide of yuck. 
 
   Tanish gestured down the alley, and they started walking.  It was clear from the steady pace that they were not going to get a cab.
 
   Michael felt disconnected from reality.  His senses were sharp, as if he expected an attack, but it was just the two of them, walking without speaking.  He was unwillingly aware of every movement on the street.  Every car horn and rude city sound, which usually seemed to him as one collective noise, was crystalline and singular, making him aware of everything happening in every direction.  It was very similar to his first night in the city, except instead of all the stimuli bringing excitement and possibility, they brought only dread.  Michael covered his ears.
 
   “We need to keep moving,” Tanish said.  He gripped his right arm, just above the elbow, and led on.  “Think about something else.  It helps distract from the sounds.”
 
   Michael searched his mind for something distracting.  Where are we going?  A club?  A bar?  Will it just be vampires?  How many vampires will there be?  Was this going to be a hazing situation?  Will it involve saran wrap?  Is someone going to kill me for asking the wrong questions?  Will it be quick or will it be slow and painful?
 
   “So…” Michael said, desperate to derail his train of thought, “Where are we going?”
 
   “Bell told you where we are going,” Tanish said, never taking his eyes off their surroundings.  
 
   “Are you…looking for someone?” Michael asked, noticing how Tanish glanced down every alley and turned Michael abruptly down seemingly random streets, like a bodyguard escorting a diplomat with enemies.
 
   “Just being cautious, Michael,” he tightened his grip on Michael’s elbow.  “We aren’t the only things that go bump in the night.”
 
   Michael swallowed hard.  He hadn’t thought of that yet.  What other nightmarish fantasies weren’t fantasies at all?
 
   “Like…like what?” Michael asked, clearing his throat repeatedly.
 
   Tanish only smiled.  Michael got the feeling that he was enjoying scaring him.  They walked on in silence, Michael trying not to let his imagination get the better of him.  Was there going to be an ambush of werewolves?  Or an attack from a horde of zombies?  Michael jumped at every turn.  He couldn’t stand the silence.
 
   “Are you from here?” Michael asked loudly.
 
   “No,” he kept his eyes ahead, “I’m from Bangalore.”
 
   Tanish glanced at Michael’s blank stare.  “India?” he asked.
 
   “Oh.  Cool,” Michael said stupidly.  “Gandhi.”
 
   “Gandhi.  That’s all anyone knows about India.  I hate that movie.”
 
   “Sorry,” Michael followed in quiet for another block.  He wondered how long ago Tanish had lived in India.  He hadn’t noticed even a trace of an accent.  “Did your parents come to New York, or…?”   
 
   “I know what you want to know, Michael,” Tanish said.  “It’s not considered polite to ask about a vampire’s mortal life in our world.”
 
   Our world.  His world was the classrooms at school, the corner deli down the street from his apartment, and the game shop he frequented with Randy.  His world was playing Dungeons & Dragons and geeking out about real band-aids that are printed to look like strips of bacon.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to offend you.” 
 
   Tanish looked at him appraisingly as they walked, Michael following his lead as they continued to turn every couple of blocks.  
 
   “How far is it?” Michael asked.
 
   “Across town,” Tanish answered.  “We are meeting with Joseph just a few blocks from here.  He has a new turn of his own.”
 
   “Another new vampire?” He suddenly wondered how many there were in the city.
 
   “Yes,” he said, “another young man.  He’s about your age, too.  Maybe a little older.  I don’t know.  You are all so young to us.”
 
   “I suppose,” Michael said quietly.
 
   This seemed to amuse Tanish.  “This way,” he smiled, “down the alley.”
 
   Tanish led him into a well-lit alley behind a tall apartment building.  Michael had tried to get a room in that very building but had to settle for his rat-favored one instead.  At least his was closer to school.
 
   Joseph stood at the end of the alley.  A blonde man in his thirties stood next to him.  Do I look that old? 
 
   “What took you so long?” Joseph asked.
 
   “Just getting dressed,” Tanish said with a wry smile.
 
   “Alright,” Joseph said gruffly.  “This is Chad,” he added, shoving the blonde man forward.
 
   The man named Chad walked up to meet them and shook Michael’s hand energetically.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” he said, releasing him and shaking Tanish’s hand with equal vigor.  “Nice to meet you.”
 
   Tanish and Joseph shared a meaningful glance at Chad’s expense.
 
   “This is Michael,” he said, “and I am Tanish.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” he said again, positively bouncing with excitement.
 
   Michael wondered idly if he was on drugs.  “Nice to meet you, Chad,” Michael said unconvincingly.
 
   “You’re new, too, huh?” Chad asked, punching him on the shoulder.  “When were you…you know…’turned’?” he made accompanying air quotes.
 
   “Last night,” Michael said.
 
   “Cool,” Chad said with a wide, boyish grin.  He had an odd sort of excited head bob that he didn’t seem to be able to control- combined with his blonde hair and absurdly large nose it gave him the overall impression of a duck on acid.
 
   Michael and Chad stood there awkwardly for several moments while the other two exchanged looks.  Michael began singing Bob Marley’s “Three Little Birds” in his head.  
 
   “Right,” Tanish said finally.  “We are going to make a quick stop before heading to meet the clan.”
 
   “Where are we going?” Chad asked before Tanish had even finished his sentence.
 
   “Tanish is in need of some nourishment, and I could do with some as well,” Joseph said, his heavy brows drawn down in annoyance.  
 
   “You mean…blood?” Chad asked with baited breath.
 
   “Yes, that’s what I mean,” Joseph replied flatly.
 
   “Cool,” Chad said, nudging Michael with his elbow conspiratorially.  “We get to see how it’s done!”
 
   Michael smiled weakly.  He felt pale.  He had gone past feeling sick or weak, now he actually felt pale.
 
   “There’s a good place a couple of blocks from here,” Tanish said, gesturing back down the alley the way they had come.
 
   “Lead the way,” Joseph said, positioning himself in the rear of the formation.
 
   They were herded in silence.  Michael felt that he was walking to an appointment with the gallows.  I am not ready for this, he thought frantically.
 
   Chad seemed to be having the opposite reaction.  He smiled at Michael over his shoulder every once in a while, Michael trying his best to keep smiling in return.
 
   “Do we get to…’do it’ too?” Chad asked as they turned the corner onto a less well-lit street packed with cars.  Pulsing bass blasted from a crowded bar at the end of the block.  Every reflective surface on the block glowed neon green thanks to the bar’s overenthusiastic signage.  Michael’s head throbbed with every beat of the music.
 
   “No,” Joseph said firmly.  “Not tonight.  Only watch.”
 
   Chad looked disappointed.  Michael’s opinion of Chad shifted from “annoying druggie” to “possible sociopath.”
 
   “Are we going to have a problem?” Joseph asked in response to Chad’s deflated posture.
 
   Chad seemed pretty low on the IQ ladder, but even he could read between the lines of Joseph’s tone.  
 
   “No,” Chad said quietly.
 
   “Good,” Joseph said.
 
   Tanish laughed out loud, and Michael wondered what had been so funny.
 
   Michael had only been in a bar once before.  Some of his acquaintances from school had insisted on taking him out when they had found out it was his twenty first birthday.  It was a dark, smoke-filled corner with questionable patrons loitering in the bathrooms.  Michael had one sip of some horrible smelling liquid and left the rest to a couple of his friends.  They had both proceeded to get very drunk, and then very sick.  Michael picked up the tab and the cab fare to take them home.  He hadn’t returned to the bar scene.
 
    This bar was packed with people.  Michael wouldn’t have used word “filthy” but no one would reference it as “high class” either.  As they approached, Michael’s sense of impending doom skyrocketed.  He pressed his palms against his temples trying to dull the pain in his head.  
 
   Near the entrance, they were almost run over by a gaggle of giggling women.  They were dripping with costume jewelry and the tallest among them wore a Miss-America-style banner that read “Bachelorette” in garishly pink letters.
 
   Tanish eyed the group as they passed by but turned back to the bar when they all got in the same car.
 
   “Alright, I’ll come in after you with Michael,” Tanish said, placing a hand lightly on Michael’s shoulder.
 
   “Great,” Joseph said gruffly, smiling ironically and shouldering Chad forward into the bar.
 
   Michael watched them disappear into the laughing crowd.  He could see Joseph talking, but Chad seemed to be having trouble hearing him over the booming music.
 
   “How is your head?” Tanish asked loudly.
 
   “Oh,” Michael said, cringing, “I’m fine.”
 
   “I can see that,” Tanish said, gesturing toward the bar, “Chad isn’t going to have as much trouble as you will with turning.”
 
   “Why not?” Michael asked.
 
   “I don’t think it was a very powerful vampire who turned him.  It takes a strong vampire to make a strong vampire,” Tanish said, scrutinizing a man leaving the bar alone.  “He hasn’t had a huge jump in abilities like you have.  Apparently he got excited because he could smell his magic markers without taking off the caps,” Tanish said, dark eyes twinkling in the florescent green light.
 
   Michael hadn’t even thought of that.  Someone had turned him.  Someone had done this to him.  
 
   “Let’s go,” Tanish said, ushering Michael forward.
 
   Michael swallowed hard, but obeyed, stepping inside the bar.  
 
   While Michael was nearly knocked down by the smell of alcohol, Tanish did a quick look around.  It seemed to Michael he was looking for something.  That something turned out to be the darkest corner with the drunkest woman.
 
   A brunette sat alone in a corner seat, smiling to herself and draping her many gaudy necklaces around her beer bottle.  She seemed to be a forgotten member of the bachelorette party.  Tanish gestured for Michael to follow. 
 
   “Hi,” Tanish said, flashing a charming smile at the 30-something loner when he reached the long corner booth.
 
   “Well, hello, handsome!” she said loudly, laughing behind her hand.  “I just said that.”
 
   “Where are your friends?” Tanish asked, sitting next to her and putting an arm around her shoulders like they were the oldest of friends.  Michael hovered on the edge of the table, feeling he was supposed to sit down but also feeling he had no intention of sitting down.
 
   “Huh?” she looked around wildly, “Oh, no!  Ha!  I guess they were done!  I’m not done!” she proclaimed defiantly, taking a huge gulp of her drink.
 
    Tanish gave Michael a thumbs-up as she drank.
 
   Michael’s stomach was doing flips.  Tanish had decided to kill this woman, just like that.  How could Michael warn her?  
 
   “What’s your name, girl?” Tanish asked, his dark eyes shimmering.
 
   She giggled, then snorted, then took another drink.
 
   Tanish eyed her exposed throat as the bottle went up, and the shimmer in his eyes turned cold.  Michael watched in horror as his posture went from flirtatious to threatening in an instant.  The arm that had been draped casually over her shoulder tightened, and she choked on her drink a little as he pulled her close to him.
 
   He brushed the hair away from her neck, two white canines descending toward her exposed throat.
 
   “Get them out of my bar!” 
 
   Tanish jerked around to see who had spoken.  His eyes turned back to brown, and his canines vanished instantly.
 
   The bartender was holding Chad by the collar of his shirt, and a bouncer was crashing through the crowd toward them.
 
   Without a word to his would-be meal, Tanish stood and pointed Michael to the front door.  “Meet us around back,” he ordered.
 
   Michael didn’t bother walking.  He ran from that scene, relieved to be out of there.  
 
   He found a dark alley around the right-hand side of the bar and entered it cautiously, shaking with nerves.  There was a pile of garbage bags and a stack of crates on the opposite wall.  He glanced at the dingy back door of the bar and sat on one of the larger crates.
 
   He had to make a conscious effort to slow his breathing.  Tanish was just going to kill her right there.  She had no idea she was about to die.
 
   He nearly fell to the ground when the back door of the bar slammed open just feet in front of him.  An enormous man with shoulders like a linebacker held Chad off the pavement with one hand, and shoved Joseph forward with the other.
 
   “Clear out now or I’ll call the cops!” he shouted with his booming New York voice.  He threw Chad to the ground like he was throwing a bag of garbage.  He landed hard on a pile of hefty bags.  Joseph was shoved forward, too, but he did not fall to the ground.
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Joseph yelled, turning toward the man with lethal purpose.  Tanish’s face appeared over the bouncer’s shoulder, and Joseph lowered his fist.  “You’ve got to be KIDDING me!” Joseph yelled down at Chad.  He stalked off down the alley.
 
   Michael bent to help Chad up.  His elbow was bleeding freely, having landed on a bag of beer bottles.  It was a deep cut, they could see that even through his warm flannel shirt.  Michael rolled up Chad’s sleeve, trying to remember the words of his sixth grade first aid instructor.  Okay, ABC, right?  Airways, bleeding, something...no, that wasn’t right….
 
   “Woah!” Chad said, staring at his arm in astonishment.
 
   The wound had vanished.  It was like a scene from a science fiction thriller.  The sides of the open gash had closed, scabbed over and then faded into a thin white line in moments.
 
   “What the…?” said the bouncer from over Chad’s shoulder.
 
   “I told you!  I’m NOT lying!  I’m a vampire!” Chad said, turning to Michael.  “This is awesome!” 
 
   The bouncer stepped back in alarm, his face filled with fear.  He turned to run back inside…but Tanish was standing right behind him, blocking his escape.  Michael heard the man gasp in surprise.  Tanish lifted his perfectly manicured hands and placed them both firmly on the man’s broad chest.  Michael watched in astonishment as the man’s eyes rolled into the back of his head.  He tottered dangerously back off the step for a moment, then fell hard, landing with a mighty thud on the cold pavement.
 
   Tanish stepped over him as if nothing had happened.
 
   “Did you—did you kill him?” Michael asked in alarm.
 
   “No,” Tanish said, “But he won’t be telling anyone about this.”
 
   “That was awesome!” Chad said in astonishment, gazing from Tanish’s barely 6 foot tall frame to the unconscious man’s nearly 6 foot wide frame.   “What did you do?”
 
   “I made him forget your stupidity,” Tanish said, walking past them out of the alley.  Michael hadn’t realized he was still kneeling on the ground.  He stood, seeing that both his knees were soaked with rain, dirt, and some of Chad’s blood.  Great.  Mom will kill me when she sees the stains.
 
   “Let’s catch up with Joseph,” Tanish said, beckoning them onward.
 
    Michael was quick to get out of the alley.  He could hear voices approaching the still-open back door from inside the bar.
 
   “Where are we going now?” Chad asked with excitement.
 
   “Home,” Tanish said, directing his answer at Michael instead of Chad.  “I wouldn’t say anything to Joseph if I were you, Chad.  He does not have the kind of patience that you apparently require.”
 
   Chad swallowed audibly.  
 
   They met up with Joseph nearly three blocks away.  He was cleaning his hands and face in a water fountain, the water running down the drain a familiar red color.
 
   “You found something, then?” Tanish asked tersely.
 
   “Yes,” Joseph said darkly, avoiding eye contact with Chad.  He had the look of a man who was putting all his faculties toward self-restraint, leaving little else for talking.
 
   “Shall we?” Tanish asked.  Joseph only nodded.
 
   Tanish resumed his grip around Michael’s arm, ice cold fingers stinging him through his thin pink shirt.  Joseph pulled Chad over to him in the same manner.  Chad’s eyes grew wide and he looked down at his arm in pain.  The corners of Joseph’s mouth twitched upward slightly.
 
   “Yes,” Joseph answered, “we shall.”
 
   They took a step, and as their feet touched the pavement everything whipped out of sight.  Browns and reds and the yellow street lights all raced past them.  Michael was pinned to Tanish’s side by the vice-like grip he had on his arm. 
 
   As they sped along, Michael felt somehow light and heavy at the same time.   He was dimly aware that Tanish was running, but it felt more like they had engaged warp drive.  The reds and browns of the brick and blacks of the pavement turned slowly to green and orange.  Michael reeled and wondered if it would ever end.  They were moving so fast he could barely breathe.  It felt almost like being underwater.  Sickness was rising in his throat as they moved on relentlessly.
 
   And then they stopped.
 
   Michael and Chad both fell flat on their faces.  Chad threw up spectacularly, orange chunks spraying the ground four feet in front of him.  Michael managed to keep all his contents inside himself.  He took a huge, involuntary breath of air.  It felt wonderfully clean and fresh.
 
   “What…was…that?” Chad asked from the pavement, still a little green in the face.
 
   Joseph chuckled.
 
   Michael steadied himself and tried to get his bearings.  Underfoot was an intricate pattern of gray stone, lit by the sparkling light of tall green iron lamp posts that lined the driveway.  Darkness completely enveloped the spaces between lights, and in the distance Michael could just make out a tall, many-peaked structure.  It would have been a very beautiful spot if Chad wasn’t vomiting all over it.
 
   “Stop it,” Joseph said, kicking Chad to encourage him to his feet.
 
   “What was that?” Chad said again, coughing.
 
   “It’s called running,” Joseph said flatly.  “Haven’t you ever run before?”
 
   Tanish put a hand on Joseph’s shoulder.  He shook it off angrily, but stopped kicking his vomiting charge.
 
   “I know.  It’s fast enough that it doesn’t feel like we’re just running.  You’ll get used to it.  As your powers grow you will be able to run just as quickly…without falling over,” Tanish explained to Chad as Michael helped him up.  
 
   Joseph came to a stop in front of two massive iron gates.  The path beyond turned uphill, leading their eyes to an elaborate stone mansion. 
 
   Tanish gestured to the elegant house on top of the hill.  “Our clan home.”
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   “Are you serious?” Chad’s jaw hung open at the sight of the many tall windows glimmering in lamp light.
 
   “’What were you expecting?” Tanish asked, that bright smile only partially dimmed by annoyance, “A bar?  A sewer?”  Michael didn’t know what exactly he had been picturing.  A bar, he guessed.  A lot of leather jackets.  Beer.  Buffy’s vampires had a drippy cave sort of thing.
 
   “It’s absurd,” Joseph said, turning down the long path, “how much T.V. affects you mortals.  Vampires are centuries old,” he said, picking up the pace.  “Don’t you think we’d have figured out how to make a little money yet?”
 
   “Cool,” Chad said as he trotted along beside Tanish, never taking his eyes off of Joseph.
 
   A whole new wave of thoughts bombarded Michael.  Centuries old?  I am going to live for centuries?  A sense that he was in way over his head hung around Michael like a thundercloud.  
 
   Chad punched Michael on the arm.  “We’re immortal and we’re rich!”
 
   Joseph turned back from the gate so fast that Chad barreled into him and fell back to the ground.  “No.  You are not rich.  The clan is well funded, that is for sure.  But you haven’t done anything yet to earn your place in it.”  The color had begun to drain from his face.  His canines were inching toward his bottom lip. 
 
   “Dude,” Chad said, holding up his hands and backing away unconsciously, “my bad.  I’m sorry.”
 
   Joseph’s dark eyes were on Chad’s frightened ones as he towered over him.
 
   “Bell has asked to meet these two,” Tanish said, giving Joseph a stern look.
 
   Joseph growled under his breath and turned back to the gate.
 
   “And you’re not immortal,” Tanish said.  “You can be killed.  It’s just harder than it used to be.  Much harder.”
 
   “Not too hard,” Joseph called behind him.  “We’re here,” he said tersely in the direction of the house.
 
   “So we don’t age, or what?” Chad asked from the stone drive, eyeing Joseph warily.
 
   Tanish sighed.  “Get up,” he said, holding out a hand and helping Chad off the ground.  “That’s partially true.  You don’t see old vampires and that’s because you have to be very healthy to survive the transformation.  You also don’t see many young vampires for the same reason.  But we do age.  It is very, very slow, but we do.”
 
   “Cool,” Chad said again.
 
    “We’re here!” Joseph repeated.  
 
   A tall woman appeared seemingly out of nowhere on the other side of the wrought iron.  She had dark skin, and brooding brown eyes.
 
   “Holy crap!” Chad said in alarm.  “Where did she come from?”
 
   Tanish glared at him.
 
   “Joseph,” she said, nodding.  “Tanish,” she said with what was almost a bow.
 
   “Nice to see you, Jess,” Tanish replied with a charming smile.
 
   “Open the gate,” Joseph said impatiently.
 
   The woman named Jess smirked at Joseph, and took her time with the lock, extracting an old fashioned skeleton key on a heavy chain from under her shirt.
 
   “You look lovely tonight,” Tanish said as the gate swung wide.  Joseph rushed past them.
 
   Her eyes brightened a bit at Tanish’s remark, but she didn’t respond, and instead stared appraisingly at Chad.
 
   “New turns?” she asked.
 
   “Has it ever been more obvious?  This is Chad,” Tanish said, gesturing to the stocky man next to Michael.  He smiled broadly and practically leapt through the gate in his excitement.
 
   “A lady vampire,” he said, shaking her hand and looking amused.
 
   “And this is Michael,” Tanish said.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Michael said quietly, with a respectful nod.
 
   “Hmm,” Jess said in surprise.  “Interesting.”
 
   Tanish flashed his thousand-watt smile.  “You really do look beautiful tonight.”
 
   “Stop it,” Jess said and shooed him like she would a fly.
 
   Joseph reappeared behind them.  Michael didn’t think he would ever get used to how fast they moved.  
 
   “Let’s go,” he said, “Bell won’t wait all night.”
 
   “Alright, come in then,” Jess gestured to Michael.
 
   Michael stepped over into the yard feeling foolish.  
 
   The house was one hundred yards past the gate.  It was enormous. Even from this distance Michael could see that there were at least a couple of dozen people dancing on the well-lit terrace.  Jazz drifted across the smooth lawn.
 
   The vampire named Jess closed the gate gently and locked it.  The five of them marched across the well-kept lawn toward the house.  As they approached, the music washed over them from the side of the house where hundreds of Chinese lanterns hung over the circular patio.  People with fancy clothes and sparkling wine glasses laughed and swayed with the music.
 
   Michael could feel his anxiety rising.  His palms were sweating.  He tried to straighten the wrinkles in his pink button-down, and frowned at the dark stains on his dress pants.  I hate parties.
 
   But they did not go out onto the terrace.  Instead, Joseph led the group through the tall oak front doors.  The ancient-looking door knockers bore two bold letters—B and S.  They rattled angrily as Joseph threw the doors open.  They were in a large entry room with white stone floors, leading to beautiful cherry wood stairs, each step as wide as Michael’s whole apartment.  Joseph pointed them down a hallway that was just past the staircase.
 
   “You good?” he asked Tanish.
 
   “I think I can handle it from here,” Tanish replied, but Joseph was already gone.
 
   The hallway was very wide.  Michael guessed it was a no-expense-spared kind of thing.  It was a beautiful space, but it was the kind of beauty that only impressed.  It did not invite.  There were several elaborately carved doors on each side, and paintings hung every few feet in between.  They portrayed various things—the English countryside, old photographs from when New York was young.  A large one pictured men on wooden scaffolding hanging the enormous numbers on ‘Big Ben’.
 
   They passed several people in the hall, drinks in hand, talking.  Michael tried his best to become invisible.  It seemed everyone gave him the same piercing, appraising look.
 
   The last painting on the wall was an oil portrait of a beautiful young girl.  She was dressed in a white and silver beaded dress with long strings of beads trailing from her ultra-short hem down to her knees.  Her flame red hair was cropped close to her jaw and styled in a perfect roaring twenties wave.  Michael stopped to stare at it.  He couldn’t help himself.  There was something very familiar about those eyes….
 
   “Is that…” He said aloud.
 
   “What do you think?” Tanish asked with a grin.
 
   “What are you guys talking about?” Chad asked, backtracking to get a better look at the picture.  “Woah!  Who’s the hottie?”
 
   Tanish’s smile evaporated.
 
   Michael didn’t know what to say.  Chad hadn’t seemed to notice that he was walking around with his foot in his mouth.  
 
   “That is someone who I would not disrespect,” Tanish said dangerously.
 
   Chad glanced at Tanish’s face and swallowed hard.  Tanish held his gaze as he had done with the large man in the bar.
 
   “You may be more trouble than you’re worth,” Tanish said after a few moments. He walked to the door at the end of the hall, and smoothed the wrinkles in his shirt.  He knocked twice.
 
   “Come in.”
 
   Tanish glanced at Michael’s mud-speckled shirt and wet knees, and Chad’s un-tucked shirt tails. He started to say something, then just sighed resignedly and opened the door.
 
   The room was furnished with fine leather sofas and tall, ruby-colored armchairs.  There was ornate woodwork all around, and the walls were painted a warm caramel color.  An enormous fireplace spanned half of the far wall.  It looked like an exceedingly well-furnished country club.  
 
   In front of the fireplace was an elaborately carved, glossy black desk.  There, in a wing-backed chair, sat Bell.   She was still wearing her smart business suit, but she had taken off her jacket.  The top three buttons of her blouse were undone, and she held a pale pink drink in her hand.  She looked very comfortable.
 
   “Tanish,” she said with a small smile, setting down her glass.  “And Michael,” she added with a nod.
 
   She got up from her chair and walked around, gracefully sitting on the desk cross-legged.  Michael noticed she was barefoot.
 
   Her beauty was alarming even though he had already seen her once.  He couldn’t seem to look anywhere else.  He could swear she was glowing but shook himself.  It must be his imagination.  Again he was stuck staring somewhere near her mouth.  Chad was staring somewhere slightly south.  His mouth was actually hanging open.  
 
   “This is Chad?” she gestured to Chad’s gaping awe.
 
   “Yes it is,” Tanish answered with the tiniest hint of ridicule in his voice.  
 
   “And where is Joseph?” Bell asked.
 
   “He…lost his patience.” They shared a meaningful look which caused Bell to smirk deeply.  Chad’s eyes were completely glazed over, staring at her ample curves.
 
   She turned her attention to Michael.  “You look…” she searched for the right word, “less shocked.  Have you had time to sort things out since we last met?”
 
   “I think he slept the whole time,” Tanish said quietly.  Bell held a hand up.  She wanted Michael to speak for himself.
 
   “Um…I slept the whole time.” 
 
   Bell smiled.  It was so unsettling.  Her mouth curved up in the same open-mouthed smile every time, denting her ivory cheeks with the tiniest dimples, but her eyes were always doing something different.  “I think you’re going to be tons of fun.”
 
   “Alright,” she turned back to Chad.  He was now staring at her perfectly pedicured, snow white toes.  “Hmm,” she said, smiling broadly.  “Well, Chad, I’m Bell,” she said loudly.  
 
   Bell held out her slender hand, but Chad had completely checked out.  His eyes were glued to her perky chest like a fourteen year old boy who snuck in to a Victoria’s Secret fashion show. 
 
   Bell laughed a little melancholy laugh, and glanced around at Tanish.  “I can see why Joseph left us a little early.”
 
   “Huh?” Chad said, coming back to reality.  He saw her hand waiting for him in mid-air and shook it hurriedly.  Bell’s posture changed the moment his hand touched hers.  The informal stance disappeared so quickly that Michael actually took an involuntary step back.
 
   “Oooh, Chad,” Bell whispered, releasing his hand like she would have done a particularly nasty insect.
 
   Tanish moved silently to stand between Chad and the door.  Michael braced himself.  Something was about to happen.
 
   “You know, Chad,” she said softly, holding one perfect pale finger just in front of Chad’s clammy face, causing him to go slightly cross-eyed, “There is a lot a girl like me can tell about a man” she touched her finger to his forehead, “with just one touch.”  Her eyes were already growing dark, reflecting the orange firelight.
 
   Then she changed.  From the crown of her head to her toes, she melted away.  And standing in front of Chad, in a pale blue school uniform, was a middle school aged girl.
 
   Chad’s eyes grew wide.  “How—how did you—“
 
   “You like them young, don’t you, Chad?” she asked with the sharp inflection of pre-teen immaturity.
 
   “I haven’t done…anything—I” Chad spluttered, backing away slowly until Tanish closed his hands around his biceps.  Chad whimpered, his eyes locked on Bell’s, his bottom lip quivering.
 
   Bell reached up to put both her small hands on either side of Chad’s face.  It was the gentlest touch.  Then her fingernails lengthened, biting into his chubby cheeks.  She pulled him forward with a quick side-step, slamming his face into the floor.  Blood sprayed across the highly polished hardwood from his cleanly broken nose.  
 
   “Holy crap!” Michael yelled, shutting his eyes tight.
 
   “No!” Chad screamed, “N—“
 
   Michael turned completely around to face Bell’s large desk, and clapped his hands over his ears.  He began humming “Birdhouse in your Soul” as loudly as he could, blocking out all but the loudest shrieks.  But nothing could block out the smell.  A sickly mixture of salty sweat and a coppery blood assaulted Michael’s senses.  He tried tucking his ear against his shoulder and covering his nose with his elbow, but the moment his curls sprang free a horrible squelching noise broke through his defenses.  He swallowed a mouthful of vomit and settled for deafness.
 
   He didn’t open his eyes until Tanish touched his arm.  
 
   “I bet Joseph wished he had stayed, huh?” Tanish said.
 
   “Is he…?” Michael asked, afraid to turn and look.
 
   Tanish only smiled.
 
   Michael turned around slowly, bracing himself.  On the floor where Chad had been standing were the remains of his clothes; shirt soaked red and torn to shreds, one shoe discarded in a tangle with what had been his jeans.  Crimson claw marks ran up the wall and surrounded the largest pool of blood that glistened almost black on the hardwood.  Michael braced himself against the nearest chair.  He worried he might faint.  Bile rose in his throat for the millionth time that day.  He tried to close his eyes, but it was too late.  He had barely gotten to his knees before throwing up everything he had left, his throat burning with acid.  
 
   “Bell went to get cleaned up,” Tanish leaned casually on the wall next to the door, thumbing his cell phone.
 
   Michael wiped his mouth with a shaking hand, and forced himself to stand.
 
   “She’ll meet you in the dining hall,” Tanish said, opening the door and waiting politely for Michael to navigate around the blood spray.  
 
   He led Michael around the grand staircase again, and down another hall.  They stopped outside two tall, ornately carved wooden doors.  Michael swallowed hard.  
 
   “Don’t worry,” Tanish said with a smile, “she likes you.”
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   The dining hall was the most lavish room Michael had ever seen.  The ceiling was all ironwork and glass, and enormous rose vines grew over the whole top of it.  Sconces all along the black walls shone upward, illuminating vibrant green foliage.  Light danced on the surface of an exceedingly long table, cast by three large crystal chandeliers.  Michael froze in the doorway.
 
   Bell sat at the very end of the table in front of three sparkling silver place settings.  She was relaxed in her chair, talking on her cell phone.  Michael noticed she had changed clothes.  Her business casual attire had been replaced by a silky white-pink dress with a severe neckline.  A fine gold chain held a single pearl between her breasts.  She looked up at the soft click of the door closing and gestured for him to sit down.
 
   Michael walked stiffly toward his seat.  I am about to have dinner with a woman who killed a man ten minutes ago.
 
   “No,” Bell said, smiling at Michael and indicating she’d only be a moment, “It is not possible for me to care any less than I currently do.”
 
   The chairs were high-backed and uncomfortable.  Michael sat and stared at his plate.  He eyed the myriad of spoons and forks with trepidation.  
 
   “Joseph.”  Bell adjusted herself in her chair.  “Make a decision.  It really doesn’t matter.”  She tapped her screen and placed her phone down gently by her plate.  
 
   “Management,” she said with a labored smile, “it’s a bore.”  She snapped her fingers and the doors off to her right opened.  A stern, middle-aged woman entered, pushing a cart of covered silver dishes.  Delicious aromas wafted toward them.  Michael’s stomach growled audibly.
 
   “I thought you might be hungry,” Bell smiled.
 
   Michael had not realized it, but he hadn’t eaten all day.
 
   “So…we still eat…regular food?” Michael asked, stomach churning.
 
   “Of course.”  Bell smiled.  “You can just leave the cart, Linda.  Thank you.”
 
   The woman named Linda smiled so briefly it almost didn’t count.  “Enjoy,” she said, and returned through the service door.
 
   “You have not really stopped being human, Michael,” she said, rising out of her chair and walking around beside the cart.  “So you still need to feed your human body.”  She lifted an ornate cover to reveal a pasta dish, loaded with shrimp and drenched in a rich white sauce, steaming hot and smelling glorious.  “But you are more than that now.  You can do things mortals can’t do.  So you need things mortals don’t need.”
 
   She breathed in the wonderful smell and served Michael a big helping.  
 
   “So, I’m alive.  I mean, I’m not dead…right?”
 
   “Well, technically you died; you have to for the transformation.  And the very fact that you very nearly can’t die brings us into a discussion of semantics.  What is life if there is no death?  Can darkness or light exist without the other?” she nudged him with her elbow and started eating.  “So,” she shrugged, “if black and white are dependent upon each other, we are the gray area.”  
 
   Michael’s eyes widened.  I didn’t understand one word of that.
 
   Bell laughed.  “Let’s leave it this way: the old Michael is dead, and the new Michael is here, better than ever.”
 
   Michael stared down at the numerous forks and frowned.   
 
   “Use any of them,” Bell said.  “Linda likes to set out a full place setting.  I don’t think I’ve ever used this one,” she said, holding up the longest of the spoons.
 
   “Thank you,” Michael said quietly.
 
   “I guess it’s just the two of us,” she said with a deep and deeply fake sigh, serving herself a large helping as well.  
 
   Michael couldn’t help but glance over at the vacant place setting that was meant for Chad.
 
   “Don’t be so nervous, Michael,” Bell took an enthusiastic bite.
 
   Michael picked up the normal fork, and tried a bite of shrimp.  It was so good he forgot where he was for a moment.
 
   “Good?” Bell asked.
 
   “Mmmhmmm,” Michael said, his mouth full of warm pasta.
 
   “See,” she leaned forward and patted his knee.  “We aren’t so scary.  Relax.”
 
   Michael swallowed hard.  He was surprised by the beauty of the clan home, as Bell had called it.  He was surprised to see Bell acting so courteous to the cook.  He was surprised by everything.  If someone had looked in the window it would have seemed like two friends were having a casual, if overindulgent, meal together.  You would sooner assume Bell was an heiress than a vampire.  
 
   Bell placed another large tray on the table and lifted the lid.  This one was full of steaming broccoli.  “Ah, yes, we must eat our veggies,” Bell said, giving them both a generous helping.  Michael hated broccoli.  But, not wanting to be rude, he took a bite.  It was almost as good as the main dish.  
 
   Bell took a bite, too, and smiled.  “We are so glad to have Linda.  We were miserable for years without her.  I went out of my way to turn one of the best chefs in the city and his food was dreadful.  And Linda had been here the whole time.  She was a student at Le Cordon Bleu, and we had her working in the bootleg business.  Such a waste.”
 
   “Bootleg?  Like, prada bags?” 
 
   “No,” she laughed, “like alcohol.  During the delightfully lucrative prohibition era.”  She smiled wistfully.  “Great fashion, too.”
 
   “Oh.”  Michael glanced toward the doors to the kitchen, and back to Bell.  How old are these people?
 
   Very old.
 
   Michael jumped so badly his forkful of broccoli flung across the table.
 
   Bell’s voice rang out crystal clear in his mind, though her mouth hadn’t moved one bit.
 
   “How did you do that?”
 
   It’s something all vampires can do.  Her voice echoed in his mind even as she raised her glass to her lips.  Some of us over a mile or two.
 
   Michael forced his throat to swallow.  How many of his thoughts had been overheard by Tanish and Joseph?  He played the evening over in his mind.  That explained the awkward pauses and random laughter between the two.   
 
   “I say ‘all’ vampires, but that doesn’t include you.  Yet,” she gestured at him with her fork.  “But you’ll get there.  There is a lot to learn around here.  And a lot I want to learn a lot about you.
 
   “What are your talents, Michael?  Your interests?”
 
   Michael smiled uncomfortably.  He couldn’t imagine there was anything she’d find worth knowing. “Um…”
 
   “Come on,” she said, “This is a family, Michael.  If you’re going to be a part of it, you’ll have to contribute to it.  What can you do for us?”
 
   Absolutely nothing came to mind.  His skills were all useless.  “I almost have a degree in accounting,” he offered.
 
   “Hmm,” she seemed surprised, “I wouldn’t have pegged you for a numbers guy.”
 
   Michael shrugged.  Accounting was his mother’s idea, and Michael hadn’t had a better one.
 
   “That’s good.  Very practical.”
 
   “My family is very practical.”
 
   “Yes we are,” she winked over her wine glass.  “Anything else?  How do you spend your spare time?” She leaned back in her chair, swirling ruby liquid in the bottom of her glass.
 
   “D&D.”
 
   “D and what?”
 
   “Dungeons and Dragons,” Michael felt heat rise in his face, “It’s a role playing game.”
 
   “Like a board game?”
 
   “No.  Well, you can use a map if you want.  But you don’t need that, really.”
 
   “Huh.  So, you just sit around and talk about dragons and dungeons?”
 
   “No.  There’s dice, and…” Michael coughed on a spicy pocket of pepper in his broccoli, “It’s complicated.  You kind of have to experience it.”  He took a large gulp of water.
 
   “There are a lot of things like that in life,” Her emerald eyes sparkled wickedly.
 
   Michael choked and sputtered, water dribbling down his front.
 
   Bell laughed louder than he had heard her laugh before, her face bright and her smile wide.  She was still laughing when she leaned forward and tossed him her napkin.  
 
   “Oh, you are fun, Michael.  I’m glad I met you,” She said, pulling her legs up gracefully to sit cross-legged in her wing back chair.  
 
   I wish I could say the same.
 
   Bell’s smile faded a bit, and she eyed him appraisingly for a moment before throwing back the last of her wine.
 
    “Now,” She said, “It’s your turn.  What do you want to know?” she opened her arms invitingly, “I’m an open book,” she said, checking her phone, “for exactly thirteen more minutes.  Then I have to run.”
 
   Oh good, Michael thought, I think so clearly with a ticking clock.  Michael knew what he most wanted to ask, but he remembered how she had responded when he’d asked her if it could be reversed, and he couldn’t forget what happened to Chad, no matter how much he wanted to.  He cleared his throat nervously.
 
   “What will happen if I decide not to…feed?” 
 
   She sighed deeply.  “Michael,” she said under her breath, standing and turning to the dinner cart.  She placed the smallest silver tray on the table and lifted the lid, to reveal a cheesecake with a gooey raspberry center.  She carefully cut a slender piece, placed it on a plate, and set it in front of Michael.
 
   “I don’t think that’s an option,” she said calmly, sitting down in front of her own piece of dessert.  She tucked her long red hair behind her ears and resumed her casual posture.  She looked at him with her clear green eyes, and Michael found he couldn’t look away.  “In about 24 hours you will want blood.  It will be all you can think about.  In 48 hours you won’t even see people anymore.  All you’ll see is the pulsing of their veins.  All you’ll hear is the beating of their hearts,” she selected the longest spoon and held it up with a smile.  “Linda will be so proud,” she took a small bite.  
 
   “In 48 hours you will feed,” she said matter-of-factly, “and you’ll feed on the closest warm body.”
 
   Michael looked down at his plate.  He had never wanted food less.
 
   “Is it possible to…feed…but not kill the person?” he asked quietly, all his hopes riding on the question.
 
   “Yes,” Bell said, “That’s how you turn someone into a vampire.”
 
   Michael deflated.  He couldn’t do this to anyone.  He wasn’t sure which was worse yet; life as a vampire or death.
 
   “But you can’t be sure they’ll survive anyway.  The transformation process is…taxing.  You are still experiencing that,” she said with her dazzling smile.  “Besides, it takes a great deal of self-control to stop once you’ve started,” she said, enjoying another bite of cheesecake.
 
   Someone chose to do this to me.  Michael was surprised by his own anger.  Whoever it was that he met in that alley chose not to kill him.  They chose to make him live as a vampire.  Michael glared at nothing, staring out into the spacious grounds, the dark grass going on for miles.
 
   “During the unconscious hours, when the mortal is closest to death, I believe there is a moment of choice.  You can see where this world and the next meet, and you choose to walk forward or walk back.  You and I chose to walk back.”
 
   Michael’s anger dissipated.  He slumped in his chair and ran his hands through his messy hair.  Why would I choose this?  “I don’t remember that.”
 
   She waved that away.  “That’s normal.  Parts of it may come back to you, or they may not.  I wouldn’t worry too much about it.  All that matters is you’re here.”  She smiled as though he had won the lottery.
 
   Michael picked up his fork and took the saddest bite of cheesecake in the history of dessert.
 
   “You are pitiful,” she said finally, eyeing him as he sat there, looking depressed and staring at his plate.  Her voice was suddenly cold.  “They all have to die sometime- the mortals.  You have been saved from that.  You have been given strength, speed, and immortality.  Your destiny has been changed,” she said, gesturing to the beautiful room.  “Embrace it.” 
 
   The large grandfather clock behind him chimed loudly.  He jumped so badly his fork flung out of his hand and bounced across the rich carpet.
 
   Bell laughed, her mischievous smile returning.
 
   Michael blushed and retrieved the fork, “Sorry,” he said, sitting back down.
 
   “Maybe that’s why you need so many forks,” she said, handing him another one.
 
   Michael set it down without eating.  “But how can I…do that…to a person?” he asked, more to himself than to Bell.
 
   “Do you want to survive?” Bell asked tersely.
 
   Michael didn’t answer right away.  “Yes,” he said begrudgingly.
 
   Bell just looked at him apathetically, and shrugged.  “Then you’ll do it.  I’ve seen what happens when a vampire is captured, caused to starve,” she said darkly.  “Trust me, Michael,” she said, looking up at the rose vines that grew overhead, “You don’t want to find out what happens if you don’t feed.”
 
   Michael stared up, too.  There were thousands of roses up there, all deep red and wickedly beautiful.  They wound their way through the decorative iron as if they were determined to take it down.  
 
   “Do you like our garden?” Bell asked.
 
   It was beautiful, but Michael thought there was also something hauntingly sad about it.  He nodded.
 
   “My Father planted it,” she said, “A very long time ago.  Look, Michael,” she said, returning to her plate, “Can I give you some advice?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Choose your first victim while you’re still able.  The hunger will come.  And it will choose for you.  It is no respecter of persons.
 
   “Now, give me your cell phone,” she said briskly, holding out her hand.
 
   Michael blinked and obeyed.
 
   “Really?” she asked incredulously, flipping open his beat-up 5-year-old cell phone, “I am putting my number in here.  I’ve got something to wrap up right now,” the corners of her mouth twitched in annoyance, “so don’t worry about how we’ll fit you into our family right now.  Just figure out your first couple of meals—”
 
   “First couple?” Michael interrupted, “How often do I have to…?”
 
   “Once the turning is over, you can get by with one a week, but for now you’ll need to feed about every other day for your new strength to reach its full potential,” she snapped his phone shut.  “So, if you’re still alive in a week or so, give me a call.” She smiled warmly at him and slid his phone across the table.
 
   Michael pocketed it.  “Thank you.”
 
   Bell’s sleek white phone beeped merrily from the table.  She took one more hurried bite of cheesecake, and silenced the ringtone.  “I have to go,” she said, smiling, “I’ll see you soon.  Tanish will take you home whenever you’re ready.”  
 
   She paused on her way past to rub his shoulders. “Please stay and enjoy your dessert,” She tousled his curls with a lilting laugh and left.
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   Tanish slid in before the door had closed behind Bell.
 
   “Are you going to finish that?” he asked, gesturing to the untouched three fourths of the cheesecake.
 
   “Oh,” Michael said, “No.”
 
   “Fantastic,” he said, settling into Bell’s chair and pulling the tray toward himself.  “Linda hardly ever makes this.  How’d it go?” Tanish asked, smiling, “You’re still alive so it couldn’t have been too bad.”
 
   Michael smiled uncomfortably.  I’m still alive, he thought bitterly, that’s the problem.
 
   “Well,” Tanish said, pausing in his rapid cheesecake consumption, “You need to get a move on and feed, friend,” he said in a half joking tone, “So I don’t have to run you all over town.”
 
   “Will I be able to run like y’all?” Michael asked.
 
   “Y’all?” he nearly choked laughing. “Sure,” he said, “Once you’ve fed.  It comes pretty naturally.”
 
   Michael frowned.  There was nothing natural about it.  He ran his hands through his hair in frustration.  What was he supposed to do now?
 
   “So…you guys just…what?  You kill anyone you choose?” Michael asked.  He was unable to mask the emotion in his words, but Tanish either didn’t notice or didn’t care.
 
   “Not exactly,” Tanish said, “You aren’t allowed to kill anyone that the cops will try too hard on.  No one high profile.  You have to keep it to people no one cares about.  Homeless, prostitutes, gang members.  Drunk loners” he gave Michael a conspiratorial look.  “It’s New York,” he said with a shrug, “Plenty of bodies.”
 
   Michael’s stomach churned.  This was wrong on so many levels.  He thought of the woman Tanish had singled out in the bar.  He wondered if she had family.  He thought of the woman in the alley.  Surely there was someone out there missing her.  
 
   “You ready to go?” Tanish asked, setting down the tray.  “I’d like to catch the rest of the party.”
 
   “Whose party is it?” 
 
   “Oh, Germaine got a promotion,” Tanish said, leading Michael to the door, “Partner in his firm.”
 
   “Really?” Michael asked, shocked, “There are lawyer vampires?”
 
   “Sure,” Tanish said, unimpressed.  He headed back down the wide hallway toward the front doors, “It’s not like it’s his first life, though.”
 
   “First life?”
 
   “Yes,” Tanish said, “We age really slowly, right?  So your ‘first life’ is your first identity.  You have to switch things up or people will start to notice you aren’t aging.  I think he goes by Charles D. Huntingdon right now,” he said with a pompous air. 
 
   Michael shivered.  How many people had he passed on the street who were more than what they seemed?
 
   “So you just choose a new name?  What about identification?” Michael asked, trying to keep up with Tanish’s quick pace.
 
   “With Bell’s connections?  She can get IDs and birth certificates and even social media history in an afternoon, no problem.  And when you need a quick exit, she’s got paramedics and M.E.s that’ll swear to whatever she wants.”
 
    Michel blinked stupidly.  “So you have jobs?  During the day?” He asked as they stepped out into night.
 
   “Yes, Michael,” he said, eyeing the party on their way past and flashing his smile at Jess, who was sipping champagne on the patio, “That’s how we can afford all of this.  That and, you know, Bell’s Father has… acquaintances.  Besides, it gets boring after a while.  You want something to do.  You really were expecting a cave full of coffins, weren’t you?”
 
   “No.  I don’t know.  It’s just…” Michael searched for the words, “You all seem normal…almost.”
 
   Tanish laughed, waving flirtatiously at Jessica, who handed him the key she had been wearing around her neck.  
 
   They walked on in silence.  Michael listened to the sound of their steps on the gravel walkway and felt his mind stretching to maximum capacity.  He pressed a hand to his forehead in an effort to dull the pain.
 
   “Still have that headache?” Tanish asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Michael said, cringing.
 
   “It’ll get better when you feed,” Tanish said, turning the key in the lock and tossing it back toward the party on the lawn, where, Michael was sure, Jess caught it.   The gate swung open silently.
 
   Michael marched out after Tanish.  ‘When’ I feed.  This can’t be happening.  It felt like a horrible nightmare from which he would wake at any moment.  But the cool night air smelled clean and refreshing, and the wind on the night-consumed grounds caused the frozen grass to shiver.  This was real.
 
   “Have you chosen who it will be?” Tanish asked, closing the gate.
 
   “No,” Michael said, his stomach doing somersaults at the thought of picking who to kill.
 
   “It’s not like you can wait around for a volunteer.”  Tanish started down the driveway.
 
   Michael couldn’t imagine killing anyone, let alone someone who wanted to live.  He thought how nice it would be to come across a person while they were jumping off the Brooklyn Bridge.  They would have had to already have jumped, though.  He could wait underneath an underpass and try to catch someone….
 
   “You ready?” Tanish asked, shaking Michael from his strange daydream.
 
   “I guess,” Michael said begrudgingly, bracing himself for Tanish’s firm and freezing grip.  But it was much warmer than before.    
 
   Michael started to take a breath to ask why he felt warmer, but Tanish took off in the middle of it, causing him to choke and splutter as the colors whipped past and the crisp country air turned heavy.  The world grew brighter as more lights populated their surroundings.   The pain in Michael’s head swam with the seafood in his stomach.  He closed his eyes tight, trying to hold in his dinner.  
 
   For a split second Michael felt as though they were flying completely off the ground, and then they came to a sudden halt, his feet firmly planted on his rusty balcony.  Michael inhaled sharply, losing his balance along with his bearings.  He fell backwards, the cool metal of the railing pressing against his lower back.  
 
   “Hold on!” Tanish said, grabbing hold of Michael’s arms.
 
   Michael swayed on his feet, looking down three stories to the cold pavement below.  “Thanks,” he muttered, closing his eyes against the spinning world.  
 
   “You got it?” Tanish asked, slowly releasing his arms.
 
   Michael took several deep breaths.  “Yeah,” he said finally, gripping the railing so tight his knuckles were white, “I’m good.”
 
   “Okay,” Tanish said, patting him on the back.  “Good luck.”
 
   Tanish turned to go, but Michael caught his shirt sleeve before he could disappear.  “Wait!” he said.  “Sorry.  It’s just…I can’t….”  He ran his hands through his hair in frustration.  “Can I ask you: Who did you choose first?”
 
   Tanish smiled brightly.  “My brother.”
 
   Michael blinked.
 
   “You wouldn’t look surprised if you’d met him,” he laughed and started down the fire escape, “Have a good night!”  Tanish blinked out of sight.  Michael thought he caught a glimpse of his suede jacket whip around the corner.
 
   Michael stayed on the balcony for a long moment, staring into the darkness, too numb to think.  Snow was starting to fall; the first fine sprinkles of dust pricking Michael’s cheeks.  
 
   The dark alley, which would have been barely navigable the night before, held no mysteries now.  He could see all the way to the other side, and hear a thousand sounds he would have been unaware of before.  A cat stalked near the end of the alley, the light dim on his dirty black fur.  His eyes were locked on a target just ahead, and Michael followed his gaze to find a rat busy with a discarded garbage bag.  Every filthy hair stood out with crystal clarity.  The cat pounced.  A cloud of potent stink rose from the garbage heap as the bags rustled with the impact.  Michael turned away, but he couldn’t help but hear the crunch of the rat’s body or the panicked scrabbling of its tiny claws.  
 
   Michael tried to open the window, but it was locked.  He pressed his face to the glass.  A stack of mail lay on the table.  Randy must have been over while he was out.  He had given him a spare key so he could let Michael in when he lost his keys, which usually happened once a month or so.  Michael hung his head and started his descent through the fire escape.  
 
   A hot, heavy feeling had settled into his stomach, panic just under the surface.  Twenty-four hours ago he’d been living his life.  He’d been normal.  He might not have been the bravest or most exciting person, but he’d been basically good; at least he never hurt anyone.  Now he had to choose between becoming a murderer or dying a horrific death.  Why is this happening to me?
 
   Heat rose in Michael’s face.  His eyes stung.  He gripped the rail as his vision was blurred by threatening tears.  He sucked a cold breath in and shook himself.
 
   Just keep moving, he told himself.  Just get inside.
 
   He swallowed hard before rounding the corner onto the sidewalk.  Faceless people passed him as he pushed his way to the front steps.
 
   He faced his building again, almost unable to believe that he had looked up at it just that morning, unaware of his new condition.  The faded façade looked the same as before.  The slightly crooked front steps felt the same underfoot.  The large mailbox in the hall was as rusty as it had always been.  Everything looked the same.
 
   But it could not have been more different.
 
   With each step up the stairs Michael felt the last dying bits of his denial slough off.  He was a vampire.  His life was over.  Tears welled up again as he worked the key into his door.  He wiped them off angrily and lifted the door, wiggling the lock.  It didn’t budge.  
 
   “Come on!” he yelled, banging his fist on the wood.  It swung open with a deafening squeak.  Michael stepped inside and slammed the door behind him.  He leaned against it and slid down into a weary puddle.
 
   I can’t kill anyone.  I won’t trade anyone’s life for mine.
 
   Michael pulled his knees against his chest, rested his pounding head on his forearms, and sobbed until he was out of breath.  I’m going to die.  He cried the ugliest cry of his life, with great gasps for breath sending waves of intense pain through his temples.  He had to force himself to stop, snotty, sobbing aftershocks shaking his whole body.
 
   He stared down at his lap morosely, wondering what would happen to him when he starved to death.  Bell hadn’t actually answered that question.  His eyes focused uselessly on his desk, and the stack of mail Randy had brought inside.
 
   He stood, his head pounding furiously as he stumbled to the makeshift desk.  The office chair made a jarring squeak when he sat.  There was a note on top of the pile, in Randy’s handwriting.
 
   “Came over to steal your food but there wasn’t any.  Brought in your mail.  Hope you’re having a good night.”
 
   Michael sighed.  Randy’s passive-aggressive b.s. calling was not lost in him.  He’d known he couldn’t lie to Randy.  He knew him too well.
 
   What am I going to do?  He put his head down on the table, the glossy ad paper cool on his cheek, and stared at the sink faucet, the steady drip hypnotizing his pulverized brain.
 
   dripdrip
 
   I’m going to die.
 
   dripdrip
 
   Will they have to lock me up?
 
   dripdrip
 
   How much will it hurt?
 
   dripdrip
 
   I really liked Charlotte.
 
   With his face sideways on the surface of the table, tears and snot leaked out to moisten his cheek.  It got uncomfortable after a few minutes, so Michael sat up and looked at the mail.
 
   He sorted through it pointlessly.  Large pizza for 9.99: garbage pile.  Mattresses from the Mattress King for zero down plus no interest for 12 months: garbage.  An advertisement for the “Shady Plantation Retirement Villa”.  Michael looked at the smiling face of the elderly gentleman on the cover of the glossy brochure.  He sat on a park bench, surrounded by the colors of fall, his wheelchair sitting abandoned in the background of the picture.  Michael flipped it open.  They only paid the professional photographer for the cover shot.  The inside was full of bland rooms with inexpertly bright paintings and awkwardly placed medical equipment.  Michael could almost smell the stale air of inactivity.  The last page featured an advertisement for a funeral home which was, apparently, “conveniently adjacent” to the “retirement villa”.
 
   “Ugh,” Michael said aloud.  The stark blandness of the “Villa” reminded him suddenly of his great grandpa Miller, who he’d been forced to visit every other Saturday when he was young.  He’d stare out the window for the whole visit, his face limp and his eyes blank from all the medications.  Every time they’d get up to leave he’d roll over onto his other side and point to the machines that beeped and prodded his life along.  His mother would pretend she didn’t see.  Michael tossed the ad in the garbage pile.
 
   Then he froze.  He looked down at the brochure again.  
 
   Tanish’s joke sounded again in his mind: “It’s not like you can wait around for a volunteer.”  Michael stood and wiped his nose on his sleeve.  The overzealous smiles of the actors looked up at him from the pamphlet cover.  
 
   Maybe there was a way.
 
   He would need his costume.
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   Everyone was in a hurry.  The energy was panicked, which was unsettling.  
 
   “Hi, Michael.” Charlotte barely looked at him as she hurried past with her clipboard.
 
   Michael tried to say hi in return, but all that came out was a choked sort of gurgle.  He had spent the day either asleep or on his computer, with his phone shut off and his curtains closed.  Bell’s words regarding the coming hunger had haunted his dreams.  He didn’t want to take any chances.  
 
   Just get through the play, he told himself sternly, and get away with the costume.
 
   He pushed his way past the scurrying cast members and into the guys’ dressing room.  You couldn’t really be shy if you were going to be in theatre.  Michael had the luxury of wearing a costume that he didn’t have to undress first to wear, but the people wearing skin-tight black leotards were not so lucky.  He averted his eyes and shuffled along the locker-room-style bench all the way to the end.  He sat down and untied his sneakers, trying to unsee the things he had passed.  People ran around him in every direction.  Michael wondered why everything was so rushed.  It hadn’t been so bad opening night.  
 
   He got into his costume quickly, anxiety making him clumsy with the buttons as he thought of going out on stage.
 
   “Hey Michael,” Carter said, eyes on his clipboard as he rushed past.  “Have you talked to them yet?”
 
   “Talked to who?”
 
   Carter stopped what he was doing.  “The cops.  They’re in the prop room interviewing everyone.”
 
   He could swear his heart was going to beat out of his chest.  Cops.  Questioning everyone.  I should have seen this coming, he thought desperately.  
 
   “They told Charlotte they would be staying around for the show and that no one was allowed to leave until they had talked to everyone.”  He gestured toward the lobby with his pen.  “They’ve got a guard at the door with a list of our names checking them off as they go.”
 
   “But right before the show?” Michael asked incredulously.  
 
   “Don’t get me started,” Carter said.  “Charlotte looked like she might start crying, she was so mad.  No one is ready, and it’s already—” Carter looked at his watch.  “Seven minutes to curtain.  They’ll just have to get to you after.  You can blame the stage manager.  Hurry!”
 
   Michael snatched up the scythe and attached the mesh face piece on his way out the door.
 
   “Where are my candleholders?” Michael heard Carter yell as he stepped around to the back of the stage.
 
   Michael looked into the dark space and was surprised to realize he could see every leg of the frame even through the costume.  He stepped over each one easily and waited in silence for the announcements to start.
 
   I should have seen that coming.  Michael pressed the cool wooden shaft of the scythe against his forehead.  He felt that same burgeoning panic that heated his insides the night before boiling up again.  What will I say?  Can I try to sneak out?  No.  That would just make me look like I’ve got something to hide.  He decided he would just say that he went home and that he hadn’t heard anything on his way by.  There was no reason for anyone to not believe him; after all, that is what every other cast member was bound to be saying.  He just had to lie really well.  
 
   Not my strong suit.
 
   Michael sighed.  That familiar panic would swell up in him, he knew.  He would start babbling.  He would give himself away.  He was going to have to try to sneak out.
 
   “Welcome to the Destin College Dinner Theater,” said the booming recording.
 
   Michael groaned.  One problem at a time.  He adjusted his posture, remembering how uncomfortable he had become after an hour in a confined space on opening night, and took one last deep breath as the lights dimmed and the bells tolled.
 
   The show went very well.  Tom remembered his lines.  The cues were executed and responded to with perfect timing, despite the fact that things backstage could not have been worse.  The theater tends to draw people who thrive on chaos.  
 
   Michael jumped down off the stage and made a beeline for the doors that led to the lobby.  He had already changed out of his costume and stuffed it into his backpack.  His plan was to blend in with the theater-goers as they trickled out the front doors.
 
   “We did it!” Randy said excitedly as he came down the ladder from the sound booth, startling Michael.  “Perfect show!”
 
   “Yup,” Michael said, stepping aside for a couple of lingering patrons who were chatting as they moved toward the exit.  He planted the scythe on the thick carpet of the theater and hoped Randy wouldn’t ask about it.
 
   The auditorium was set up like most auditoriums were, with rising levels in the floor on the audience side.  But instead of lots of narrow risers, they had just 6 different levels, each one holding 10 tables, with an aisle down the middle for waiters and waitresses to travel without impeding anyone’s view.  The aisles on the sides were extra wide, too, to enable silent rolling carts to bring the mediocre food to the diners.  The theatre could seat up to 240 people, and they had been full tonight.
 
   “Amazing!” Randy said, “A full house, and a perfect show.  That never happens!”
 
   “Yup,” Michael said again.  
 
   Randy was bouncing on his heels in satisfaction.  Michael looked around him into the lobby.  There was a young cop standing at the exit.
 
   “Okay, don’t be mad,” Randy said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I called the guys,” Randy said.  “I know your midterms are practically over now, so you can’t use that as an excuse!”
 
   “I’ve got—” Michael began, but he saw the assortment of geeks that made up their Dungeons and Dragons group file in through the door behind Randy.  They all had their books and pencils ready.
 
   “Come on, Michael,” Randy said, joining their friends, “You don’t have anything else going on, do you?”
 
   Joe, James, Brian and Hope gathered around Randy, and all of them joined in the choir.  
 
   “I didn’t bring anything with me,” Michael said.
 
   “Well,” Randy said with a faux-guilty look on his face.  “I sort of stole this from your place,” he said, rifling through his over-the-shoulder laptop bag and pulling out Michael’s Dungeon Master’s Guide and Player’s Handbook, as well as the folder that contained their character sheets.
 
   “Randy, that key was for emergencies.”
 
   “Emergencies like you locking yourself out for the zillionth time?” Randy asked, “I already asked Charlotte and she said she didn’t mind us using the dressing room.”
 
   “I really can’t,” Michael said.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “C’mon,” Joe said behind his thick glasses, shouldering his iPhone in his gadget holster.  “We haven’t played in over a month!”
 
   Behind him, Michael saw the young uniformed cop accept a tray of coffee and turn past the lobby doors toward the prop room.  This might be his only chance.
 
   “I’m sorry, guys,” he said, pushing past James’ bulky back pack as he spoke. “Y’all pick a day and we’ll play, I promise!”
 
   They all shouted their protests behind him, but he was already to the door.  He looked into the lobby.  There were several loitering patrons, and one tiny old man arguing with the girl in the ticket booth, but no cops.  Michael made for the open double doors that led to the street.
 
   His sneakers hit the sidewalk and his heart fluttered with adrenaline.
 
   “Hey, you!” 
 
   Michael turned around.  A clone of the coffee-carrying cop leaned against their squad car.
 
   “You a cast member?” he gestured to the scythe in Michael’s hand.
 
   Michael nodded, and tried to look innocent.
 
   “Have you talked to the detective yet?”
 
   “Oh,” Michael said, adjusting the wide strap of his bag.  “No.”
 
   “Where are you running off to then?”
 
   “I have an overdue paper.  I was going to run home and get it turned in—my professor said it was my last chance.”  Michael knew his cheeks were turning crimson.
 
   The officer smirked at Michael and sipped his coffee.  He lifted his handheld radio to his lips and pressed a button.  “Mitchell,” he said, “Tell the Detective we’ve got at least one more.”
 
   “What’s your name, kid?”
“Michael,” he stuttered, “Michael Wallace.”
 
   “The reaper kid, Michael Wallace,” he said into the radio.
 
   “I thought you were in a hurry, kid,” he gestured back inside.  “Go!”
 
   “Oh,” Michael mumbled.  “Thank you.”
 
   Michael took the steps two at a time.  The coffee cop passed him on the way out.  
 
   Well, I tried.  
 
   Michael stopped on his way to the prop room to deposit his bag and scythe just inside the auditorium, where no one would notice them.  He’d just grab them easily on the way out.  Fewer questions that way.
 
   “There you are.  Where’d you go?” Randy had spotted him.
 
   “I—I was—”
 
   “C’mon,” Randy said, leading the way to the prop room, “You have to see this cop.  He looks just like Columbo.”
 
   Randy opened the door and Michael walked in, already trembling with nerves.  The police were standing in a corner near the door.  There were two uniformed officers and one plainclothes detective.  They were already wearing their coats.  One of the beat cops was tall and very young.  The other was shorter, with a tired-looking face and darker hair and eyes.  
 
   “Hey,” Randy said, nudging Michael with his elbow.  “See what I mean?”
 
   If Michael hadn’t been frantically remembering what he had decided to say, he would have agreed.  The detective sat at the dingy metal craft table, a coffee sitting next to a tall notepad.  He had dark hair and narrow, light brown eyes.  He wore a long beige coat and scuffed-up leather shoes.  One of the candleholders sat in the chair opposite him, answering questions.  He picked up his pen and jotted something down.  His thick eyebrows were drawn into a suspicious scowl.  
 
   “Oh, and I talked to the guys,” Randy said quickly, as the tired-looking cop made his way toward them. “We’ll be at your place the day after tomorrow.” 
 
   “Randy, I—”
 
   “You said pick a date,” he brushed Michael off and waved happily to the cop.
 
   “I’m Officer Mitchell,” he said, “I need to ask you a few questions.”
 
   “Sure,” Randy said. “Shoot.”
 
   The man smirked but pressed on.  “Are you both part of the show?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Randy said.
 
   “Were you here on Wednesday night?” he asked Randy.
 
   “Yes,” Randy said, “We both were.  We were here for the opening night party, too.”
 
   “What time would you say you left?” asked Officer Mitchell.
 
   Randy glanced at Michael.  They hadn’t really been watching the clock.  “I don’t know…what do you think, Michael?  Around…” He looked toward the ceiling, apparently doing the math.
 
   Michael noticed that the Columbo cop was eyeing him.
 
   “It was two,” Michael said, louder than he had intended to.
 
   Officer Mitchell opened his mouth to ask another question, but the Detective walked up behind him and placed a hand on his arm.
 
   “What is your name, son?” the detective asked Michael, his brown eyes calculating.
 
   “Um…Michael, sir.  Michael Wallace,” he said, sounding as though he was giving puberty another go-round.
 
   The detective’s eyebrows twitched.  He looked down at his notepad and pointed to an entry with his short pencil.  “What time did you say you left?”
 
   Michael cleared his throat.  Randy stared at him questioningly.  “It was two a.m., sir,” he said.
 
   “You sure?” The detective smiled.  
 
   Michael nodded.  
 
   “The play started at midnight.  It’s almost two hours long.  Your friend,” he gestured to Randy, “says you were at the party with him.  Unless you only stayed about a minute,” he laughed quietly, “you couldn’t have gotten out by two.”
 
   “Oh,” Michael said, “I guess it was a little later.”
 
   The detective smiled.  “Alrighty, Michael,” he said, writing in his notepad, “is it W-a-double l-a-c-e?”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Michael swallowed hard.
 
   “Did either of you see anything out of the ordinary when you left the party?” he asked, his piercing gaze never wavering from Michael’s face.
 
   “No, sir,” Michael said quickly.  Calm down.
 
   The officer reached into his jacket and pulled out a piece of thick glossy paper.  He held it up for them to see.  It was her.  Her hair was plastered with blood and her upper body lay at an unnatural angle from her lower body.  Here was the face that had been shrouded in the darkness of his nightmares divulged in stark daylight.  Michael cringed.  
 
   “Seen her before?” 
 
   Michael’s stomach churned, and he forced himself to look at the photo again.  He shook his head.  
 
   “No sir,” Randy said, glancing at Michael, “and I think it was probably around 2:30 or 3:00 when we left.  I don’t remember.  I went home and downed a two liter of Mountain Dew then wrote a ten page paper before bed so it’s all kind of hazy.  I’m sorry we’re not more helpful.”
 
   “Thank you,” he smiled at Randy, clearly done with him.  He turned to Michael.
 
   “My name is Detective Paole.”  He handed him a business card.  “If you remember anything odd about the evening, give me a call.”  His friendly tone was betrayed by the hardness in his stare.
 
   Both uniformed cops followed him out into the lobby.
 
   “Have a good night!” Randy called after them.
 
   Michael deflated when the last polished black heel disappeared out the door.
 
   “Well, I think you just made yourself a suspect,” Randy teased.  “What was that?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Michael said, staring down at the clean white card.
 
   Randy leaned in so the cast members standing nearby couldn’t hear.  “This doesn’t have anything to do with whatever weirdness was going on yesterday, does it?” 
 
   “No.”  Michael managed to sound reassuring.  “It’s nothing.  Cops just freak me out.”  
 
   Randy nudged him with his shoulder.  “Cops and hospitals, right?” 
 
   “Yeah,” Michael said, turning to go.  And nursing homes.
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   The hallway was dimly-lit, several different shades of beige, and the last place on earth Michael wanted to be.  There were a dozen rooms, six on each side.  All the doors were open, and soft yellow lamp light filtered out of most of them.  He stood in the middle of the empty hall, feeling foolish in his costume, much more like a child forced into the Halloween spirit than a grown man contemplating homicide.  
 
   Michael shivered with nerves and indecision.  He walked as quietly as he could to the closest room and listened for any movement from within.   Aside from the buzzing of the florescent lights and the whirring of the medical equipment, it was quiet.  
 
   He looked up and down the hallway and groaned.  
 
   This was the nursing home closest to his apartment that didn’t tout high security as a feature on its website.  While other facilities boasted about gates and professional guards in between photos of landscaped exteriors, this place had a one-page html scroller with sparse details listed by bullet points in comic sans.   Michael had circled the building as innocently as he could, giving the windows and doors a side-eye as he pretended to tie his shoes.  There was a reason they didn’t mention security on their website.  One guard sat half-asleep in a chair by the front door, a flashlight held loosely in one hand and a chip bag in the other.  There was no one watching the rear at all.  Michael had opened an unlocked window and hoisted himself and his backpack inside without any trouble.  
 
   The halls were deserted.  Michael had gotten more and more tense at every effortless turn.  He hadn’t realized until that moment that he was hoping something would stop him.  
 
   He peeked into the first open door and whimpered.  He was discovering that theoretical murder was excessively easier than real murder.  Michael didn’t realize until his hand started to cramp that he was gripping the scythe so hard his knuckles were white.  He switched hands and glanced back the way he had come.  He wanted to bolt for the window and never see this place again.  He desperately wanted to be anywhere else, but Bell’s advice kept him there; his own cowardice kept him rooted to the spot, his green sneakers reflected in the overly waxed linoleum floor.  He rolled his shoulders quickly and took several deep breaths.  
 
   Just try, he told himself, just see if someone is ready.
 
   He looked into the nearest room again, steeled himself against the smell of vapor rub and cleaning solution, and stepped inside, his black cloak sweeping in behind.
 
   The curtain was drawn around the bed.  Michael took the reaper gloves out of his pockets and pulled them on, the fabric stretching tight over his skin.  He watched his own faux-skeletal hand pull back the curtain.
 
   A little old lady lay there, tiny in her blankets, reading.  She looked up at the sound of the curtain and immediately started hyperventilating.  The heart monitor next to her bed went crazy.  She mouthed like a fish before crumpling over in a dead faint.
 
   For one terrible moment Michael thought the heart monitor would accelerate into a flat line, but the moment her eyes closed it began to slow down.  He turned and ran out of the room, his heart hammering inside his chest.
 
   He kept running.  He ran all the way back to the window he’d left open for an easy escape.  He would have run all the way home if Bell’s haunting prophesy hadn’t broken through in his frantic mind. 
 
   The hunger will choose for you; it is no respecter of persons.
 
   Michael cursed under his breath.  She’s fine, he told himself, she’ll just think it was a dream.  Get back over there and look for someone.  He traversed the hall again, this time not even allowing himself to slow down.  He knew if he did he would be able to rationalize passing every room.  He marched right in without letting himself think.
 
   The drapes were pulled across the bed, and the patient inside wheezed loudly over The Price Is Right.  Michael couldn’t tell whether they were sleeping or just breathing.  He adjusted his scythe and took several deep breaths.  
 
   The heart monitor by the bed beeped slowly, rhythmically.  Michael heard the covers rustle.
 
   “Is someone there?” asked a gravelly voice from behind the curtain.
 
   As soon as the old man spoke Michael knew that he could not do this.  Suddenly his thinking that killing someone who was close to death would be less awful was proved miserably, hopelessly wrong.  
 
   But Bell’s words still teased him in the back of his mind, and he stood there silently, unable to go forward and unable to go back.
 
   “Hello?” the old man said irritably.  “Open the curtain, already.  Do you know how annoying it is when you just stand there?”
 
   Michael almost turned and left.  He wanted to.  But this was his only idea.  It was this or… Michael tried to get the image of Tanish’s grip tightening around that woman’s shoulders out of his head.  You have to do this, he told himself sternly.  
 
   He reached out and pulled back the curtain.
 
   The old man inhaled sharply, the monitor’s rhythm raced faster.
 
   “Jesus, God, and the Holy Spirit,” he said, his eyes wide.  He raised a wrinkled, shaking hand to his mouth.  “Jesus Christ in heaven,” he whispered.
 
   Michael stood there silently, not knowing what he had pictured, but knowing it wasn’t this.  He wanted to make sure that this man was ready to go.  Like, super, extra, uber ready to go.  But how would he find out?  Would the illusion be ruined if he spoke?  But even as Michael’s mind raced for an answer the heart monitor calmed almost to its original pace.  
 
   The man in front of Michael smiled softly, wrinkles framing pale blue eyes.  Michael couldn’t take his eyes off of the man’s purple veins protruding through his transparently thin skin.  His heart beat loudly, excitedly.  A lump of fear and revulsion rose in his throat.  He knew what Bell meant about getting hungry, and he was horrified.  Yet the thought of actually touching this man’s frail body still repulsed him.  It was controllable.
 
   “Well, then.”  The old man lifted the remote control and silenced the TV.  “How does this work?”
 
   I have no idea, Michael thought in a panic.
 
   “I’m sorry I was rude earlier,” the old man said.  “I, uh, I thought you were another of those terrified trainees.  They always lurk out there counting their pimples and reading my chart, probably deciding whether or not I’m dead yet.”  He chuckled and looked at Michael expectantly.
 
   “I must say, I was really hoping to make it until the morning.”
 
   Michael cocked his head to one side inquiringly.
 
   The man looked surprised at this.  “My first great-great grand child is coming to meet me.  11lbs, 15 ounces,” he chuckled, adjusting his tiny, withered frame on the bed.  “That’s a properly fat baby, and a girl to boot.”
 
   Crap.  He had to be sweet.  Michael was hoping for a mean old grandpa, the kind that yells for you to get off his grass or fusses at parents to shut up their children at the supermarket.
 
   Michael glanced at the heart monitor; it had resumed its slow, measured beeping.  
 
   The old man’s gaze moved with Michael’s.  “They have been very positive lately.  Telling me how great I look and all that nonsense.  But I knew when they started bringing me two puddings a day that I was done for.”  There was a sad sparkle in his eyes.
 
   Michael couldn’t do it.  He was more certain of that now than ever before.  There was no way he could hurt this man.  But how could he get out of it now?  
 
   “Sir?” the man asked, his eyes tearing up.  “I’ve done some things I’m not proud of, but I’ve taken care of my own.  I think I can look back and say that I’ve led a good life. Lord knows it has been a long one.”  His eyes glistened in the blueish glow of the little lamp on his bedside table.
 
   Michael could only stare at him.
 
   “If it is at all possible, sir,” he said, looking up at Michael hopefully, “may I please have just 24 more hours?  Wait.  What time is it?  Let’s see,” he said, struggling to reach his wrist watch on the nightstand and then working it like a trombone to get it to the right distance from his eyes.  “Not even that long,” he said, holding up a wrinkled finger.  “Just 12 hours.”
 
   Michael nodded solemnly, his own heart drumming at this unexpected reprieve.  
 
   The old man laughed out loud.  “Really?” he said, the heart monitor chirping merrily.  “I didn’t—.”  He laughed, clapping his hands together with glee.  “That was just a shot in the dark.  Thank you,” he said, bowing as best he could in his many blankets.  “Thank you.”
 
   Michael stared at him a few moments more, then turned slowly and glided from the room with a slow, measured pace.  The old man thanked him joyfully the whole way.  
 
   As soon as Michael was out of earshot he broke into a run.  
 
   There was a bathroom conveniently close to the window Michael had used for his entrance, and he ducked inside.  His hands shook as he tore off his costume, throwing his gloves into the bag he’d left in the stall and stuffing it with black fabric like an over-full suitcase.  
 
   Once he was dressed, he crept back to the door and listened for a moment.  Nothing.  He opened it very slightly and peeked out.  No one.  He stepped out into the hall and noticed a chair sitting near a table of pamphlets.  
 
   Michael tiptoed over and stole the chair, placing it underneath the small rectangular window just outside the bathroom door.  He climbed onto it and stuck his head out the window to make sure no one was walking around the yard.  Michael climbed down to retrieve the scythe, laid the heavier end on the window frame, and pushed it out hard.  It kicked up leaves as it slid across the frozen ground.
 
   The backpack was an awkward, lumpy shape, but Michael was able to hoist it up and shove it out of the small window opening.  For once he was glad he was so skinny.  There was room to spare as he climbed through the window.  He landed heavily on the carpet of leaves outside the building.  He brushed himself off and retrieved his things.  Every crunch of the leaves underfoot made him tense up and look around.  
 
   Sounds that are boring when one is innocent are suddenly enormous and shocking when one is guilty.  
 
   He began to tiptoe across the lawn toward the fence that bordered the property, but couldn’t help breaking into a run.  Looking back across the lawn, he let out a sigh of relief.  No one had seen him.  Not bad for my first B & E, he thought, frowning across the dark yard to the fence that bordered the property.
 
   It was chain link, and it came up to Michael’s eye level.  He had made it over alright the first time, but he had the soft ground to land on then, evidenced by the grass stains that ran up his entire left side.  This time he had the hard pavement waiting for him if he fell.
 
   Michael looked into the street just past the fence.  No one in sight.  He lifted the scythe as high as he could, laid it on the top of the fence and let the weight of the rubber blade swing it over the other side.  It bounced a little on the pavement and flopped over with a frightful clatter that made Michael cringe.  He hoisted the duffle bag.  It caught the chain link on its way down, causing the fence to rattle horribly.  
 
   He froze, listening hard.  He could have sworn he heard someone talking.  Nausea swam in and out again with his hearing.  One second it sounded distant and the next it sounded like it was right behind him.  Then there was a static sound and a blaring beep.  Michael realized he was hearing the guard that sat at the front of the building.  I’ll never get used to this, Michael thought, cringing when he heard the cheap folding chair creak as the guard stood up.  He was on the move.  
 
   He hurried to get a foothold in the chain link.  Soon he was perched precariously on top of the six-foot fence.  He sat as lightly as he could on the rounded metal top of the post, trying not to squish anything valuable, one leg on either side.  
 
   “Okay, this is when I fell last time,” he muttered aloud.  “So let’s try…” he said, hooking his left foot into chain link.  As he swung his right leg over his ragged jeans caught on a loose wire and he toppled, arms swinging madly, to the ground.  He thrust his left hand out to catch his fall.  Pain seared through his arm and up into his shoulder.  
 
   Michael winced, his cheek against the cold pavement.  He looked up through the pain to see that his pants had held on tight to the fence.  He lay in the alley in only his boxers.  Fantastic.  He sat up with shaky breath and stood carefully, every move setting off alarm bells of pain in his shoulder and back.  He touched his arm gingerly, and had to fight down a gagging sensation as he discovered it was hanging at an odd angle; his shoulder was clearly dislocated.  
 
   “Ew, ew, ew,” Michael groaned.  “Gross, gross, gross.”
 
   “Hey!” said a booming voice.
 
   Michael looked up.  The guard was running towards him across the lawn, keys and extra calories swinging madly.  “Stop right there!”
 
   “Crap!” Michael shuffled over to his bag as fast as he could, his shoulder searing with every movement.  He snatched up the scythe with his good hand and started off down the alley.  
 
   “Stop!” the voice came again.  Glancing back, he saw his pants hanging on the fence and remembered that his wallet was inside.  The guard was red-faced and huffing, but moving quickly just the same.
 
   The guard’s eyes met his, and they both looked at the pants.  
 
   Michael rushed back and leapt for them in desperation with his only free hand.  Pain shot through his back and chest as he extended his injured arm.  Then there was a loud pop and the pain vanished.  All of it.  Michael was momentarily stunned, his hand on the pants and his mouth hanging open.
 
   “Stop!” the guard huffed, just barely missing the pants in a wild grab.  
 
   “No!” Michael replied, tugging against the metal that held the pants in the fence.  They broke free with a loud tear.
 
   “Wait right there!” the guard said again, attempting to get a foothold in the fence.
 
   “No!” Michael said again, running away as fast as he could, marveling at the absence of pain in his arm.  He looked back to see the rent-a-cop flop down on the ground in defeat.
 
   There is no way he is getting over that thing.  But Michael ran just the same; pants, bag, and scythe in hand.
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   Michael woke up feeling as though he had never even shut his eyes.  He stared up at the slightly smoke-stained ceiling and groaned.  His limbs felt so heavy that for a moment it seemed he was paralyzed.  He sat up slowly, feeling that his middle might as well have been made of that eerily flesh-colored silly putty.  
 
   The window to the fire escape no longer closed properly; there was a gap at least two inches wide at the bottom.  Even though there was a healthy breeze, he probably would not even have noticed had it not been for the snowflakes that blew across his face as he tried to sleep.  It was a strange thing to know objectively that not freezing to death was an advantage but feeling disturbed by it anyway.  
 
   Michael trudged to the window and looked out.  The city was always at its most beautiful after a healthy snow, when all the browns and grays and blacks of the many shingles and exposed tar paper were replaced with pristine white sparkles.  Below, Michael knew, the streets would be a slosh of cold brownish mud.  But from his third-floor vantage point, the city was bathed in a clean slate of snow.
 
   I have to kill someone today.
 
   Bell appeared on the other side of the glass.  
 
   “Gah!” Michael jumped back in alarm and landed hard on his butt.
 
   She was dressed in black leather from head to toe, her vibrant hair pulled back into a shimmering braid.  A motorcycle helmet was nestled in the crook of her arm.  She looked pissed.
 
   She kicked the window open with a knee-high leather boot and stepped inside.
 
   “What did I do?” 
 
   “That’s a good question, Michael,” she said, holding out a hand and yanking him to his feet.  “Let’s think about that.  What was one of the very first things I said to you?”
 
   “Um…” Michael watched as she pulled a slender cell phone from her the pocket of her jacket.
 
   She navigated to a video clip and held it in front of Michael’s face.
 
   “There was an apparent break in at the Glenn Heights Retirement Home,” said a chesty brunette at a news desk.  “According to police nothing was taken; but check out this image caught on security cameras as the perpetrator was fleeing the scene.”
 
   The screen flashed as a fuzzy square of security footage replaced the anchor.  The grim reaper was walking down the hallway of the nursing home, scythe and all.  The tape fast-forwarded a little bit, and then the figure went the same way he had come, and turned down another hallway.  “News correspondent Sylvester Lyle talked with Mr. Jeffery Westen, a resident who claims to have played host to a specter from beyond the grave.”
 
   “He walked right into my room,” said the wheezy old man Michael had spoken to ten hours before.  “Pulled back the curtain and all,” he said, staring adoringly at the round-faced baby he held in his lap.  “I asked if I could see my first great-great granddaughter.  “And He gave me one more day,” he smiled broadly, “11 lbs, 15 ounces.”
 
   The brunette returned.  “The police decline to comment officially.”
 
   Bell tucked the phone back into her pocket.  “Was I not clear that I do not appreciate media attention, Michael?”
 
   “Yes, mam,” Michael said, wincing.  “Sorry.  I didn’t think—”
 
   “Clearly you didn’t think, Michael,” she said sharply.
 
   “I just thought it’d be better…than….” his voice trailed off as sickness rose in his throat.
 
   “That’s your big idea to assuage your conscience?  It’s cute,” Bell laughed.  “You’re going to bleed a near-corpse dry?”
 
   “I won’t kill an innocent person who wants to live,” Michael said, less quietly.  “I won’t do that.  I was just going to see if there was someone who maybe…” Michael ran his hands through his hair.  “Who maybe was ready to… ‘go’.”
 
   “I see,” Bell said with a smirk.  “You have a painfully optimistic view of the world, Michael.  You assume the average person you pass on the street is innocent?”  Bell paced as she had the day before, like a tiger on the prowl. “There is one thing I’ve learned in my century in this city, Michael: No one is innocent.” 
 
   Michael stared at his socked feet and frowned.  
 
   “You really do have some rose colored glasses, don’t you?” Bell set her helmet down on top of Michael’s computer.  “Do you know why I’m in charge, Michael?  What gives me an edge over every power—hungry number two I’ve ever had?”
 
   Michael shook his head.  
 
   She reached up to pull the elastic from her ponytail.  As her hair fell around her face it changed from her red silk to Charlotte’s blonde waves.  Her long limbs shrank considerably and freckles popped out across the bridge of her nose.  In a moment Charlotte was standing before him.  “I can tell,” she stepped closer to him, “with just one touch, what you are made of.  Your deepest fears.  Your hidden longings.”  She reached a hand out to touch his face but he recoiled.  “Your shameful secrets.  I can tell, without ever even hearing you speak, what makes you tick.  If you had any idea the things that I have seen come rising to the surface when I pass these ‘innocent’ people on the street…  Even your lovely little Charlotte has her secrets.  Would you like to know what they are?”
 
   “No!” Michael had backed up all the way into the kitchen.  His back was up against the fridge.  She touched his cheek.  
 
   She smiled and simpered.  There was no mistaking Bell behind Charlotte’s round eyes.  “You want to learn something about yourself?”
 
   Michael squirmed and looked away.  
 
   “You,” she said, patting his cheek, “are a coward.  And a fool.  And when you realize what a fool you’ve been, you’re going to find out just how much anger you have bubbling up inside you.  It’s more than you think.”  She smiled at him with her stolen smile.  “And I can’t wait to see it.” 
 
   She took a step back and transformed back into her tall, terrifying self.  
 
   “You are going to live forever, Michael.  That is an awfully long time to worry so hard over right and wrong.  That’s an awfully long time to agonize over your own guilt.  And it’s far too long a time for any man to resist temptation,” she said, poking him in the chest with a lacquered pink fingernail.
 
   Michael hadn’t thought about it like that.  He had been focusing so hard on keeping his life together that he hadn’t had time to look to the future, which now seemed impossibly long.  
 
   “I never,” Bell said dangerously, “ever, want to see you on the news again, Michael.”
 
   “Can I still—you know—” Michael sighed, “do what I was going to do at the retirement home?”
 
   Bell smirked deeply and put her hands on her leather hips.  “You go ahead, Michael,” she said at last.  “Rock out with those rose colored glasses.  I think it’ll be well worth the wait when you finally reach you potential.”
 
   “Thank you,” Michael said quietly, frowning.
 
   “But I wouldn’t recommend giving out any more twenty-four hour passes.  You aren’t going to be able to keep your cool much longer.  You must have noticed the hunger.”
 
   Michael closed his eyes and rubbed his fists into them.  “Yes,” he said, “I did notice.”
 
   “It’s only going to get worse.”  
 
   The buzzer sounded from his door.
 
   Bell gestured to the intercom.
 
   Michael glanced at Bell and walked uncertainly to the buzzer.
 
   “Go on!” she insisted, in the tone of a harassed parent.
 
   Michael pushed the button.  “Hello?”
 
   “It’s me!” Randy’s voice floated up to them, accompanied by the rustling of grocery bags.
 
   Michael pressed the little button to unlock the door at the front steps.
 
   Bell flashed her bright smile.  “I think I’ll take the stairs this time, Joseph.”
 
   “Huh?” Michael spun around and saw that Joseph had appeared on the balcony.  He nodded and started down the stairs without even looking at Michael.
 
   “O…k…” Michael said, opening the door for Bell.
 
   She started to walk through but turned back.  “Almost forgot my helmet,” she said “Safety first, you know.”  She took her time on the way back to the door.  Michael could hear Randy’s lumbering steps on the stair.
 
   “Have a nice day, Michael,” Bell said with a taunting wave.
 
   Randy almost ran straight into her in the doorway.
 
   “Jeez!” he exclaimed, dropping one of his grocery bags in alarm.
 
   “Hello,” Bell practically purred.  She held out a hand in greeting, winking at Michael as she did so.
 
   Randy had frozen.  He was staring at Bell’s glistening leather curves.
 
   “Randy!” Michael called out helpfully.
 
   “Huh?” Randy said, “Oh!  Excuse me, ma’am,” he bowed ridiculously, then reached out and shook her hand.
 
   “That’s alright,” Bell said, glancing back at Michael with her customary smirk.  “Let me help you with this.”
 
   She bent down and helped Randy pick up the grapes that had rolled in every direction.
 
   Randy couldn’t seem to move his limbs properly.
 
   “Thank you,” Randy said when all the fruit had been retrieved, a strange twitch in his right eye.
 
   “No problem, cutey,” she said, actually pinching his cheek on her way past.
 
   Bell gave Michael one more mischievous glance before disappearing down the stairs.
 
   Randy stood motionless in the hall for a full minute after she had gone.  
 
   “Randy!” Michael finally yelled.
 
   “Woah, man, did you see that…?” he asked, his cheeks red.
 
   “Yes, I saw,” Michael said.  You wouldn’t think she was so beautiful if you’d seen some of the things she does, Michael thought bitterly.
 
   “I mean, wow!” Randy said, walking through the open door and setting the groceries down on the table, “she doesn’t live in the building does she?” he asked hopefully.
 
   “Um—,” Michael began.
 
   “Wait, did she leave here?” Randy asked in disbelief.
 
   “Yeah,” Michael said.  “But she was…lost,” Michael said lamely.  “Wrong apartment.”
 
   “I’ll say,” Randy said. “Sorry about just showing up.  My cell died,” Randy said.  “I think I need a new charger.”
 
   “Gotcha,” Michael said.  “This is quite a healthy spread,” he added, looking at Randy’s purchases.
 
   “Yeah,” Randy grumbled, “my mom called last night.  She saw the pictures of the show up on the school’s website- you know, the ones where I’m imitating a beached whale on the set- she sent me a check for ‘more nutritious food’.  She actually wrote it on the ‘for’ line.”
 
   “Wow,” Michael said.
 
   “Yeah,” he said, throwing up his hands in surrender, “Apparently I’m fat.”
 
   “Well, I just ate,” Michael lied, feeling nauseas.
 
   Randy looked up from spreading a thick layer of mayonnaise on his bread and smirked t Michael’s questioning glance.  “What?  It’s whole grain.”
 
   Michael sat and watched Randy make himself a sandwich and a fruit salad.  The two of them had always enjoyed cooking.  They were teased for it in high school but were pleasantly surprised to find that it was downright sexy when you were a college man.  Not that either of them had taken advantage of that fact.  Most of their cooking skills were now employed with making pulled pork sandwiches and spicy sausage cheese dip for their Dungeons and Dragons games.  Michael watched him assembling his three-decker delight and tried to gather his thoughts.  He knew why Randy was here.  He was going to get to the bottom of Michael’s odd behavior.  The only question was whether it would be sooner or later.
 
   “So,” Randy said with a mouth full of ham and mayonnaise, “what were you hiding from the police?”
 
   Michael sighed.  He’d chosen sooner.  “I’m not hiding anything useful to them,” he began carefully, “I just…don’t remember what happened that night.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Randy asked.
 
   “After you got into your cab, I went back inside.  Charlotte thanked me for dragging your butt out the door, and then I came back outside.  After that, I can’t remember anything.  I woke up here, right before you called me to tell me I was late for Dr. Roger’s midterm.”
 
   Randy looked puzzled.  “You can’t remember anything that happened?  Not even how you got home?”
 
   “Nope,” Michael said, shrugging.  That part still bothered Michael.  He knew what happened that night.  He couldn’t remember, but he had all the information he needed to fill in the blanks.  But why would whoever turned him bring him home?  How would they even know where he lived?  Had he been conscious and somehow auto-piloted to home on his own?  He didn’t think that was possible.
 
   “You know what?” Randy said, snapping his fingers, “I bet you had a concussion!  Memory loss, that weird headache, the vomiting, it all fits.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, that’s true,” Michael said.  That was convenient.  “I bet you’re right.”
 
   “I knew I should have made you go to the hospital,” Randy said, only a faint hint if worry in his eyes.  “I bet you’ve got brain damage.  That’s the only explanation for it.”
 
   “The only explanation for what?” Michael asked.
 
   “For how you’re doing so well with Charlotte all of a sudden,” Randy said.  “Nice!”
 
   Michael looked at the floor and felt his face grow red.  “Whatever.”
 
   “Well,” Randy said, “when you get around to asking her out you should definitely invite her over for dinner.  Any girl who can still stand you after seeing your apartment would be completely amazing.  Pull that band-aid off real quick.”
 
   “Thanks,” Michael said, looking around at the piles of laundry and paper that engulfed the room.
 
   “I’m promoting efficiency,” Randy said.  “That’s always a good thing.” Randy picked his sandwich back up.  “Okay.  So you can’t remember anything.  Why didn’t you tell the cops that, then?”
 
   “Well…” Michael said, pushing a fallen strawberry across the floor with his foot, “I keep having these nightmares…”
 
   “Yikes,” Randy said, leaning in, “do you think you saw something in the alley?”
 
   “Yeah,” Michael said, “I think I probably did.  I mean, concussions don’t just happen.  Maybe somebody hit me.”
 
   “Yeah,” Randy said, a blob of mustard falling from the corner of his mouth onto the table, “but your head had no lumps.  It’s was a lump-free head.”
 
   “Oh yeah,” Michael said.  “Then I guess the concussion thing doesn’t make sense at all.”
 
   “Huh,” Randy said, shoveling grapes into his mouth.
 
   Michael frowned.  Bell had said that it was normal to not remember turning—or deciding to turn.  Michael shuddered at the thought of what he’d seen in that moment, but she hadn’t said anything about the hours beforehand disappearing.  He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something someone wasn’t telling him.
 
   “Well, thank you for telling me the truth,” Randy said into his bowl of fruit.
 
   Michael just shrugged, staring at his dust-covered piece of floor fruit, guilt twisting his stomach into knots.  I hate this.  
 
   “I think you should tell the police anything you remember if it comes up,” Randy said.  “It might not seem like an important detail to you, but it may help them with the case.”
 
   “I just don’t want to be a suspect.”
 
   “Do you think you touched anything in the alley?” 
 
   Michael sighed with frustration, “I don’t know.  Maybe.  I can’t remember!”
 
   “I know, man,” Randy said.  “I just don’t think you have anything to worry about unless your fingerprints are on anything, or your blood or dandruff or something.”  Randy loved all the shows in the cop/spy/legal genre.  “What are you playing with under there?” Randy asked, leaning back in his chair to see under the table.
 
   The legs of the old wooden chair creaked ominously, and Randy’s eyes grew as big around as dinner plates.  
 
   “Oh, crap!” Michael said, reaching across the table to grab Randy’s arm.  But it was too late.  There was a sharp crack, and then Randy and the chair were on the floor.  
 
   Randy laughed from the floor.  “I guess I am fat!”   
 
   “Are you okay?” Michael walked around the table and bent down to help.  
 
   “I’m fine,” Randy said.  He tried to sit up, his arms flailing, but he was laughing so hard he couldn’t do anything.  His struggle for verticality had gotten his blood pumping, and his cheeks were flushed red beneath his glasses.
 
   Michael could almost hear the blood pumping through his friend’s veins, almost taste the metallic liquid on his tongue.  He was gripped by a new and vicious feeling.  
 
   “Help me up,” Randy said, grabbing Michael by the upper arm, pulling him closer toward his helpless body.
 
   Michael could feel himself losing something.  He wasn’t the same person.  For an instant, all that mattered was the blue vein pulsing under the white skin of Randy’s neck.  All that mattered was making it turn red.
 
   “Dude,” Randy said, still flailing.  “Seriously, help me up.”
 
   Michael was startled by a sharp pain in his mouth.  It felt like knives stabbing through his gums.  He felt with his hand and found two razor sharp fangs descending eagerly.
 
   Michael shook himself.  No.  Not him. 
 
   He backed away on all fours as fast as he could.  He turned his face away, and the room spun with the nausea that came with resisting.  He felt as if his body was at war with his mind or as if there was a new part of his mind.  A part that meant to take over.
 
   He heard Randy struggle up on his own and stamp over toward Michael.  It was still there, humming in his head like the sinister music in a horror movie, commanding him to attack.
 
   “Stay back!” Michael yelled, surprised to hear a snarling voice escape his mouth.
 
   Randy froze, but Michael’s new senses were screaming at him that prey was nearby, telling him that all he would have to do would be to kick out the legs, and pounce….
 
   “No!” he whispered.  He would think of something else.  Good times.  He closed his eyes tight.  Charlotte danced through his mind; the way her long hair looked in the morning light, how small her hands were.  The voice did not vanish, but it quieted down enough for him to catch his breath.  He felt the razor edged teeth retract.
 
   “Dude,” Randy said, clearly unsettled.  “What is wrong with you?”
 
   Michael kept his breath steady.  He wasn’t ready to turn around and look at him.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Michael said, still on all fours.  “I…was…trying not to throw up.”
 
   “You’re sick again?” Randy asked, taking Michael’s chair.  “Maybe they drugged you, like in that movie.”
 
   “No,” Michael said, “I’m not drugged.”
 
   “Well, maybe—“
 
   “Could you please leave?” Michael asked abruptly.
 
   “Are you mad about the chair?” Randy asked, confused.
 
   “No,” Michael said, careful to sound calm, “I’m not mad about the chair.  I just want to get some rest.”
 
   Michael heard his shoes scuff the wood floor and the little thud of the table legs as Randy pulled up on it to stand.  “Alright,” Randy said, picking his jacket up off of the floor where it had fallen with the broken chair.  Michael listened to the rustling sound of Randy re-packing his grocery bags.
 
   He didn’t turn until he heard the door slam shut.
 
   He ran to the bathroom to inspect his mouth.  It looked completely normal, except for two spots on his gums, just above his canines, where the flesh was a darker red, like a freshly healed wound.
 
   “Okay, okay,” he said, his panic rising, “This is really happening.  Yeah, okay, that’s okay.  You have a plan.”
 
   What to do when you’re panicking?  Research.  Research always helps.  Michael stumbled over to his computer and was relieved to find it was already on.  He clicked the world icon.  The world will help.  He typed “vampire” into Wikipedia and set up a proper research session: he grabbed a bag of Doritos from the cupboard, cracked open a Mountain Dew and began to read.
 
   “Vampires are mythological or folkloric beings who subsist by feeding on the life essence (generally in the form of blood) of living creatures, regardless of whether they are undead or a living person.”
 
   “Neither mythological nor folkloric,” Michael said bitterly, scanning the page.
 
   “However, it is Bram Stoker's 1897 novel Dracula that is remembered as the quintessential vampire novel and which provided the basis of modern vampire fiction.  Dracula drew on earlier mythologies of werewolves and similar legendary demons and ‘was to voice the anxieties of an age,’ and the ‘fears of late Victorian patriarchy.’  The success of this book spawned a distinctive vampire genre, still popular in the 21st century, with books, films, video games, and television shows.”
 
   Bell didn’t seem to think that Dracula was very accurate, Michael thought, remembering her reaction to Michael’s Bela Lugosi impersonation.
 
   The picture to the right of the text was of a gruesome antique painting in which a wild-looking brown haired vampire was de-bowel-ing a large man.  This isn’t helping.
 
   He caught a glimpse of the little digital clock at the corner of his screen and realized that the last meeting of his calculus class was in thirty minutes.  Yeah, Michael thought, a room full of defenseless math geeks whose attention was focused on their papers?  Not so much.  Even at the thought, the hunger inside seemed to stir.
 
   He put his head down on the table, the wrought iron transferring its flower pattern onto his forehead. 
 
   I’ll just have to do it.  There is no other way.  He googled the nursing home, and double-checked that visiting hours ended at eight.  I’ll do it then.  I can’t go to the play like this.
 
   Michael got the bag of peas from the freezer and selected his rogue in World of Warcraft.
 
   I just won’t see anybody else until tonight, he thought, pushing the panic to the furthest corner of his mind where it could hang out with thoughts of his plummeting grade point average and what he would have to do that evening.
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   The nursing home was as still as it had been the night before.  The fat security guard was asleep at the door, and the florescent lights were buzzing so loud Michael could hear them from his perch in the frozen oak tree around the back.
 
   He had already ensured that the window had not been locked since his last adventure.  It was propped open with a stick Michael picked up in the yard.  “One, two, three,” Michael whispered, tossing his bag through the narrow opening and cringing as it thudded on the linoleum inside.  He had leaned the scythe up against the outside wall of the building- it was nearly as tall as the window so he should be able to pull it in once he was inside.  The first time he broke in he hadn’t thought of that and had tried getting himself in the same time as the scythe.  He was glad the blade wasn’t real.
 
    He got a firm grip on the thick branch above him, and swung himself through the window.  He landed as quietly as possible, crouched low and listened.  Nothing was moving.  
 
   He took a deep breath to steady his nerves and stood.  Reaching out the window, he could barely brush the scythe’s rubber blade with his fingertips.  He reached as far as he could on tip-toe and grabbed it.  He pulled it in and turned to face the empty hall.  Still nothing moving.  
 
   He picked up his large bag and ducked inside the bathroom.  His hands were shaking violently as he unzipped the bag and extracted the costume.  Calm down, he told himself as he fastened the button at his collar. You know why you have to do this.  He forced his feet to move toward the door, stowing the empty bag under the sink.  He put the mesh face piece in place and stepped cautiously into the hall.  
 
   Now all he had to do was…drink the blood of a kindly great Grandfather.
 
   Remember the plan, he told himself firmly as he tip-toed forward.  You walk in and you walk straight to his bed.  You don’t hesitate.  You don’t give him a chance to talk.  You just get it done.  
 
   The hall of rooms was as dreary as it had always been.  No decorations, no cheerful wreaths on the doors.  This is where those whose time was almost up came to meet their maker.  Michael just didn’t think he’d ever have to be the one to make that introduction.  
 
   He searched for the camera he had missed the first time.  It was there, in the furthest corner, recording a wide section of the dismal hallway.  Michael glared at it.  He had re-watched the footage several times back at his apartment.  Unless they had moved it, it didn’t pick up the corner that he now peeked around.  Michael took a deep breath.  Think skinny, he thought as he slid out around the corner and pressed himself against the beige wall.  He crept around the perimeter, crossed behind the camera, and edged toward his target.
 
   His heart was pumping dread through his body as he re-entered Mr. Westen’s room.
 
   This time the television was not on.  The only sound from the other side of the curtain was the rhythmic heart rate machine and the even, peaceful breathing of the old man.
 
   Michael put on his dark gloves and, with trembling hands, pulled back the curtain.  
 
   “Welcome back,” Mr. Westen said, smiling.
 
   Michael could only stare at him.  He sat upright, leaning against his many pillows, a Bible closed on his lap, his glasses in his wrinkled hand.  His bright eyes were calm, yet his hands were shaking.  He put the book and his thick glasses on the nightstand.
 
   “Thank you so much for waiting,” he wheezed.  “I had the nurses put my shoes on,” he said, pulling the thin white blankets down far enough to reveal his leather shoes.  “It’s from my favorite movie,” he chuckled.  “I tried to explain to the nurses, but none of them watch westerns.  They didn’t believe you’d come back, but they humored me.”
 
   There was such a huge space between them.  Really it was only seven or eight feet, but the act of taking the life of this sweet old man was light years away—the distance could not be breached.  Michael couldn’t bear listening to him talk.  He was sure there were people who still loved him.  He couldn’t do this.  He just couldn’t.  
 
   “Does it hurt?” the old man asked, the first hint of fear dimming the sparkle in his eyes.  “Dying?”
 
   God I hope not, Michael thought, shrugging.  
 
   “Of course,” he said, recovering, “You wouldn’t know, would you?”
 
   Michael shook his head.
 
   “To tell you the truth,” he grimaced as he tried to adjust his pillows, “I’m so excited I can’t stop shaking.”
 
   Michael cocked his head to the side.
 
   Mr. Westen laughed heartily.  “Everybody around here has been asking me if I’m ready, and I tell them all the same thing.  Ever since she died, fourteen years ago next month, I’ve been saying my wife “was” my best friend.  Now I’ll be able to say she “is” my best friend, and I’m so excited.
 
   “I feel like I did the night I asked her to marry me.  I’ve got butterflies,” he said, pressing a shaking hand to his stomach and smiling.  His skin was so thin that he was nearly transparent, and Michael could see the veins in his hands even from across the room.
 
   Suddenly there was no distance between them.  The light years had been traveled.  He was there, by the old man’s bed, and that new part of Michael that had yet to be set free was taking charge.  In his mouth there was the sharp pain and the briefest taste of his own blood.  And then he was holding the old man down with one arm and cradling his head in his other.  The florescent lights overhead buzzed on in their petulant song as his pearlescent fangs sunk into the loose skin, never a chance of them missing their mark.
 
   Michael’s senses reeled as the warm liquid raced through his body.  Every inch of him reveled in the long pulls he took at the man’s throat.  The weakness that had permeated his muscles all day was soothed, and replaced with strength.  It was like wandering for hours in the freezing snow and then finding oneself suddenly sitting by a roaring fire.  
 
   Even though Michael’s mind beat wildly against all these sensations, this new part of him sang a satisfied song.  For an instant, he was in an in-between space; a place where he could grasp at the other self and fight for freedom from the hunger.  
 
   The old man’s body went limp in his arms, and Michael was slammed back fully into reality.  He shook his head, trying to shut away the dark thoughts that had taken over his mind.  There was still an echo of the other.  A gentle, mocking laugh.  
 
   Michael looked down at the bloodless face of the old man in his arms.  He jumped back so fast that he hit the wall, knocking over the heart monitor.  It clanged loudly as it hit the floor, beeping as it flat-lined, and Michael heard someone down the hall snort in their sleep.
 
   He couldn’t take his eyes from the motionless form in the bed.  His heart beat madly inside his chest.  He leaned against the wall, and slid down in a nauseated heap.  
 
   I just killed a man.  Bile rose in his throat.
 
   Then he threw up.  All over the cold green linoleum.  All over the side of the man’s bed.  All over the wheels of the toppled heart monitor. 
 
   He stood quickly, trying not to catch his hem in it.  He grabbed the scythe up out of the path, and looked around desperately for the mesh face piece.  It was over by the curtain.  He must have torn it off without realizing it.  He stepped over the splatter of vomit and replaced his disguise.  He turned to get out of there as fast as he could, but a horrible thought occurred to him at the door.
 
   Is vomit DNA? He asked himself in a panic.  Oh crap.  Crap, crap, crap.
 
   He looked around wildly for something to clean it up with.  There was nothing but the blankets.  Michael could barely bring himself to look at the old man, let alone strip his bed down to the sheets.  He opened the drawers of the nightstand with the toe of his sneaker.  There were some hand towels.  He grabbed two fistfuls and desperately started wiping up the chunky mess.  His billowing sleeves wouldn’t stay out of the way; they flung little bits of vomit all around the room as he cleaned.  
 
   “Crap”, Michael said, looking at his pile of dirty towels and his poorly cleaned mess.  This is pointless, Michael thought hopelessly, his eyes welling up with tears in his panic.  He couldn’t help but stare at the body lying motionless in the bed.  His tears spilled town his cheeks and his throat burned.  “I am so sorry,” he whispered, looking sadly at the limp form in the thin white blankets.
 
   There was a soft tap in the hall.
 
   Michael choked down his tears and stood quickly, double-checking that the face piece was in place and snatching up the scythe.  Another tap.  What was it?  Michael concentrated on the sound.  It was the soft impact of rubber-soled shoes on the linoleum floor, just outside the door.  Michael looked around for somewhere to hide.  But there was only the bed, the nightstand, and the toppled heart monitor.
 
   Crapcrapcrap!  He kicked the mess of towels under Mr. Westen’s bed and drew himself up to his full height.  He stepped quickly toward the door and held the scythe out like a staff.  His gloved fingers were crossed inside his billowing black sleeve.   Please be scared, he thought hysterically, and please don’t have a gun.
 
   A sharp, middle-aged face rounded the corner.  She wore pale blue scrubs and a thick knit sweater.  Her eyes locked onto the darkness of his costume for the briefest of moments before she jumped back and screamed like an overpaid actress in a horror movie.  She landed on her scrub-clad bottom and backed out of the room as fast as her legs could kick.  Michael took a step toward her and she screamed again, getting to her feet in a mad panic and running back down the hall the way she had come. 
 
   Michael ran back down the hall and into the bathroom.  He grabbed his bag and tore off the costume, stuffing fistfuls of the fabric inside even as he focused his hearing down the hall, where she was screeching her unintelligible explanation to someone on the other end of a phone line.
 
   He was out of the window in a flash, running across the lawn, breathing in the cold air.  He leapt easily over the troublesome fence, scythe and bag in hand.  Tanish was right, Michael thought as he rounded the corner from the alley to the well-lit street, not even breathing heavily, it does come naturally.
 
   But at what price?
 
   Michael slowed to a walk and swallowed hard.  His eyes burned.  
 
   A high-pitched beeping sounded from his wristwatch.  11:30; he had to get to the theatre.
 
   The streets were sparsely occupied with pedestrians, and it was easy enough to catch the sight of a cab.
 
   Michael opened the door and started to get in but the driver protested.  “Hey,” he said in a thick New York accent, “You can’t carry a weapon around like that.”
 
   “Oh,” Michael said.  “It’s rubber.”  He bent it easily to show the man.
 
   He grunted his consent but looked only slightly less annoyed.
 
   It took Michael a minute to get the scythe into the cab.  True, the blade was fake, but the shaft was still wooden, and he had to find the right angle to put it at so that he would still have room for the overstuffed backpack and himself.  It smacked into the bullet proof glass behind the cabbie’s head.
 
   “Hey!  Watch it,” the man said gruffly.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   He got situated and the car sped off.  Michael dug his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed his friend.  Randy answered on the third ring.
 
   “Hello?” he said, clearly having just finished telling a joke, as lots of laughter blared out of the phone along with Randy’s greeting.
 
   “Hey, quick question.”  Michael ran a hand through his curls, straining to keep his voice calm.  “Is vomit DNA?”
 
   Randy laughed.  “Why on earth do you need to know that?”
 
   “No reason,” Michael said, noticing some puke on the bottom of his sneaker and trying to rub it off on the filthy carpet of the cab.  “Is it, though?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Randy said, “I saw it on an episode of something.  Pretty sure it’s too acidic or something.”
 
   “Oh,” Michael said, only slightly relieved, “Okay.  Thanks.”
 
   Randy laughed and hung up.
 
   Michael snapped his phone shut and put it back in his pocket.  His heart beat madly in his chest.  He had to press a hand to his stomach to keep from adding another smell to the harassed cab.  He should feel relieved that he hadn’t left DNA at the crime scene, but his mind reeled against the reality that there was a crime scene at all.  
 
   Michael’s vision blurred as he stared down at the glossy wooden handle of the fake weapon.  Regret tore at his insides.  I should have just starved.  I shouldn’t have chosen to live in the first place!
 
   Michael wiped angry tears from his face as they pulled up to the curb in front of the theater.
 
   The cabbie peeled off the minute the door was shut and honked his way into position for another passenger just up the street.  Curses flew from the ousted cabbie who had been politely pulling up to the curb.
 
   Michael stood on the sidewalk, holding the scythe limply at his side.  
 
   “Michael!”
 
   He spun around.  It was Charlotte.  She stood at the top of the steps, looking ghostly in chalky white stage makeup.  She took the steps two at a time.
 
   “Hey, what are you doing in costume?” he asked, surprised.
 
   “Lisa came down with something,” she shrugged energetically.  “I’m the understudy.”  She was beaming.
 
   “Huh,” Michael said.  “You’re not upset?”
 
   “I’m an actress, Michael,” she said with a comically over-done flourish.  “Anyway I thought you’d like to have a little warning before you got out there and saw me instead of Lisa.”  She started up the steps with a bounce.  
 
   “Oh, yeah,” Michael tried to smile.  “Thanks.”
 
   “Hey, you okay?” she noticed his posture and paused.
 
   “Oh,” Michael looked for any words and gave up, “Yeah, I’m fine.  Just tired I guess.”
 
   “Are you a rotten liar.”  She hooked her hair behind her ear and looked at him with concern.  “Hey, why do you have the scythe?”
 
   You idiot, Michael thought angrily.  Think of something!  “I—uh—I was going to prank someone with the costume, but it didn’t work out.”
 
   “Oh, nice,” she said, surprised.  “I didn’t think you were the pranking type.”
 
   “I’m not, usually.  Randy has beaten the love of it out of me over the years.”
 
   “I could see him pulling quite a few,” she laughed.
 
   “You have no idea.”  Michael rubbed his forehead with his fist.  “So much slime.  Where do you even buy slime?  You don’t mind me borrowing it, do you?”
 
   She smiled.  “Not as long as you bring it back on time.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Charlotte stared at him curiously for a moment.  Michael had to avert his eyes from her perceptive blue stare.  He ignored the lump threatening in his throat.
 
   “I’ve been down lately, too.”  She came down the steps toward him.  “I keep thinking…”  She shook her head.  “I was the last one to leave that night.”  
 
   Michael looked at her.  She stared down the sidewalk.  
 
   “There is nothing you could have done,” he said firmly.  “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, blinking and smiling away the gathering tears, “It’s stupid, I know.”  She shrugged.  Guilt was written on her face as clearly as though it was etched in stone.  He was sure his face showed the same burden; the difference was, his guilt was founded.
 
   Michael stared at the sidewalk, desperately pushing thoughts of the nursing home from his mind.
 
   “You should come with me tomorrow.”  She nudged him with her elbow.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “We’ll leave that a surprise.  Can you be at least somewhat alert by eight?”
 
   Michael’s eyes got big.  Not if the last decade is any indication.
 
   She didn’t wait for his answer, but pulled a pad of sticky notes from her pocket and started scribbling something down.  She tore off the top sheet and stuck it to his chest.   “It’s something that never fails to cheer me up.”
 
   “…Okay.”  Michael blinked, and peeled the yellow paper from his t-shirt.  An address was written on it in Charlotte’s neat, curly handwriting.
 
   “And now, the show must go on!” she ran up the steps and disappeared inside.
 
   Michael followed, curiosity for the morning just enough to keep his mind distracted from the regrets of the evening.  
 
   But then, distractions are always easy to find when you really need them.
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   Michael arrived at the address late and looking distinctly disheveled.  He leaned forward to pay the cab driver, trying to use the rearview mirror to flatten his hair discreetly.
 
   “Good God, son.”  The cabbie had spotted Charlotte standing on the curb.  She wore an orange coat with matching gray mittens and a hat.  She was neat and adorable.  “Good luck.”
 
   His sarcasm was not lost on Michael.  “Thanks.”
 
   Michael opened the cab door, all too aware of his rumpled clothing and messy hair.
 
   “Wow.”  Charlotte smiled at his crumpled demeanor.  “But I was expecting you to be later!”  She glanced at her wristwatch “It’s only 8:19!”  She held out a fist.
 
   Michael bumped it awkwardly.
 
   “I’m really glad you came,” Charlotte gestured behind her, to a tall building with scaffolding up to the third floor, and several missing windows.  It bore all the hallmarks of past beauty.  It still retained some of the original stonework detail over the double doors.  The brick, though considerably crumbled, was still repairable.
 
   “Where are we?” Michael asked.
 
   “Habitat for Humanity,” Charlotte said, stepping next to Michael to look up at the derelict façade.  “There was a fire next door a long time ago, and this building was damaged and then abandoned.  It was scheduled for demolition but now it will be six apartment homes.”
 
   “That’s so cool,” Michael said.
 
   “It is!  I love it,” Charlotte smiled.  “My neighbor, Nana Glenn, started taking me to these when I was little, and I’ve been coming ever since.”  She started up the steps.  “Come on in, there are probably donuts somewhere.”
 
   She led the way inside, pointing out the repairs that had already been made and the work left to do.  They walked up the dusty staircase, which Charlotte assured him was sturdy, and through an open doorway, following the sound of voices somewhere inside.
 
   “This will be one of the apartments,” Charlotte said, surveying the stacks of drywall and chaos of dust-covered tools and ladders.
 
   “This is really cool,” Michael said, feeling hopelessly out of place amongst a myriad of unfamiliar equipment.
 
   “It always cheers me up,” she replied, beaming.  “Things can always get better.”
 
   Her smile was more genuine than Michael had ever seen it and her eyes sparkled with hope.  Michael couldn’t help but smile just as genuinely back.  
 
   They made their way to the kitchen, where several people were chatting and a large man was buttering a bagel. 
 
   “Charlotte!” the burly man in overalls said when he saw them.  “Where have you been, beautiful?”
 
   “Taking midterms,” she said, accepting a hug that enveloped her tiny frame.
 
   “Is this the boyfriend?” he asked, licking butter off his fingers and eyeing Michael with contempt.
 
   “No, Jim,” Charlotte said, blushing slightly, “this is my friend Michael.”
 
   “That makes more sense,” he chuckled, wiping his hands on a rag.
 
   Michael held out his hand in greeting but the big man hugged him just as enthusiastically as he had Charlotte.  The air was forced from Michael’s lungs.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Michael said, a hand on his sore chest.
 
   “You ever worked with Habitat before, Michael?”
 
   “No, sir, this is my first time.”
 
   “Sir, huh?” Jim said, smiling at Charlotte.  “Maybe I like him for boyfriend material after all.”
 
   “Stop it,” Charlotte said, punching his enormous arm.
 
   He laughed at that, her tiny fist probably not even felt through his flannel.
 
   Jim had a large nose and clear brown eyes full of laughter.  He reminded Michael of someone from a children’s movie but he couldn’t place it.  
 
   “I thought you said the boyfriend was going to come with you the next time we saw you,” Jim added seriously.
 
   “His name is Brad, and he was supposed to,” Charlotte said, shrugging.  “I was going to meet him here, but he is usually late.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound good,” Jim shook his head.
 
   Charlotte put her hands on her hips.  “You don’t like any guy I bring with me.”
 
   “You don’t bring the right guys,” Jim said, mimicking Charlotte’s stance.  “What about you, Michael?”
 
   “Huh?  What about me?” Michael said, fearing his cheeks were going red.
 
   “Do you think this Brad is in Miss Charlotte’s league?”
 
   Now he knew his cheeks were red.
 
   “Come on, man, speak up!”  He raised his fist in encouragement.  His eyes were twinkling with mischievous appraisal.  Charlotte looked at Michael apologetically.
 
   Michael couldn’t help but smile in spite of his discomfort.  “I don’t know anybody in Charlotte’s league.”
 
   Jim laughed heartily.  “Yes!” he said with enough enthusiasm to rouse Oscar the Grouch.  He put an arm around Michael and steered him toward the table of pastries.  “We are going to be good friends!”
 
   Charlotte followed, her cheeks flushed pink.  Michael avoided eye contact.  
 
   A woman from the other side of the room came forward and greeted Charlotte, and Michael was relieved for the break in that conversation.
 
   Jim and Michael sat together at a card table and ate chocolate-filled donuts while Jim told Michael all about the history of the organization and filled Michael in on the work they’d be doing that day.  Michael had no experience with home repair, as his parents were more the type to hire someone to fix leaks and handle routine maintenance for them.
 
   “You’ll love it,” Jim assured him.  “Physical labor is good for the soul.”
 
   “So I’m hanging drywall?” Michael asked, confused by Jim’s fast-paced information session.
 
   “No.  It’s already hung.  You’ll be spackling.”
 
   “Spackling?” Michael asked, feeling decidedly un-manly.
 
   “Miss Charlotte has done it more times than I can count.  She’ll be a good teacher,” Jim said, “Unless you want to work with someone else?”
 
   Jim’s eyes sparkled with mirth.  Michael glanced at Charlotte, who was still in conversation across the room.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Michael said conspiratorially.
 
   Jim laughed so loud several people turned and smiled in their direction.
 
   “Well,” Jim slapped both of his meaty hands on the table with a loud thud, “are you well fed?” 
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Well, let’s get this thing started, then,” he said, standing.
 
   “Everybody,” Jim announced to the instantly attentive room, “we have a new one today.”
 
   Jim motioned for Michael to stand, so he did, choking slightly on his last bite of doughnut.
 
   “This is Michael,” he said, placing a big hand on Michael’s shoulder, causing his knees to buckle.
 
   There was a chorus of greeting from the room.
 
   “Thanks,” Michael mumbled, staring at the table.
 
   “Kate and I have the details on today’s projects, so if you’re here to help with electrical or plumbing see her, and for everything else, come see me.  Let’s get to it!”
 
   The room cheered and whooped enthusiastically and everyone dispersed.
 
   “You, my dear,” Jim said when Charlotte walked toward them, “will be teaching this young man how to spackle.”
 
   Jim had an arm around each of them, and he steered them out of the kitchen and into the large space that Michael assumed was the living room area.  He gestured to a doorway that was half framed, its door leaning against the wall next to it.  
 
   “That bedroom is your project today.  All the drywall is up, but none of it is mudded.  I’d love to see that get done today, so we’ll be ready to paint this time next week.”
 
   “We can do that,” Charlotte said, collecting a bright orange bucket of tools that Jim had pointed out.
 
   “Good luck, young people,” Jim said as he headed toward the main hallway.  “I’m off to lay flooring!”
 
   “Have fun,” Charlotte said, waving.  She handed Michael a silver tool with a red plastic handle.  It was shaped almost like a ping pong paddle, but it had a flat end.
 
   “This is your putty knife,” Charlotte said, leading the way into the room and glancing around briefly before deciding where to get started.  She pulled an identical tool from the bucket and demonstrated a spreading motion on the wall.  “You’ll get some mud on here, and wipe it across the seams and nail holes like this.”
 
   Michael imitated the movement through the air, feeling foolish.
 
   Charlotte pulled two rectangular trays out of the bucket, along with a small tub of something which proved difficult to open.  “Somebody didn’t clean the rim before they put the lid back on,” she complained.
 
   Michael held out his hand for the tub.  She pouted, but handed it over.
 
   “I hate being small.”
 
   “I’m not sure I can open it, either,” Michael said, setting down the putty knife.  It popped open easily.  Oh, yeah.  I forgot.
 
   He stared at the open tub.
 
   “You okay?” Charlotte asked, taking the container from him.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine,” Michael said, trying to shake his mind back into gear.
 
   “I’m sorry about Jim.  He’s known me since I was nine.  He is a little over protective.”
 
   “A little?”
 
   She smirked at him.  “Well, you egged him on,” she said, elbowing him gently in the ribs.
 
   “Ouch,” he said, rubbing his side and smiling.
 
   There was a sharp knock from the doorway.  “What are we working on?”
 
   They both jumped a little at the interruption.  It was Brad, tall, blonde, polo-shirt wearing Brad.
 
   “You made it!” Charlotte set down her tools and walked over to him.  
 
   Michael looked at the floor.
 
   “I told you I would,” Brad said, planting a kiss on Charlotte’s forehead.
 
   The couple walked back toward Michael.
 
   “Hey.”  Michael waved.
 
   “Hey.”  Brad turned his baseball cap around backwards.
 
   “Well, as I was just telling Michael, we are going to be doing some drywall spackling.”
 
   “Cool,” Brad said, peering into the bucket and retrieving another set of tools.  “I can do that.”
 
   “Oh, you’ve done it before?”
 
   “Please,” he said, taking the small tub from Michael and scooping a healthy portion into his rectangular dish, “My Uncle Robert is a contractor.”
 
   “Well, perfect,” Charlotte said with a smile.  “Where were we, Michael?”
 
   “Um… we got the lid off.”
 
   “Right,” she said, a little flustered, “so the next thing is to get—“
 
   She was interrupted by Brad swooping in for a kiss.  “I’m going over there,” he said, gesturing to the opposite section of drywall.  Michael didn’t miss the snarky little smile Brad shot him on his way past.
 
   “Okay, thank you,” Charlotte blushed.
 
   When she turned back to Michael she mouthed, “Sorry.” 
 
   Michael just shrugged and smiled.  Does he see me as a threat?
 
   “So,” Michael said, clearing his throat, “like this?”  He attempted the same sweeping motion she had done.
 
   “Yes,” she said, ladling a helping of the grayish white substance into Michael’s dish.  “You don’t want to get too much on the knife.  She demonstrated how to criss-cross a thin layering of the putty over the holes.  After a while, Michael got the hang of it well enough for her to head off to her own section of wall.  
 
   The spackling turned out to be oddly relaxing work.  It wasn’t easy exactly, but the repetitive nature of it allowed his brain to shut down almost completely.  Michael could have done it for hours if it hadn’t been for Brad getting restless and turning on some strange techno station that pulsated through Michael’s brain like a jackhammer.  
 
   When Michael was done with his section he cleaned his tools and walked over to the couple who had worked closely together for the better part of an hour, Charlotte’s giggles occasionally breaking through the music.
 
   “I finished that wall,” Michael said, gesturing behind him. 
 
   “That was fast!” she said, motioning for Brad to turn off the music, “Let me see.”
 
   A quick inspection of Michael’s work proved satisfactory.  “You sure you’ve never done this before?”
 
   “Yeah,” Michael replied, “It was kinda fun.  Thank you for inviting me along.  I would stay longer, but I’ve actually got to get home.  Randy invited himself over for D&D today.”
 
   “Okay.  Thank you for the help.”
 
   Charlotte set down her tools and held her arms out for a hug.  Michael couldn’t help but glance at Brad awkwardly before accepting her offer.  God, she smells good.
 
   “Nice seeing you,” Brad said, placing an arm around Charlotte’s waist and pulling her close to him.
 
   “Nice to see you, too.”
 
   “Have fun!” Charlotte called after him.
 
   “Thanks!” Michael said behind him as he walked away.
 
   He nearly fell over to avoid running right into Jim in the doorway.
 
   “Sorry,” he said, brushing past Michael with a serious look on his face.
 
   “Everything okay?” Michael asked.
 
   Jim didn’t answer, but continued into the room toward Charlotte.
 
   “Miss Charlotte?”
 
   “Oh, Jim!  This is the boyfr—” Charlotte stopped at the look on the big man’s face.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “There are some cops downstairs.”
 
   “Why?” Charlotte asked, putting down her tools.
 
   “They say they need to ask you some questions about a homicide.  What are you keeping to yourself, beautiful?”
 
   Charlotte closed her eyes for a moment.  “There was a….”
 
   Michael knew she had been trying to get her mind off of what had happened.  He walked back into the room to answer for her, since Brad just stood there looking stupid.
 
   “A woman was killed in the alley behind the theatre on opening night,” Michael said.
 
   Jim crossed his big arms.  “What has that got to do with Miss Charlotte?”
 
   “Um…she was the last one to leave.  That’s probably all it’s about.”
 
   “I’ve already told them everything, which is nothing.  I didn’t see anything.  I wish I had….”
 
   Brad finally sprang to action, putting down his tools and patting her on the back.
 
   “Miss Charlotte, I’m very glad you didn’t see anything,” Jim said, “God knows you’ve seen enough in your young life already.”
 
   Charlotte glanced at Michael and Brad at those words, before taking a deep breath and retrieving her coat from the ladder she had laid it on.
 
   “I might as well get it over with,” she said, donning her hat and mittens.  She marched right out of the room at a determined pace.  All three men glanced at each other before deciding to follow her. 
 
   “Miss Charlotte,” Jim said when she reached the main doors before them, “wait.”
 
   Jim was huffing from the half-jog down the stairs.  He gave her a long hug and said something to her that the others could not hear.
 
   She smiled weakly at him and waved at the two younger men before turning to open the door.
 
   “Wait—“ Michael said, unconvinced by her business-like demeanor, “Do you want me to come with?” 
 
   Charlotte glanced at Brad.  
 
   “I was already about to go.  I’ve got that make-up final in an hour,” Brad said apologetically.  
 
   “I’ll be alright, guys.”  Charlotte’s cheeks were flushed red.  “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Let him go with you, Miss Charlotte.  Please,” Jim’s eyes were full of fatherly concern.  Charlotte gave in under his gaze.  She shrugged at Michael with a half-smile.
 
   There was a sharp knock on the door and a dark shadow on the other side of the frosted glass.
 
   Jim opened it and put his full and impressive size between the young officer and Charlotte.  “She’ll be out in a minute.”  His tone left no room for debate.  Jim closed the door in the man’s face and turned to give Charlotte a bear hug.
 
   Brad glared at Michael while her face was buried in Jim’s dusty jacket.
 
   “Young man, take good care of her,” Jim warned, releasing Charlotte and catching Michael in a hug as well, “I hope we see you again.”
 
   “Brent,” he added, patting Brad on the back so hard he coughed, “thanks for coming.”
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   Michael and Charlotte rode in silence.  The two police officers on the other side of the glass talked about baseball.  Charlotte stared out the window.  Michael tried not to breathe in the smell of blood and urine and wondered what the dark stains on the back seat were.  He would've given anything for his old sense of smell.
 
   He had never been to the police station before.  The outside was very formal and beautiful, but the inside was another matter.  He had gotten the impression that police stations were tidy.  This was utter chaos.  Once they got past the first desk and the first set of paperwork, they came to a huge room with low ceilings and about thirty desks all backed up into one another to form rows.  Florescent lights flickered and buzzed from the stained ceiling onto mountains of paperwork and uncomfortable office chairs.  Everywhere, uniformed and plain-clothes police officers worked busily.  They turned down a short hallway and came to a stop outside a tiny office.
 
   "Take a seat," their badged escort said before disappearing.
 
   It was barely bigger than a closet.  A desk sat in front of mismatched filing cabinets, and two ugly purple chairs waited in front of the desk.  Charlotte sat, as ordered.  Michael tried to sit, but his knees banged into the front of the desk.
 
   "Ouch," he said, pushing the chair as far back as it would go.  They still hit the desk.  Michael squeezed in sideways and was forced to cross his legs in a very ladylike fashion.
 
   Charlotte snorted.  "I'm so glad I met you."
 
   "Did you just snort?"
 
   She stuck her tongue out at him.  “I feel like I've been sent to the Principal's office."
 
   "I can't imagine you ever being sent to the principal's office."
 
   "This would be the first time," she said proudly.  "I can't imagine you got into much trouble, either."
 
   "You may be surprised.  I'll have you know, I got a week's detention once."
 
   "What?” She leaned forward in her chair.  “What for?"
 
   "Randy and I got caught setting up a LAN party on the school roof."
 
   "No, you didn't!"
 
   "We did.  It would have been awesome, too.  We had the new WOW expansion and six cases of Mountain Dew."
 
   "Good Lord."
 
   "Ms. Charlotte Birdwell."  Detective Paole had arrived.  He stood in the doorway with a cup of coffee in one hand and a stack of papers under one arm.  He walked around behind the desk and sat his mug down on a flowery coaster.  The stack of papers hit the desk with a loud thud.  
 
   "Good afternoon," Charlotte said, sitting up straighter in her chair.
 
   "Who's this?" he asked, gesturing to Michael.  "He looks familiar."
 
   "This is my friend Michael," Charlotte replied.  "I think you met him at the theatre the other night."
 
   "Wallace.  Grim Reaper.  Scared shitless.  I remember you now."
 
   "Thank you, sir," Michael fumbled.
 
   "Ms. Birdwell," the detective said after a sip of very black coffee, "What time did you say you left the theatre on October 28th?"
 
   "I think it was around 3:35 on the morning of the 29th, Sir."
 
   "Why so late?"
 
   "We had a little opening night party.  I stayed after to clean up."
 
   "No one stayed to help?"
 
   "No, sir.  I told them they could go home.  This play is my midterm for a class, and a lot of the cast and crew are friends, just helping me out.  They'd already worked so hard, I just told them to go."
 
   "Hmmph," he took another sip of coffee.  His face didn't look any more alert with the caffeine than without.  There were dark circles beneath his eyes and stubble on his chin.  He had thick brown glasses he kept pushing back up the bridge of his crooked nose.  "You've worked pretty hard yourself, I'd say."
 
   "Sir?"
 
   Detective Paole picked up the top folder on the stack of papers and opened it up.
 
   "You grew up in Washington Heights.  You graduated from high school, which almost no one from that neighborhood does.  You're about to graduate college.  You've got all these uptown, educated friends who, by the look on your face, I'm guessing have no idea who you really are, do they?"
 
   Charlotte’s cheeks were flushed red.  She didn't look at Michael.
 
   "No," he said, throwing the folder back onto the desk.  "I thought not."
 
   Charlotte cleared her throat.  "Excuse me, Sir, I don't understand what any of this has to do with—”
 
   "The victim has been identified as one 'Barbra Whitfield'."
 
   The color drained from Charlottte's face.  "Ms. Barbra?"
 
   "You knew her?" Michael asked in surprise.
 
   "Yeah."  Charlotte put her head in her hands.  "She's a friend of—" her voice trailed off.
 
   "What was that, Miss?" Detective Paole asked, a crooked smile on his face.
 
   Charlotte sat up even straighter.  "Sorry.  Yes.  I knew her."
 
   "I'm so sorry," Michael said, "Was she a friend of the family?"
 
   Charlotte looked uncomfortably at Michael, then at Detective Paole.
 
   "Ms. Whitfield was a close acquaintance of Ms. Birdwell's mother."  He was answering Michael's question but looking at Charlotte.  There was a challenge in his eyes.  "In fact, Ms. Laurie Birdwell was listed as her emergency contact."
 
   "I can't believe she's dead.  I hadn't seen Ms. Barbra in years."
 
   Michael reached for a tissue from the desk and handed it to her.
 
   "Tell me, Ms. Birdwell, what do you think a woman…" He cleared his throat. "…from Washington Heights was doing in your new side of town?"
 
   "Oh, God," Charlotte said, "She was there to talk to me, wasn't she?"
 
   "We found this letter in her jacket," the detective said, pulling a photocopy of what looked like a torn piece of notebook paper from between the files on his desk.  He handed it to Charlotte.
 
   Her hands trembled as she read it, and tears splashed onto the page as her eyes reached the bottom.
 
   "She was coming to give me this."
 
   Michael felt he shouldn't be there; shouldn't be hearing this.  He thought about asking her if she wanted him to leave.
 
   "You made quite a clean break from your past, Ms. Birdwell."
 
   Charlotte shrugged.  "I kind of had to."
 
   "Mr. Wallace, did you know Ms. Birdwell's mother spent three years in prison for solicitation?"
 
   Michael's eyes narrowed.  "No, I didn't know that.  It doesn’t seem like it’d be any of my business."  But the detective wasn’t looking at Michael.  His eyes were fixed on Charlotte.
 
   Charlotte was stiff in her chair.  She didn’t look at Michael.
 
   "Does anyone at your school know that?" the detective asked meaningfully.
 
   "Wait—you think—?"  Charlotte stood up suddenly.
 
   "A surprise guest from your past, showing up in the middle of your new life?  You couldn't have liked that very much."
 
   "I didn't even see her!  I cleaned up and I left!  I had no reason to look into the alley!"
 
   "I read the review for your play.  Sounded pretty good.  And that's a tough critic, from what I'm told.  You wouldn't risk a reappearance of your old crew ruining your shiny new life."
 
   "I didn't kill Ms. Barbra!" Charlotte yelled.
 
   "Sit down, Ms. Birdwell."
 
   "I didn't kill her!  If I had met her that night I would've—"
 
   "What?  Introduced her to your college friends as your whore mother's whore best friend?  Showed them that you're just the bastard daughter of a cracked-out prostitute?"
 
   "Hey, now!" Michael said, rising, too.
 
   Charlotte sat down and cried into her hands.
 
   "What the hell, man?" Michael snatched a kleenex from a box on the desk and held it out to Charlotte.
 
   Detective Paole smirked at Michael.  He lifted Charlotte's folder off the stack of papers and opened it.  He perused its contents, looking bored.  Finally, he seemed to have decided something.  "Alright, Ms. Birdwell.  You can go."
 
   "What?" she asked, looking up and wiping her red nose.
 
   "This is all circumstantial.  I can't hold you right now.  But don't go anywhere."
 
   "Seriously?" Charlotte said, shaking.  "I am not a killer.  I've worked so…”  She shook with anger.  “…so damn hard to get out of that place-- You think I would throw all that away just to kill my Mother's friend?  I would've known I would be the first person you'd come to in your investigation.  If it had been me, don't you think I would've moved the body?  I wouldn't have been honest about who she was if I'd seen her.  You're right.  I'm a horrible person, okay?  But that doesn't mean I would kill her!"
 
   Detective Paole pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and leaned back in his chair, studying Charlotte's tear-streaked face.
 
   "I've seen people kill for a metro card, honey.  A pack of cigarettes.  You clean up nice, but you grew up with the rats."  He shrugged.  "You're a rat."
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   Michael led a shocked and inscrutable Charlotte out of the police station and hailed her a cab.  Her expression shifted from angry to sad to scared so many times on their way out the door that Michael was sick to his stomach just watching her.  He opened his mouth to say something comforting but his mind was a total blank.  He knew he should say something.  He just didn’t know what.  Her lip quivered as the familiar yellow vehicle slowed to a stop.  
 
   “I’m sorry about your friend,” he offered.
 
   Charlotte gave him a tear-streaked smile and shrugged.  “It’s been three years since I saw my mother, Michael.  Three years.  And I never once thought about Miss Barbara.  They were so close.”  Her lip trembled.  “More like sisters than friends.  Now my mother has no one,” she said, her voice cracking.  “And she was only there to bring me that letter from my mother.  If I had just called, even once…”
 
   Charlotte’s hair was caught in a sudden gust of freezing wind.  Michael stepped in front of her to shield her from the icy blast, and she looked up at him with sadness and guilt and hurt so deep in her eyes that he wondered how he’d never noticed it there before.
 
   His voice caught in his throat.  “I’m sorry,” he said again.  He felt stupid and useless.  He gestured to the police station, “That detective is a douchecanoe.” 
 
   She shook her head and laughed, and put her glowing smile back in place.  But Michael had seen her now; she wouldn’t be able to fool him again.  “Yes.  A total ballsack.”
 
   Michael startle-laughed so strangely that a passing child jumped.  The cabbie honked and rolled down the window to holler at them.  “You getting in or not?”
 
   Charlotte opened the cab door and started to get in, but turned back.  “Please don’t tell anyone.”
 
   “I won’t,” he promised.    
 
   She shut the door without another word.  Michael watched her go with a heavy feeling in his stomach.
 
   His own journey home was a long one.  Michael was so distracted by his thoughts about police and his worries about Charlotte that he didn’t notice Randy’s rusted out car parked outside his building.  
 
   It wasn’t until he reached the top of the stairs that he remembered Randy’s game of Dungeons and Dragons.  He leaned his forehead against the door and rubbed his temples.
 
   I can’t keep this up.
 
   They were already in there.  He could hear them laughing from the hall.  Michael tried to think about past games and get into the spirit of things so that Randy wouldn’t have reason to pester him about his odd behavior.  It used to be something he looked forward to all week, something he would never have forgotten about.  Randy usually cooked some of his spicy chili and the others would bring the paper bowls and chips.  In two years of overdue papers and un-studied-for midterms Michael always found time to plan a fun adventure for them.  
 
   He could muster up enough energy to get through one game.  Maybe it’d be good for him.  Michael readied his apologies and opened his door.
 
   Everyone was there, seated around the tiny table, fully engaged in a battle.  Bell sat on a folding chair, wearing a tight gray dress with knee-high brown boots, shaking a handful of dice.  The guys were all as still as statues, watching her with such a level of fascination that for a moment Michael thought they were actually under some sort of spell.  She raised her hands up to her red lips to blow on them for good luck and noticed Michael standing there, his mouth hanging open.
 
   “Michael!” she said.  “Welcome home.”
 
   Everyone turned to the door in surprise.
 
   “Hey, Michael!” Randy said, “Did you forget about us?”
 
   “I…” Michael was dumbfounded.
 
   “Come on in, Michael,” Bell said, gesturing to an empty chair next to her.  “I’ve been telling your friends about how we met when I was moving in.”
 
   “Awesome, man,” Randy said, walking to the kitchen to stir the large steaming pot on the stove.
 
   “Okay…”
 
   Bell smiled at him.  Michael was getting really tired of that smile.
 
   His friends had been in the same room with a killer for the better part of an hour and she was sitting comfortably, eating his best friend’s chili and smiling mockingly about it.  Michael ran a hand through his hair and forced a smile.  “What…are you playing?” He asked the room.  
 
   “I stepped in as a temporary DM, since you were so late,” Randy said with a great deal of pomp.  “I think it has gone swimmingly so far.”
 
   “He’s making crap up,” Joe said.
 
   “We are attempting to empty the Castle Anthrax, which has been over-run with goblins,” Randy said, sitting back down.  Michael noticed he chose the sturdiest chair and sat lightly, glancing at Bell.
 
   “Your neighbor stopped by looking for you,” Brian said, adjusting his thick-rimmed glasses, “so we asked her to take your spot.”
 
   The guys all looked at Bell with goofy smiles.
 
   “I’m sure you did.”
 
   The hot girl nerd.  She was an elusive mythical creature, dreamed about for generations.  They thought they’d found her: they’d never forgive him if he asked her to leave.
 
   “I didn’t think you’d be into this kind of thing,” Michael said to Bell, trying to sound friendly.
 
   “It’s not really that complicated,” Bell said, “Your Armor Class is how difficult you are to hit.  If you get hit you lose hit points, and your bonuses affect the damage you can inflict on your enemies.”
 
   All four men crossed their legs, each with varying degrees of success in subtlety.
 
   “We are just about to open the dungeon door,” Joe said through a mouthful of chips.  “Grab a character sheet.”
 
   Michael stood there uncomfortably.
 
   “Come on, Michael,” she said, patting the empty folding chair next to her.  “Isn’t this what you live for?”
 
   The question went unnoticed by the group, but neither its meaning nor her mocking expression were missed by Michael.  What is she even doing here anyway?  
 
   “Fine,” Michael said.  He sat carefully; the table was so small that their thighs were almost pressed together.  
 
   “Here are the extra characters,” James said from Bell’s other side, handing her a stack of papers.
 
   “Thank you,” Bell said with her wickedly beautiful smile.
 
   James made a sound a little like a rooster and turned it into a cough.
 
   Bell passed them to Michael, put her arm around his shoulder and whispered into his ear while no one was looking.  “This is the life you can’t give up?”
 
   Michael’s shoulder twitched involuntarily at her breath on his ear.
 
   “You alright, Michael?” Randy asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” Michael shrugged Bell’s arm off his shoulder.
 
   Michael wasn’t thinking about how dangerous it was to oppose Bell.  He was getting tired of being scared.  He was getting tired of keeping secrets. He was getting tired of lying to his friends.  
 
   There’s that anger, Bell’s voice teased him.  Let it out to play, Michael.
 
   He stared down at the character sheets without really seeing them.
 
   “I’m tired of my elf maiden,” Bell said, handing it to Michael, “why don’t you play her?”
 
   “Michael doesn’t know how to play any ‘her’,” Randy teased.
 
   “Ha ha,” Michael read the elf’s stats.  She was a mediocre level one.  
 
   “I’ll take this one,” Bell said after leafing through the pile.  “Level 13 Barbarian…90 hit points…ooh, a great axe.  I like this one.”
 
   “That shouldn’t be in there,” Michael protested, “Where did you get these, Randy?”
 
   “Alright, let’s kill stuff!” Randy said, wiping some errant crumbs off of the battle mat.
 
   “Yes,” Bell said, looking pointedly at Michael, “Let’s.”
 
   Michael tried not to glare at her.
 
   “I try the door,” Joe said enthusiastically.
 
   “Not going to check for traps?” James asked, chewing on the end of his pencil.
 
   “Hey, don’t help him,” Randy said, already rolling.  “What’s your reflex?”
 
   Joe checked his sheet.  “Twenty,” he said hopefully.
 
   “aaaaand the floor falls out from under you.  You fall fifteen feet onto a bed of spikes.  You take 16 damage.”
 
   “I roll an acrobatics check to reduce the damage!” 
 
   “Alright, good luck.”
 
   Joe rolled and mumbled calculations under his breath.
 
   Bell took the opportunity to lean toward Michael unnoticed.  “This is how you’d spend eternity?”
 
   “I only take four damage,” Joe said.
 
   “Alright,” Randy said, disappointed, “but all the damage was to your right testicle and you’re slowed for the rest of the encounter.  James, your turn.”
 
   He took the pencil out of his mouth, “I check for traps.”
 
   “You find a pit trap with a skewered rogue in it.”
 
   “Very good.  I disable the trap.”
 
   “It’s already been sprung.”
 
   “You could help me out,” Joe offered.
 
   “Nah.  I jump over,” he said, returning the eraser end to his mouth.
 
   “Brian,” Randy said, “go.”
 
   “I cast fly on the rogue.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Michael?” Randy said, gesturing to the mat.
 
   “I jump the pit and open the door,” Michael said stiffly.
 
   “It opens!” Randy exclaimed.
 
   “You’re welcome,” Joe grumbled.
 
   Randy waved him off, “Calm down, you only need one.”
 
   “Alright, you see a large room beyond the door, brightly lit by the torches on the walls.  There are fifty goblins gathered around a cauldron filled with cheese dip—“
 
   “Oh, come on!” Michael protested.
 
   “Alright, soup; foul smelling rat soup,” Randy said.  “They point at your party and the largest one yells ‘Crackers for soup!  Get them!’  Aaaand the lovely Bell.  Take it away, gorgeous.”
 
   Bell spoke immediately.  “I select the largest of the horde and look him straight in the eyes before slowly unsheathing my long sword.  I charge him, using Rage Attack, swinging my weapon in a powerful arc, slicing him in half at the navel.  As his blood slings off my blade to splatter his compatriots I draw my great axe up between the legs of the goblin to his right, cleaving his pelvic bone in two with enough force to lift him off the floor.  I use his momentum to topple the boiling cauldron, scalding all adjacent enemies.  They scream like prepubescent boys.”  She paused to brush a strand of red hair from her face.  “Frightened without their mothers.”
 
   They all stared at Bell.  The pencil fell out of James’ open mouth and clattered on the table.
 
   “What?” she said.  “That’s what I’d do.”
 
   “That’s what she’d do!” Randy said, knocking over all the goblins on the battle mat.
 
   “Come on,” Michael said, “she didn’t even roll for it!”
 
   “Beginner’s luck,” Randy said, waving Michael’s comments away.
 
   “That was like three move actions and at least two attacks!”
 
   “That’s what she’d do, Michael.”
 
   Michael made a frustrated sound under his breath and turned to Bell.  “Can I talk to you for a second?”
 
   “Sure,” Bell said, following Michael toward the balcony.
 
   “Don’t scare her off!” Randy called from the table.
 
   I wish I could.
 
   Michael opened the window to the fire escape and moved aside to let Bell through first.
 
   “Always so polite,” she said, ducking the frame and stepping into the icicle-laden space.
 
   Michael waited until the window was shut before speaking.
 
   “Why are you here?” he asked, the words coming out a lot more rudely than he intended.
 
   “I guess not always.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he ran both hands through his hair, and forced his tone to come out cordial, “Why are you here?”
 
   She smiled.  “I was just coming to congratulate you.”
 
   “For what?” Michael asked.
 
   “Your first kill, of course,” she said, “I honestly wasn’t sure if you had it in you.”  
 
   Michael stared down through the patterned metal floor.
 
   “Of course, your victim was nearly dead to begin with….”
 
   Michael clenched his fists and took a deep breath.  “He was ready to go,” he said it as much for himself as for Bell.
 
   “So the elderly aren’t worth as much as the young?”
 
   “No—”
 
   “Hey, it’s none of my business, really: if you get off playing god then by all means…”
 
   “I’m not playing God.”
 
   “Well what would you call it, then?” 
 
   Michael didn’t have an answer for that.  
 
   “I don’t know who you’re trying to fool with this saint routine you have going, but you can’t keep this up.  I know that much.  You think you’re going to be able to sneak into nursing homes for the rest of your life?  In case you have forgotten, Michael, that is a lot longer now than it used to be.”
 
   “I haven’t forgotten,” Michael said quietly.
 
   Bell sighed and gestured inside at his friends.  “Staying a part of your mortal life is only drawing out the pain.  These over-idealized friends won’t live forever; especially when they inevitably see something they shouldn’t have seen and I send Joseph over here to slaughter them.  They’re not what you think they are, Michael.  Do you think even one of them would stick around if they knew what you were?”  Her hands had settled on her hips.  “If they knew what you’d done?”
 
   He looked into the apartment at his friends.  A gale of laughter escaped the gap in the window as Randy did a Minister of Silly Walks bit toward the fire escape.  Not even one of them could understand the choice Michael had just had to make.  He knew the answer to Bell’s question from the sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.
 
   Randy knocked loudly on the window.  “They want to kill more stuff!”
 
   Bell flashed her gorgeous smile and indicated they’d be right there.
 
   “You need to start thinking long term, Michael.  You need to walk away from this,” she gestured inside as she spoke, “this nonsense.”  She opened the window and left him standing there on the cold balcony.
 
   Michael ran his hands through his hair and followed her inside.  She stopped suddenly halfway to the table and he nearly ran into her.
 
   “What is this?” Bell asked.  She bent to pick something up from beside his bed, and turned around holding a large gift basket packed full of his favorite sodas, chips and candies.
 
   “I don’t know.  I’ve been gone all day.”
 
   Bell pulled a folded note from in between two bags of chips and read it, her lips moving silently.  Michael did not like the way her posture changed.  Her green eyes turned cold as she scanned the writing.  
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked hesitantly.
 
   She offered him the note with a dark smirk. 
 
   Michael unfolded it.  It was handwritten in a gorgeous sloping cursive.  Hope is being able to see that there is light despite all of the darkness.  You aren’t alone.  We hope to meet you soon.  –Your new friends  
 
   “Who are they?” he asked.
 
   Bell glanced at Randy and the others.  They are the only things in this town that can give us any kind of a fight.  
 
   He glanced at the gift basket.  “They don’t seem that bad….”
 
   “Not that bad,” she repeated angrily.  Her eyes flashed silver.
 
   “Well, what are they?”
 
   Bell didn’t reply, but turned on her heel to face the rest of the room.  “Hey guys, thanks for the game.”
 
   “I told you not to scare her away!” Randy protested.
 
   Michael threw up his hands.  I didn’t do it!
 
   “No, it’s not that,” Bell said, placing an affectionate hand on Michael’s skinny bicep.  “I’ve just realized what time it is, and I need to get some things done.”  She glanced at Michael purposefully on the word ‘things’.
 
   “Come back any time!” Brian said, smiling.  
 
   There was a murmur of agreement from the room, and a volley of “thanks for playing” and “It was fun” on her way to the door.  She left without another word to Michael.
 
   “What the hell?” he said, staring after her.  He glanced again at the gift basket, “What the hell?”
 
   “Yeah, man,” Randy said, “That’s what we were thinking.”
 
   Michael turned his attention to Randy.  “What do you mean?”
 
   “How come you get a neighbor who looks like that?  I have a blind old anti-Semitic and a man who I’m pretty sure I saw come home dressed as Barney the other night.  No fair.”
 
   No fair at all.
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   “Prophet!  Thing of evil!” Tom pointed a shaking finger at the dark shadow-figure of a raven, cast on the pristine white trim above the tallest bookcase.  “Prophet still if bird or devil!”
 
   Michael stood as still as he could on his marker behind the ornate headboard of the bed.  He was meant to take a step toward Tom at the end of each stanza, but he was having an enormous amount of trouble focusing on the play.  
 
   “Really?  An actual prostitute?”
 
   It was Sarah, whispering to her friend behind the curtain.
 
   Charlotte stood on the very edge of the stage, dressed in a delicate lace dress soiled to the knees with mud and dirt.  
 
   “By that heaven that bends above us, by that God we both adore—”  Tears threatened to spill down Tom’s tortured face.  “Tell this soul with sorrow laden if, within the distant Aidenn, it shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the angels named Lenore!”
 
   “That’s what Brad said!  The cop guy thought he might’ve been protecting Charlotte or something.  He asked Brad if he had an alibi!” she insisted from the darkness.
 
   Michael took his step.  He wanted to run to Charlotte, to warn her of the gossip before she got backstage and faced it, but there was nothing he could do without ruining the play.  
 
   Tom fell to his knees.  “Clasp a rare and radiant maiden whom the angels named Lenore.”
 
   “Wasn’t she your roommate freshman year?  Did she say anything?”
 
   “No.  She didn’t really talk that much, though.  I made her leave the dorm and make friends.  I thought she was just shy!”
 
   The pre-recorded voice of “The Raven” sounded low and grave from the speakers they had rigged along the aisle of the theater.  “Nevermore.”
 
   Charlotte stepped off the stage.  The audience gasped as she floated, perfectly still, three feet off the floor.  The inconspicuous rigging pulled her slowly up into the rafters.  Her face was a mask of emptiness as she was pulled up into the shadows.  Michael watched her climb quickly onto the catwalk and run behind the set toward the stairs that ended in the prop room.  Michael wouldn’t get off the stage until the curtain closed, and by then she’d be surrounded by gossipers without any warning.  Michael took another measured, frustrated step toward Tom.
 
   “Out—out are the lights—out all!”  A candleholder shouted from the left side of the aisle.  The candles went out in unison.
 
   “Be that word our sign of parting, bird or fiend!” Tom pulled himself up on the velvet chaise that rested in front of the bookcase.  “Get thee back into the tempest and the night’s plutonian shore!  Leave no black plume as a token of the lie thy soul has spoken!  Leave my loneliness unbroken!  Quit the bust above my door!”  The raven remained.  “Take thy beak from out my heart!  Take thy form from off my door!”
 
   “Nevermore,” the speakers shook low and ominous.
 
   “I can’t believe it,” Sarah whispered, though it sounded like she was thrilled to believe it.
 
   “Do you think she did it?  Do you think she killed that woman?”
 
   “She’s obviously an excellent liar...”
 
   Michael clenched his teeth so hard his jaw hurt.  He took another painfully slow step toward Tom to stand over his sobbing form.
 
   “And a juvie record?”
 
   “Apparently!”
 
   The candleholders began their slow march to the stage as Tom wept into the velvet.  “And, over each quivering form, the curtain a funeral pall.”  
 
   Come on, come on!
 
   The tallest of the candleholders turned to face the audience just as the black-clad group reached the stage.  “And the Raven, never flitting, still is sitting.  Still is sitting.  And his eyes have all the seeming of a demon’s that is dreaming, and the lamplight o’er him streaming casts his shadow on the floor.”  He turned slowly to face Tom.  “And his soul, from out that shadow, shall be lifted…”
 
   The candleholders interrupted in perfect unison: “The play is the tragedy ‘man’ and its hero: the conqueror worm.”
 
   The only light on the stage shone brightly on Tom’s weeping form.  Michael placed a skeletal hand on his shoulder and the light left him, moving to shine on Michael’s flowing black robes.  The same stealthy rigging that lifted Charlotte into the rafters pulled him into the heights as well, just as the Raven echoed through the theater: “Nevermore.”
 
   The bell tolled again, startling some of the more mesmerized audience members.
 
   The moment his feet touched the platform, he held out his arms for Dan, the techie, to take off his harness.  But no one was there.  Are you kidding me?  Michael began unbuttoning as fast as he could, extracting one arm from the entangling fabric.  He reached around and felt for the buckles.  He spotted Charlotte slip out of the prop room door and head toward the lobby.
 
   Wait! 
 
   He tried to yank the harness off, but it was still tightly fastened.  The bells faded with the stage lights, abandoning Tom’s wide-eyed misery to the darkness.  The audience would move soon, and he wouldn’t be able to get to her.  
 
   “Come on!” he whispered.  He found the last strap and loosened it enough to wriggle free, abandoning the harness on the catwalk and fighting the billowing costume as he ran down the narrow walkway.  The hem of Charlotte’s dress whipped out of sight as she rounded the corner.  He hoped she was going out to the lobby and not straight to the dressing room.
 
   Michael hopped from the catwalk to the sound booth.  Randy jumped in his chair behind the control board.  “Woah!” he said in alarm, “Where are you running?”  Michael ignored him, taking the rungs of the silver ladder as quickly as he could and jumping the last half.  He landed on his feet behind the seats, tore off the mesh headpiece, and wove his way between the first of the patrons to get out of their seats, running toward the lobby.
 
   He scanned the room for Charlotte, but she wasn’t there.  Some of the ushers were standing together in a little group on the far side of the room, whispering.  Brad was among them.  
 
   “I kissed her!” He shivered theatrically.
 
   Michael was across the room.  And Brad’s collar was in his fist.  And Brad’s feet were dangling six inches off the carpet.  Several girls screamed.
 
   Michael was as surprised as the rest of them.  
 
   “Hey!  What the hell!” Brad wriggled free and fell to the floor.  
 
   Michael blinked, trying to understand what had just happened.
 
   Brad didn’t need to understand, and it didn’t take him long to get up.
 
   The doors from the auditorium opened and the first of the audience stepped out, just in time to see Brad punch Michael squarely in the face.  A sharp crack and a piercing pain let him know his nose was cleanly broken.  A punch in the gut sent Michael to the floor.
 
   For several moments, chaos reigned.  People were everywhere.  Several cell phones were dialing the police, several more were filming the encounter.  All Michael could see was Brad’s fists, and the feet of surprised patrons.
 
   “What is this?” Randy’s voice broke through the crowd’s noise.  “Michael?  I wondered where you ran off to!  Are you the guy Brad is beating up?”
 
   A couple of men from the crowd grabbed Brad by the arms, but not before he got a few more swings at Michael, who had assumed a fetal position, trying to protect his face.  He couldn’t let anyone see his nose.  It would heal moments after being set, and he would have no explanation for it.
 
   As they pulled him backwards away from Michael, Charlotte appeared at the front of the crowd.  She was still in costume.  Her face and arms were painted white, and heavy black makeup made her face into a grim skeleton.  She pushed past her boyfriend.  “Oh, my God, Michael!”  She knelt next to him and glared at Brad.  “What did you do?”
 
   “Whatever!” Brad said angrily, shaking off his captors.
 
   Charlotte gasped at the sight of blood on Michael’s shirt.  “I’m fine,” Michael said, trying to block his broken nose from view.  He spat a mouthful of blood onto the carpet.  “Charlotte, he knows about your mother,” Michael choked out.  “He was telling everyone.”
 
   “I don’t need this!” Brad yelled, straightening his baseball cap, “I just got back from the police station, Charlotte.  That detective told me everything.  You really are a great actress.”
 
   Charlotte’s eyes did not fill with tears the way they had before.  Her jaw was set, and her blue eyes were colder even than Bell’s.  “It’s not my fault you never once actually asked your girlfriend about her childhood.  And it didn’t even occur to you to wonder why I never went home for the holidays.”
 
   “So it’s my fault your mother is a whore?”
 
   Several people in the lobby gasped.  Michael rolled onto his hands and knees and used the unfolding drama as a cover to set his badly broken nose.  
 
   He took three quick deep breaths, reached up and wrenched his nose sideways.  The bones made a sickening scraping noise as they slid over one another.  
 
   “My mother is an adult and responsible for her choices.  As am I.”  She unhooked the fine silver chain that hung around her neck and tossed it at Brad.
 
   Brad let the necklace fall to the floor.  “Whatever,” he scoffed, “It was fake anyway.”
 
   “Shocking.”  She feigned surprise and turned back to Michael. 
 
   Michael groaned and flopped onto his back in time to see Brad shoot them a look of disgust before turning and walking out the door.  
 
   Randy appeared over Charlotte’s shoulder.  They both reeled at how much blood had soaked into his under shirt.
 
   “Yikes!” Randy said.
 
   “I am so, so sorry!” Charlotte said, working with Randy to help lift Michael off the carpet.
 
   His head swam for a moment when he stood, but the pain was already all but gone.  He would have to pretend.  He held his face and his side and staggered over to an armchair.
 
   “There’s a first aid kit in the prop room,” Charlotte said once Michael was seated.  “Randy, could you?”  Randy jogged back into the theatre.
 
   “I’m really okay!” Michael called after him, but he was gone.
 
   “Oh my goodness, there’s so much blood,” she knelt in front of him on the carpet, her heavily made-up face full of concern.  “I am so sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Michael said.  “I tried to get down here to warn you.  I heard Sarah whispering about it backstage.“
 
   “You shouldn’t have confronted him.  Look at you.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Michael said, as she wiped blood off his chin.  “I learned a lot.”  He caught her wrists to stop her fussing.  “The next time I get into a fight, I’ll get at least one punch in.”
 
   She smiled at him.  Against the ghostly black stage makeup, her eyes were startlingly blue.  Michael could feel her pulse quicken in his hands.  
 
   Randy cleared his throat, the first aid kit in hand.
 
   “Thank you!” Charlotte jumped up and took the plastic box from him.  “Okay,” Charlotte said breathlessly, “What do you need?”
 
   “Oh,” Michael fidgeted, “I think the bleeding has stopped, actually.
 
   “Dude, look at the carpet.  There’s no way.”
 
   Michael glanced at the green and purple floral carpet where he had been laying.  There was a red splotch half as big as Michael’s torso.  
 
   “Let me see,” Charlotte touched his jaw lightly, turning his face to the side as she inspected his nose.  “Huh.  He’s right.  The bleeding has stopped.”  Their eyes met again.  Now Michael felt his own heart thump madly in his chest.  Heat rose in his cheeks.  
 
   “He’s ruined the costume, though,” Randy said, pulling at the wet sleeve. 
 
   “I am so sorry.”  Michael stood and undid the last remaining button.  He stepped out of it and picked it up off the carpet.  He held it out apologetically.  “Is it ruined?” 
 
   “It’ll be fine.  At least it’s black.  I’ll run it to the laundry in the basement.”  She held it out at arm’s length, to keep it away from the white costume she wore, and ran off.
 
   Randy smirked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Wouldn’t it have been easier to just punch me?” 
 
   “Shut up.” 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I don’t know.  He was over there,” Michael gestured, “telling everyone about Charlotte.”
 
   “Yeah, how about that?” Randy said, surprised.
 
   “You already heard?”
 
   “Yeah, Charlotte told me up in the sound booth before the show.  She seemed surprised I didn’t already know.  I guess she figured you would have already told me.”
 
   “I promised her I wouldn’t.”
 
   Randy shrugged.  “You should have just hit me.  So much less bleeding,” he added in a whisper.
 
   An all-too-familiar red and blue light began playing on the walls and ceiling.  A marked sedan pulled to a stop outside the open front doors.  Two uniformed men got out of the patrol car.  The static from their radio nearly deafened Michael as they started up the steps.
 
   “Is there a problem, officers?” Randy started toward them.  
 
   “We got a call that—” the older officer started, but he was interrupted by a woman with a long blonde braid wearing a slinky black dress.  She didn’t say a word, but when she walked in front of them, they followed her.  She pointed to the squad car.  They got back in.  She waved.  They drove off.
 
   “That was weird,” Randy said slowly, his eyes slightly unfocused.
 
   Come outside.  Bell’s voice rang crystal clear in his head.  Michael’s jaw dropped.  The blonde woman mounted a sleek white motorcycle and looked directly at Michael with piercing green eyes.
 
   Michael stood, “I, um—” Randy was staring at the blonde Bell as though Michael wasn’t even there.  He shook himself, blinking. 
 
   “Hey, where do you think you’re going?” Randy asked when he saw Michael was already halfway to the door.  “We’ve got a lot to talk about.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I told Charlotte we would help her solve the case,” Randy said, as though this was supposed to be obvious.  
 
   Get out here, Michael.  
 
   “Um…” he looked at Randy.  “Okay.  But right now I have to go.  I have a paper to finish.”  
 
   You’re getting better at lying, Michael, Bell said in his head, I’m so proud.  
 
   Michael was already jogging down the steps.
 
   “Dude, how many extensions did you get?” Randy called after him.
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   Michael shut the big double doors behind him and started down the steps.  Bell smiled at him from the seat of the motorcycle, “Blondes don’t actually have more fun.”  She shook out her blonde braid and it turned instantly into a mane of red curls.
 
   “Get on,” she said, her leather glistening in the lights of the marquee as she straddled the motorcycle.
 
   “Um...”
 
   “It’s like riding a bike, Michael.”  She leaned in.  “Because it is a bike.  Get on.”
 
   It was awkward getting situated with his long legs.  There were little foot rests for a passenger, but getting his sneakers onto them meant pressing his knees against Bell’s thighs.
 
   “Sorry,” Michael said.
 
   “You’re making me blush,” she said dryly, bumping the starter button.  The engine roared to life.  “Hold on.”
 
   “Uh, where?”
 
   She gunned it.  Michael threw his arms around Bell to keep from flying off the back of the bike.  He forgot all about personal space.  At the speed she drove she was wearing Michael like a second skin.
 
   Bell was not a careful driver.  When she was unable to weave through the gridlock as fast as she preferred, she had no problem veering onto the sidewalk and letting the pedestrians leap out of the way.  Michael shut his eyes the first time she did this and had no intention of opening them again until the bike came to a complete stop.  He could still tell when they were on the sidewalk because he could hear people screaming and feel Bell laughing in his terrified arms.  Michael’s stomach rebelled against the speed, and he began replaying a movie in his head to keep from vomiting.  The Dread Pirate Roberts was being pushed down a hillside when the pace finally slowed.  Michael cautiously opened one eye.  
 
   They were cruising quietly on a dark, garbage-strewn street; the stores that weren’t boarded up all had bars on the windows.  They slowed in front of a bar at the end.  There was only one letter still working on the bar’s signage.  The large front window was held together with a spider web of duct tape.  Loud rock music and raucous laughter poured out into the night.  Bell pulled up and turned off the bike.  
 
   They sat motionless for several seconds before Michael realized he’d have to get off first.  He dismounted clumsily and had to lean on the rusted out Honda parked next to them for balance.
 
   “You do realize I could have crashed the thing headlong into a brick wall and you’d have walked away without a scratch, right?”
 
   Michael could barely nod as he tried hard not to throw up on the bits of broken glass shimmering in the red light of the giant letter ‘H’.
 
   “Let’s go.”
 
   Michael followed, glancing wearily at the large, leather-clad man who watched them from the sidewalk.  “Aren’t you afraid someone will steal it?” He whispered, gesturing to the beautifully detailed motorcycle.
 
   “Where do you think I got it?” she whispered back.
 
   “Oh,” Michael watched Bell disappear into the smoky darkness of the bar.  “Of course.”
 
   The inside of the bar matched the outside.  The air was thick with cigarette smoke and the room crowded with patrons in varying stages of intoxication.  Several people were unconscious with their faces on tables.  Michael’s eyes watered at the smell of beer and vomit.  He could feel eyes on him from every corner.  He looked around for Bell, but she seemed to have vanished.
 
   A woman wearing a sequined bra for shirt approached him with alcoholic boldness.
 
   “Wanna know what fifty bucks’ll git ya?” she asked with dim, colorless eyes.
 
   Michael coughed at the smell of decay that came pouring out of her mouth along with her words.  
 
   “No thank you,” Michael spluttered.  
 
   “More than you’d think,” she winked and put a grimy hand on Michael’s scrawny bicep.  “Just fifty bucks.”
 
   Bell appeared at Michael’s shoulder.  The woman’s eyes lit up when she was met with Bell’s stare.  
 
   “Oh,” she said, instantly releasing her grip on Michael’s arm.  “My mistake.”
 
   She retreated into the smoke with a look that conveyed she would have disappeared completely if she could.
 
   “Come on,” Bell said, “They’re here.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Your ‘new friends’,” she replied darkly.
 
   “I thought—” Michael protested, “I thought you said they were dangerous.”
 
   “I did,” Bell said, leading Michael across the sticky linoleum floor, “but I think you need to see it for yourself.”
 
   Bell opened the back door and beckoned him into the alley.  He sprinted out of the heavy bar air, only to cough on the unmistakable smell of month-old garbage.  A soggy tower of full-to-bursting garbage bags leaned against a pile of crates on the narrow pavement.  A startled rat ran out of the pile when the back door slammed shut.
 
   The bar butted up to a huge brick building that Michael guessed had been apartments at one time.  Now, the fire escape ran past story after story of broken, boarded, or missing windows.  The pull-down stairs were no longer attached, but lay on the street, littered with refuse.
 
   Michael heard something in the distance.  It was a faint, shrill sound; half scream, half whistle, and completely unnatural.  His body responded instantly, even as his mind failed to discern the source.  He crouched, alert, ready to move.  
 
   “What was that?” he whispered.
 
   Bell turned toward the sound, a slight breeze lifting the copper wisps of hair away from her face.  The scent of jasmine swept down the alley with the wind.  The corners of Bell’s mouth twitched upward.  She didn’t answer him, but pulled her hair into a quick ponytail and jumped easily to grasp the bottommost step of the fire escape.
 
   “Follow me,” she said, jumping nimbly up onto her feet several steps up.  Michael watched in awe as she flitted up the side of the metal structure and stood on the roof in mere seconds.
 
   “Yeah,” Michael threw his hands up in defeat.  “Sure.  I’ll just— Right.”  He judged the distance to the bottom step.  “I need a much higher acrobatics score,” he mumbled as he looked around for something to use as a step up.  He began dragging an empty wooden crate across the concrete.
 
   Bell sighed heavily from her perch.  “What would you do if you had super human strength, Michael?” 
 
   “I don’t know!”
 
   “Keep your voice down” she snapped from the roof.  “I can hear you breathing; there’s no need to shout.  Try jumping.”
 
   Michael judged the distance and groaned.  It was at least fifteen feet from the ground.  He was the kid who injured himself playing ping pong.  
 
   “Just pretend you’re competent.  Close your eyes and jump.”
 
   “I’m just going to climb to the bottom step!” He called up to her.
 
   “Did you forget we’re not alone?” Her voice rang in his head like the clang of an alarm.
 
   “I’m not a freaking ninja!” he whispered.
 
   “No.  You’re a vampire.  Jump.”  She disappeared from the ledge.
 
   The distant scream came again, raising the hairs on Michael’s neck.  Something at the end of the street rustled. 
 
   “Bell?” He called.  She didn’t return.
 
   “Crap,” he groaned, and judged the distance again.  He jumped, bracing for pain, but instead found his aim to be dead on.  He grabbed the step, the cold metal cutting into his fingers.  He dangled for a moment before managing to get his arms and head above the step.  Some frantic wriggling proved pointless.  His long legs flailed in midair.
 
   “I’m going to kill you.”  Bell was standing on the landing above him, holding a hand out to help him up.
 
   She pulled him onto the step as if he weighed nothing.  
 
   “Thanks,” Michael said, unnerved at how easily she could lift him.
 
   She flitted back up the fire escape without another word and waited impatiently on the edge of the roof.
 
   Michael jogged up the stairs to catch up.  
 
   The moment he reached the top she started across the roof.  There were several dark spots where little piles of snow had melted.  It smelled strongly of mildew.  Michael stepped off the brick border and onto the black surface of the roof.  It sank slightly underfoot, like walking on a saturated sponge.  
 
   “Hurry up!” Bell hissed in his head.  She was waiting on the far side of the building, crouching beside the little half wall at the edge of the rooftop.
 
   Michael dodged the darkest spots and tiptoed around the edge of a huge sunken section.  When he reached her, she gestured down into the space below.
 
   Michael crouched next to her and peered down.
 
   There, in an alley similar to the one they had just escaped, was a man cowering behind a dumpster.   Michael could hear him weeping between forced, painful breaths.  His hands were pressed together between his knees as though he was praying. 
 
   The shrill sound came again, and the man whimpered louder.
 
    Moments later a woman appeared at the corner of the building.  Michael had never seen so many curves.  Her dark hair was a shimmering mass of curls in the yellow street light.  She opened her mouth and out came the piercing, hollow sound that made his senses prickle uncomfortably.   Another woman appeared.  Tall and tanned and toned.  They crept along the brick wall, edging toward the dumpster that hid the terrified man.  
 
   “What are they?” Michael whispered.
 
   Bell didn’t look away to answer.  They are nymphs, her voice sounded in his ears.
 
   “Nymphs.  Like ‘omaniac’?”
 
   Bell smirked at him.  Not exactly.  They use their beauty and their charm to lure men to their deaths.  Their power over mortals is profound.  Now be quiet and watch.
 
   The man below began rocking back and forth.  He shut his eyes tight.
 
   More women appeared around the corner.  Each as distinctly beautiful as the last.  They made swift progress down the alley, the chorus of shrill cries becoming more excited.  Together, more than a dozen women swept toward the man like a terrible wave of beauty.
 
   He began crying.
 
   Their features sharpened as they rounded the dumpster, their teeth descending into razor points, their nails grotesquely thick and sharp as jaguar’s claws.  They crashed into him with a terrible crescendo.  Blood sprayed up the dirty wall, a red mist settling in their hair like dew.  They tore strips of his flesh right off the bone, sinking their teeth into the raw meat that had been a man only moments ago.  Those who couldn’t reach from the front leapt over the dumpster and frantically scavenged sinew and gristle off the pavement, blood dripping from their chins.  In mere moments, there was nothing left of him.
 
   Michael tore his eyes away from the grisly scene and looked over at Bell.  What he saw nearly made him fall over.  Bell’s pupils were dilated to a hellish degree, only the tiniest sliver of green showing around the edges.  Her perfect teeth had elongated; not just her fangs, but all of them.  Her hands on the edge of the brick border were tipped with razor claws.  
 
   “You’re one of them.”  His voice shook.
 
   Bell blinked, and shook herself a little, her features reversing back to their beautiful proportions.
 
   “Yes,” she said proudly.
 
   “So you’re half vampire, half—?”
 
   “I am not half anything,” she stood suddenly to tower over Michael, “I am all vampire and all nymph.  The daughter of a Nymph Maven and turned by my Father, the most powerful vampire that has ever existed.  The first vampire.  I am not half anything!”  Michael fell backwards onto his elbows. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he whispered, pressing himself as low as he could against the moldy tar paper beneath him.  Bell’s eyes reflected the moonlight like two silver spotlights and her hands were balled into eager fists at her sides. “I’m very sorry,” he said again.
 
   The silver ran from her eyes and her vicious fangs receded.  She straightened her leather jacket and offered Michael a hand up.  She glared at him for a moment before taking a deep breath and looking back over the edge of the roof.
 
   Michael’s stomach turned at the strong smell of blood that wafted up out of the alley.  “Are they immortal?” 
 
   “Just as much as we are,” she said.  
 
   “So this is what Joseph and Tanish were watching for?”
 
   “Yes.  They just got into town, and we weren’t sure what they wanted.”  She looked back down into the alley and smiled.  “It seems we got a clue today.”  She pointed at Michael.  
 
   “What?  Me?”  His voice came out strangled.
 
   “They love an innocent man,” she smirked.  “You are certainly their type.”
 
   Michael peered into the alley.  They had all vanished, the blood spray up the brick the only sign that they had been there at all.  Michael could just hear the faint, receding sound of their cries, which had subsided into a low, satisfied rumble.
 
   Bell headed toward the fire escape.  “So, those are your new friends,” she called behind her.
 
   “You’re welcome to go down and meet them if you don’t think they’re that bad,” her voice taunted inside his head.  “I’m sure you could still catch them.”
 
   Michael ran to catch up with Bell.
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   Michael stared bleary-eyed into his cereal bowl.  A familiar headache was setting in.  He rubbed his forehead and took a bite of Toasty O’s.  I’m going to have to feed soon.
 
   Michael set down his bowl and opened his laptop.  He couldn’t return to the same retirement home.  He pulled up the links he had emailed himself and picked the next-closest facility.  He pulled up Google maps and glanced at his printer.  He shook his head.  He’d love to print it out and have it in his pocket when he needed it, but he wouldn’t be able to explain himself if someone found it.  He picked up the little orange google man and dropped him onto the street outside his building.  He’d memorize the route in virtual reality.  
 
   “Right, left, left, seven blocks, right, left,” he said through bites of soggy cereal.
 
   He erased his search history and closed the computer.  Right, left, left, seven blocks, right, left.
 
   He rubbed his eyes and drank his sugar-milk.
 
   There was a knock on the door.
 
   Maybe if I ignore them they’ll go away.
 
   A key slid into the lock.  The door opened a crack and Randy stuck his fat face inside.  “Michael, are you decent?” 
 
   Michael put his head down on the cool glass table.  “Why do you care?”
 
   He saw Randy’s shoes under the table.  And Charlotte’s polka dot rain boots.  
 
   Michael sat upright so fast his knees banged into the underside of the table.  He looked around his apartment in dismay.
 
   “Did you not tell him we were coming?” Charlotte asked, shoving Randy.
 
   “He’s fine.”  Randy got himself a bowl and poured cereal into it.
 
   “I am so sorry.”  Charlotte glanced at the underwear on the floor outside the bathroom and the corner where he stacked pizza boxes.  She tried to hide a smile.
 
   “It’s okay,” Randy said.  “Look around.  Soak it in.  This apartment stands as a testimony to my good friend Michael’s glorious bachelorhood.  Let the smell of thrice-worn socks and the overall sticky residue stand as an eternal monument to—”
 
   “Thank you, Randy,” Michael said, putting his empty bowl in the sink and clearing a pile of clothes off the table.  “I am sorry about this,” he said to Charlotte, his cheeks hot as he looked for a place to put the clothes down.
 
   Randy opened the oven.
 
   Michael stuffed them in.
 
   “You guys are delightful,” she laughed, pulling a thick manila folder out of her shoulder bag.
 
   “We try.”  Randy pulled a chair out for her and mimed pulling a band-aid off behind her back.
 
   Michael glared at him.  “What’s that?” he asked when Charlotte put the heavy folder down on the table.
 
   Her cheeks flushed with guilty mischief.  “A copy of the case file.”
 
   “Woah,” Randy said.  “How did you get that?”  He leaned against the sink with his bowl of cereal.
 
   Charlotte clicked her pen into action.  “I have a…friend…in the department.”  She opened the folder and turned to the first bright white page of a new notebook.  “What do we know?”
 
   “That is seriously illegal.”  Randy ignored her attempt to get off the subject.
 
   “He’s a very good friend,” She smiled at Randy pointedly.  
 
   “Still—he could get into a lot of trouble-”
 
   “Randy,” Michael said, “she doesn’t want to get into it.”
 
   “I’m just curious—“
 
   “Maybe I know something about his…tastes…that could get him into even more trouble,” Charlotte answered without looking up from the file.
 
   Randy’s mouth fell open, “You blackmailed a cop?”
 
   Charlotte glanced up at Randy’s impressed expression and failed to hide a little twitch of a smile.  “A detective, actually.”
 
   Randy laughed but stopped mid-chuckle.  “Wait- is this how you got that critic to review the show?”
 
   Charlotte cleared her throat.
 
   “Dang!  It is, isn’t it?  You are so badass!”
 
   “I’m glad you approve,” she said snarkily, straightening her file.  “Anyway, from what my friend could tell me of our Detective Paole, I’ll be facing that murder charge with or without legitimate evidence, so it’s a calculated risk.”
 
   Michael and Randy shared a look at the intensity of Charlotte’s resolution.  Charlotte silently layered the small table with various pieces of paper, including witness statements and photos of those involved.  “So,” she repeated, “What do we know?”
 
   I know that some vampires trapped her in the alley and left her to die.  Michael looked at his hands intently, trying to make his beleaguered brain come up with something new to them that wouldn’t betray any inside information, or reveal something that would get them killed.
 
   “Hmmmm,” Randy said, milk dripping from his chin back into the bowl, “Nathan Fillion has a big white board where they put pictures of all the people involved in the case.”
 
   The closest thing they had was the refrigerator.  They didn’t have many magnets, but they found half a roll of scotch tape in the bottom of a drawer.  It wasn’t long before they had assembled a decent looking board.
 
   They all looked at their work with satisfaction, but no one spoke.  Michael stared from one face to another, struggling not to look at Miss Barbra’s prison photo.  Her blonde hair shimmered with streaks of white and silver.  She had a crooked smile and a squareish nose.  The orange of her jumpsuit didn’t do her ruddy complexion any favors.  
 
   Charlotte seemed to find it hard to look anywhere else.  She stared down at the remaining papers in the folder with oddly bright eyes.  When she glanced up at the board her jaw clenched and she had to clear her throat repeatedly.  
 
   This is cruel, Michael thought.  No line of reasoning is ever going to lead them to murderous mythical creatures.
 
   “Alright,” Randy said when he finished his cereal, “let’s see…” He stroked his imaginary beard for a moment before continuing, “Did Miss Barbra have a boyfriend?”
 
   Charlotte winced.  “Maybe?  She never had one when I lived with my mother.  Just regulars.  There was this one guy who seemed like he wanted…more than just business.”
 
   “Do you remember his name?” Randy asked, uncapping his pen.
 
   “Tad?  Tim?  Something with a ‘T’.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay.  It was a long time ago,” Michael said, getting up and getting her a glass of water.  He set it down in front of her and sat back down.
 
   A sip of water.  Another long silence.  
 
   “Maybe...” Randy said cautiously, “maybe we need to talk to...someone who knew her better?”
 
   Michael shot Randy a disapproving look.  “She doesn’t have to—”
 
   “He’s right,” Charlotte set her jaw.  “I know,” she said resignedly, “I guess I can’t put it off any longer, can I?” She looked at Michael with a little laugh, and pulled her cell phone out of her pocket with shaking hands.
 
   Randy’s stomach gurgled ominously into the silence.  They looked at him.  His eyes grew wide.  “Milady,” he said in a bad British accent, “would you please excuse me for a mo’?”
 
   Charlotte snorted as he rose and walked to the bathroom.  The door clicked shut behind him.
 
   “He is shameless.  I’m sorry.”
 
   Charlotte waved him off, “He’s in theater.  We’re all shameless.”
 
   “Well, then, he’s just weird.”
 
   She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes.  She looked down at her cell phone and sighed.
 
   “You don’t have to do this, you know.”
 
   “No, I do,” she shrugged.  “I should have done it a long time ago.  It’s just….”
 
   Michael waited.  She squirmed in her chair.  “I shut that door for a reason.  My mother has been an alcoholic all my life.  Her parents were alcoholics.  Their parents weren’t anywhere.  It’s one long line of awful decisions and…”  She took a deep breath.  “And I wanted something else.  And it’s been nice.  For years now everything has been fine.  Stable.  I’ve been better.  But I think I always knew it was borrowed time.  I don’t get to rewrite history.  None of us do.”
 
   “You’re not talking about what that jerk detective said, are you?” Michael asked.
 
   “No.”  She turned her phone over in her hands.  “A couple of years ago, that would’ve destroyed me.  But I know better than that.  We are our choices.  I am my mother’s daughter, but that doesn’t mean I have to make her mistakes.”  She shot him a sarcastic smile.  “I get to make my own!”  Her cheeks flushed red, “I’ve told a lot of lies to keep my past in my past.”
 
   Michael shrugged.  “You got out of a really awful situation and escaped a terrible neighborhood.  There are so few people that can do that.  You did what you had to do.”
 
   Charlotte shook her head ruefully.  “Lies make you lonely.  ‘Lonely’ isn’t a strong enough word.  Secrets isolate you.  Even when you’re out with your friends, you’ll suddenly remember that they don’t know you at all.”
 
   Michael swallowed hard.  
 
   The bathroom door burst open and Randy came striding back into the room.  “It was like the laxative scene from Dumb and Dumber in there.”
 
   Charlotte scrunched up her nose.
 
   Michael put his head down on the table.
 
   “Buck up, man, and find us some air freshener!”
 
   Michael sat up and held his hands out, “I don’t have any!”
 
   “Well, then,” he used his James Bond voice again, “We’re all going to die.”
 
   A blaring cell phone jingle burst to life from Michael’s end table, startling everyone.
 
   “Sorry.”  Michael leapt to silence his phone.  “Hello?”
 
   “Michael!” Randy and Charlotte could hear the earsplittingly sweet Southern drawl from across the room.  
 
   “Mom?” Michael said in alarm.
 
   “Guess what, sweetheart?”  Her voice was full of joy.
 
   Michael knew what was coming.  So did Randy.  Michael’s mother often called from Alabama to let Michael know she would be there by evening.  They shared a dread-filled glance.
 
   “I’m getting in a cab right now!”  It was meant to be a wonderful surprise.
 
   “Oh, wow, Mom,” Michael grimaced.  “This isn’t a great time—?”
 
   “I’m getting in a dirty yellow cab, Michael!”
 
   Their dread turned to horror.
 
   “Oh, wow,” Michael said again, doing a surprisingly good job of sounding excited while piling his arms full of dirty clothes and anything else within arm’s reach.  Randy began filling the sink with dirty dishes.  Charlotte looked between the two of them in confusion and alarm.  
 
   “That’s great!  I’ll see you in a bit!”
 
   The moment the phone was shut Randy launched into an explanation.
 
   “I’m really sorry about this,” Michael said, running past Charlotte with arms full of take-out wrappers.  He stuffed them into the already too-full garbage can and ran to get more.  “You can go if you want to.  She usually only stays a day or two.”
 
   Charlotte stood and grabbed the rarely-used broom beside the fridge.
 
   Michael couldn’t help but smile as she started to sweep. 
 
   She caught his eye, and they both blushed crimson.
 
   Randy proved useless at dishes.  Charlotte noticed food still on the plates as she swept past.  “What?” Randy protested, “It’s clean food!”  Charlotte took over on the dishes and Randy swept everything into a huge pile of dust and socks.  He shook the socks and tossed them at Michael, then scooped up the garbage and tossed it out the window.  The dust bunnies stuck to the icy metal and settled on the steps below.
 
   By the time Michael had gotten all the laundry into one intimidating pile, Charlotte was already finished with the dishes.
 
   “That was fast,” Michael said, impressed.
 
   “Do you not have a laundry basket?” she asked as she began un-taping their crime board and returning the photos to the folder.
 
   “Oh,” he replied, “I was trying to do some homework in the laundry room and someone stole it while I waited for the dryer.”
 
   “You didn’t notice them?”
 
   “Well…I fell asleep.”
 
   Charlotte laughed.
 
   Another mutual blush.
 
   “Gag,” Randy said, heaving a leaking garbage bag toward the open window.
 
   “Don’t you dare throw that out the window!” Charlotte said.
 
   “No one will know which apartment it came from!”
 
   “You might hit someone!” said Michael.
 
   “Oh, fine,” Randy said, stepping onto the fire escape and carrying it down the steps instead.  “I don’t think I like the two of you together.  Very bossy.”
 
   Charlotte wiped up the trail that the soggy bag left behind.
 
   They looked around the apartment and nodded.  Close enough.
 
   “Now as charming as this woman must be, to have caused all this fuss,” Charlotte said with a smile, grabbing her carnation pink coat, “I think I’ll go.”
 
   “Thank you for your help.”  Michael walked to get the door.  “Sorry we didn’t make more progress with the- the thing.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” she laughed.  “It’d be better to have that conversation alone anyway.  My mom can be…challenging.”  
 
   Michael frowned at the nervousness in her eyes.  “You can do it, you know.”
 
   “Well, you sound very confident,” she said, adjusting the strap of her bag on her shoulder.
 
   “I am,” he said, looking at his sneakers.  “I think you are the strongest person I know.”
 
   “Stop.”  She shoved him gently.
 
   “Hey,” he protested.  “Ouch.”
 
   She blushed as she put on her scarf.  “Thank you, Michael.”
 
   Their awkward smiles were interrupted by a knock on the door.
 
   “That was fast!” Charlotte whispered.
 
   Michael hung his head.  “I am so, so, sorry for whatever happens,” he whispered.
 
   He took a deep breath and opened the door.
 
   They were immediately assaulted by her flowery perfume and dazzled by her giant pearls and bold houndstooth scarf.
 
   She opened her mouth to greet Michael, but stopped when she spotted Charlotte.  Michael could see which wheels were turning.  There was nothing he could do to slow their momentum.  Actual tears welled up in her heavily made-up eyes.  She walked right past Michael and enveloped Charlotte in a suffocating hug.
 
   “Hello, Mom,” Michael said from behind her.  “This is my friend Charlotte.”
 
   “Friend?” she said, easing her grip on Charlotte.  
 
   “Yes, Mom.”  He offered her a hug as a consolation prize.  “Friend.”
 
   She pouted a bit but recovered quickly and offered Charlotte a handshake.  “Nice to meet, you.  I’m Mrs. Wallace.”
 
   Charlotte shook her hand confidently.  “It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   Michel saw Randy behind his mother’s back, returning from the garbage run.  He froze when he saw the three of them and backed slowly out of view.
 
   “Where is Randy?” Mrs. Wallace looked around curiously.
 
   “Um…” Michael began.
 
   “Are the two of you just always together?” Charlotte asked, buying him time.
 
   “Gracious, you have no idea,” Mrs. Wallace said, a hand pressed to her busy floral bosom.  “Since grade school, dear.  Randy spent half his blessed childhood in Michael’s room.  We got Michael a bunk bed even though he never would have shared a room with his brother.”
 
   “I didn’t know you had a brother, Michael.”  Charlotte picked her purse up off the table and slid it onto her shoulder.
 
   “Oh, so you two don’t know each other very well,” she said as though she was making many mental calculations.  “We need to fix that, dears.”  She took a deep breath and smiled a shockingly large smile.  “I’m starving.  Where do you want to go?”  She wove an arm around Charlotte’s and started for the door.  “My treat.” 
 
   Charlotte was unable to fight off Mrs. Wallace’s advances.  Within minutes, they found themselves in a cab and, despite his mother’s insistence that they go to Michael’s favorite restaurant, they arrived at a swanky sit-down place that neither Charlotte nor Michael had ever seen.  Sam’s Original Pizza was, apparently, not good enough. 
 
   They spent most of the unrecognizable meal listening to Michael’s mother fill them in on the goings-on in the life of Michael’s younger brother, who had already graduated from med school, at the top of his class.  This lead to a comprehensive list of all his accolades upon graduation and a sudden turn to Michael’s life at school.  She didn’t like the ‘play nonsense’ and felt his time would be better spent on a second major.  Charlotte stayed still and silent, avoiding eye contact with Michael until the check arrived, when she glanced quickly up at him, barely holding in her laughter.
 
   At least she thinks it’s funny. 
 
   Charlotte made a brave and nearly successful attempt to escape after lunch, but after Michael’s mother fished for Charlotte’s midterms schedule and discovered her work for the semester was done, it was clear that they would be spending the entire afternoon together.  Three tourist attractions later, it was time for the play, which, of course, Mrs. Wallace had already purchased a ticket to.
 
   It was the worst night they’d had at the theater, thanks in no small part to his mother, who sat in the front row and announced at random moments that the reaper was her son.  Michael apologized to Charlotte at least fifty times backstage before she finally made him stop.
 
   “Michael.”  She grabbed both his wrists.  “It is O. K.”  She smiled.  “You just found out my mother is a prostitute and you still like me.  I can handle your aging Southern belle.”
 
   His cheeks flushed at the feel of her soft skin on his.  He nodded stupidly.
 
   “Though I almost lost it when she asked that transvestite where she got her bag.”
 
   “Randy will be so mad he missed that.”  Michael grinned. 
 
   “He deserved to miss it!  Did you see how he crept down the ladder?”
 
   “Yes, I saw.  Worst best friend ever.  He knew what she’d think when she saw you there!”
 
   “Well, he doesn’t like us together, remember?  I guess he thought your mom would take care of that possibility for him.”  Her cheeks flushed pink when she realized what she’d said.
 
   Michael blinked and was suddenly very aware of how close they were standing.  He couldn’t look away from her blue eyes.  She released his wrists and took a step back.
 
   Michael cleared his throat.  “I better go get her.  I’m sorry again, especially about the play.”
 
   She shrugged.  “You can’t win ‘em all.”  She smiled up at him very briefly before they awkwardly dispersed.  Michael looked back and caught a glimpse of her skirt disappear into the women’s locker room.  He walked to retrieve his mother with a gloriously stupid smile plastered on his face.
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   The high he was on from being with Charlotte was ruined when he remembered he had to sneak back in to the dressing room and take the costume with him.  It was stuffed into his bag, which now lay by his front door. Michael glanced at it from where he lay on the cold hardwood floor.  His mother had assumed ownership of his bed, citing “hotel diseases” as her complaint against other accommodations.   
 
   He couldn’t risk getting too hungry.  But he couldn’t go out until his mother fell asleep.  Every time he began to rise she would snort and roll over.  It was almost three when he finally felt safe to go. 
 
   He crept cross the room and retrieved the bag and scythe, careful to avoid the creakiest boards on his way.
 
   Bag in one hand and scythe in the other, he faced the window.  He scanned the rooftops and the shadows for any sign of the nymphs.  He didn’t think he’d ever get the sound of their jaws shattering bone or their claws tearing muscle out of his mind.  He glanced back at his mother’s snoring form and closed his eyes.  He could feel the hunger stir inside him.  She wouldn’t be safe if he stayed in.  He had to go.  
 
   He slid out onto the fire escape and took the steps as quickly and as quietly as he could.  
 
   Michael jumped at a noise in the shadows of the alley behind him.  He spun around, half convinced he’d turn to see horrible fangs closing in.  But it was just that stupid cat again.  The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end.  He peered into the darkness for a long moment, listening, until he was sure he wasn’t being watched.  
 
   He jogged to the more well-lit main street and yawned.  He would've loved to get into a cab, but he needed to be smarter than he had been on previous occasions.  He cringed at the stories the cabbies could tell if someone asked the right questions.  Walking was the safest way.  It was a good night for it anyway.  The sky was inky black and cloudless.  There was just the slightest breeze.  His sneakers were worn so thin he could feel the cold from the pavement on the soles of his feet.  After the heat of his apartment, the cool and the silence were welcome.
 
   He wished he was just out for a stroll.  But his body and his chest ached: hollow and insistent.  He reached the end of his block and closed his eyes.
 
   Right, left, left, seven blocks, right, left.
 
   He took a right.  
 
   Michael worked hard to pretend he didn't hear the voice whispering to him as pedestrians passed close by.  His heart beat wildly when he passed an alley with a lone, female occupant.  It would be easy, the voice called to him.  His senses reached out to her without his consent.  He breathed in her vanilla lotion, heard the steady beating of her heart.  She was small, and she hadn't noticed him looking.  
 
   Michael forced his eyes and his feet forward.
 
   He was startled by how tempted he had been.  He was glad he hadn’t put it off another night.  Each oncoming pedestrian, though completely unconcerned with Michael, was sized up by the unwelcome presence in Michael's head.  He pressed on, his head tucked down as if he was walking against a fierce wind.  He batted at the voice as he would a bothersome fly.  He knew he must look crazy.  He caught the eye of a teenager and felt his body lurch toward her small frame.  She screamed, and her boyfriend pulled her close to him.
 
   "What the hell, man!  Back off!"
 
   Michael stumbled sideways and took off running.  He had already waited too long.
 
   He pushed his panic down and tried to focus on his feet and the direction they were going.  Streetlamps and traffic lights whizzed past.  He took corners so fast he felt his body lean into the turns.  He still caught whiffs of perfume, blasts of body odor.  He still heard their chatter, couldn't stop imagining the warm liquid pulsing through their bodies.  
 
   Just run, he told himself.  He repeated the directions over and over in his mind, counting corners as the streets swept past, ignoring the startled cries of dozens of slower pedestrians.  Just get there.  
 
   And he did.  Before he knew it, the traffic lights and corners and dark stretches had led him to his goal.  He came to a stop at the corner of the back fence.  He wasn't even out of breath.
 
   Okay, that is pretty cool.
 
   A flashlight beam shot across the grass, and Michael pressed himself against a light pole.  He waited there several moments before peaking.  There was barely any yard beyond the chain link, just a stretch of dead grass with an empty fountain in the middle.  The building towered above him with rows of dark windows peppered with one or two lights but otherwise dark.  No one was in sight.
 
   He heard a group of teenagers approaching from the other end of the street; he couldn't afford to stay put.  Michael tossed his bag over the fence and followed nimbly, barely a rattle accompanying him on the way down.  He crossed the lawn and pressed himself against the brick wall.  His heart raced, but he forced himself to peek inside the nearest window.  He caught a glimpse of a patient in a bed, a book held in wrinkled hands.    
 
   He crept to the window to his other side.  The lamp beside the bed was off.  The shaft of light that poured in through the window fell on an immobile lump under hospital blankets.
 
   Michael tapped gently on the window.  The blanket lump didn’t move.  He forced his fingernails under the window and pulled.  It didn’t budge.  Laughter assaulted him from behind; he spun to see the shadows of the teenagers approaching the corner.  In a moment, they’d see him.  
 
   Michael eyed the old-fashioned metal lock on the other side of the glass.  It was rusted through.  Michael pulled up hard.  The lock broke and clattered on the tiled floor.  Michael froze, but still there was no movement from the bed.  The window squeaked as though it hadn’t been opened in years.  
 
   Michael hoisted himself and his bag into the little window in a matter of seconds.  He ducked under the window and watched as the teenagers passed by, totally unconcerned with the sleepy building.  The patient in the bed was sound asleep: gray nose hair fluttering in and out with cartoonish snores.  Michael reached out and carefully pulled in the scythe.  He unzipped the bag and got dressed as quietly as possible, his eyes glued to the man dreaming in the corner.  But he kept dreaming, even as Michael became the reaper three feet from his bed.  He thought briefly of waking him, but he feared the shock would give him a heart attack whether he was ready or not.
 
   But the hollow feeling pursued him now, an inescapable companion, urging him onward.  He crept to the door and peeked out.  There was an unoccupied nurse’s desk at the far end of a long hallway and a light on in the room next door.  He scanned the ceiling for cameras, but found none.  He double-checked the mesh face-piece and pulled on his gloves.  He slid out into the hall and slipped into the room next door, as fast as any soul-sucking nightmare of the underworld. 
 
   A soft beeping filled the space.  The mauve and brown curtain was drawn.  Michael stilled his breathing and reached for it.  The metal shower curtain rings slid noisily across the rod.
 
   "Who is it?" A tiny woman lay in the bed.
 
   Michael drew himself to his full height and swept to the side of her bed, watching for her reaction.
 
   "Who is it?" she asked again, looking right at him.
 
   She sighed heavily, drumming her fingers against the hard cover of a book she held in her lap.  
 
   "Yes," she said in a small but severe voice, "I'm reading after hours again.  What are you going to do?  Give me a detention?"
 
   Michael glanced at the book.  It was in braille.
 
   "I need help with this G.D. gown, anyway," she said, throwing off her covers and reaching both of her ghostly hands toward Michael.
 
   Reflexively, he caught her weight on his arms.  She stood, and turned around, revealing her scrawny back and giant elastic-banded underpants.
 
   "What are you waiting for?  Tie the stupid thing!"
 
   Michael shook himself and blinked.  "Right," he murmured, finding the thin strings at the collar of the paper-thin garment and securing them with shaking hands.  
 
   "I don't understand why I can't wear my own clothes.  It's not like you're about to rush me off to surgery!"
 
   Michael fumbled with the gown, trying to find the second set of strings without touching any of her folds or wrinkles.  "It's, um, against our policy."  Michael's long sleeve got caught up in the ties and he had to quickly free his sleeve from her gown.
 
   "Is it against your policy to let an old woman die with even a shred of her dignity?" she snapped.  "I'm not an idiot.  I know better than these quacks how much time I've got, and it isn't anywhere near as long as they told my children."
 
   "What makes you say that?" Michael asked, finally securing the last of the ties.
 
   "I was a cardiologist for thirty-five years.”  Her voice was sharp, intelligent.  “I've gone blind, but I'm not deaf.  That's not a murmur anymore.  It's a cacophony."  She adjusted her gown and prepared to get back into bed.
 
   Michael glanced at the heart monitor.  Now that he listened, it was beeping at a strange pace; a sort of tremulous gallop.
 
   Michael helped her keep off her IV lines and got her blankets situated.  She stared forward with an unseeing scowl.  
 
   Michael couldn't help but pity her.  How terrible it must be to have everything stripped from you; trade your title for a room number and your home for a hospital bed.  She wasn't even allowed to keep her own clothes.  There was a little dresser just past the beeping equipment.  Michael pulled the drawer open with the toe of his sneaker.  Inside he spotted a scratchy-looking seafoam green suit-dress.  He glanced at the old woman.  Her body was so thin and frail.  She sat up stiffly, gripping her only avenue of rebellion: the well-worn book that lay in her lap.  Maybe he should just try the next room.
 
   "Why are you still here?" she barked, glaring at nothing.  There was the smallest tremble to her bottom lip.  So small, he wasn't sure he'd have seen it with his mortal senses.  
 
   "Are you…ready?" He asked.
 
   She turned her unfocused eyes toward him.  "Ready for what?  To die?" she asked, surprised.  "You're a rather nosy young man, aren't you?"
 
   "My apologies, ma'am," Michael said, moving for the door.  His head swam impatiently.  The voice objected to the delay. 
 
   "My husband has been dead nearly ten years.  My eyesight has been gone almost that long.  My children are grown and moved away.  They didn't even come see me when they moved me to this God-forsaken place.  My friends are all either dead or sicker than I."
 
   Michael stopped in the doorway and turned back.
 
   "Yes," she said, placing her hands together in her tiny lap, "Yes, I am ready to die.  Wouldn’t you be?"
 
   It took very little time to get her changed into her street clothes.  Michael was, given the state of hunger he found himself in, incredibly patient.  There were far too many ugly fabric buttons, but he managed to stay calm until she was settled back in her bed, this time looking like a stern librarian.  She had even pulled her hair into a tight gray-white bun.  Her glower was softer.  Michael even caught the faintest smile play across her face.  She was really quite pretty still. 
 
   “Thank you,” she said, her chest rising and falling in a deep, relaxing breath.
 
   Enough already, the voice said.  It would not wait another moment.  Michael held onto himself just long enough to close his eyes before his new side took control.
 
   Her body flailed in shock when he descended on her, but she went limp with the first long draught.  Michael lost himself to the rush of warm liquid.  The same comforting renewal that washed over him the first time came again, more soothing than a hot bath and more gratifying than the breaking of any fast.  He inhaled deeply.  The warm, sterile air made his head spin.  He came back to himself as the last ounce of fluid left her body.  His eyes fluttered open, and he was assaulted by the strong smell of her medicated lotion.  He dropped her instantly, and she fell back onto her pillows, as white as the papery sheets that surrounded her.  
 
   Her head flopped over onto her shoulder and her hands lay palm-up by her sides.  She could have been sleeping, if it had not been for the two round holes in her neck.  The monster inside Michael cried out in victory, even as the reality of his guilt ripped at his insides.  His eyes filled with tears.  He had to bite his own fist to keep from crying out.  
 
   There was a click behind him, and a quick burst of static.
 
   Michael spun to see the sweaty face of a short rent-a-cop, and the barrel of his gun.
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   “Don’t move,” the guard’s face shook as he spoke.  Sweat rolled down the bridge of his nose.  Michael put his hands up in surrender, coughing on the stink of the man’s adrenaline.  “Don’t you move!” He glanced at the body in the bed, and turned a purply-gray color.  
 
   Michael looked around desperately for a way out of the tiny room.  The guard’s body took up the entire doorway.  Michael bent slowly and shouldered his bag.  
 
   “I said don’t move!” his voice was hysterical.
 
   The radio at his hip beeped, and static crackled through the room.  “Do you have him?”
 
   The guard jumped at the question, and let out a faint whimper.  He wiped sweat off his brow with his free hand.  Michael eyed the doorway and crouched, ready to run the moment he had an opening.
 
   “Do you have him?” the question came again, more insistent.
 
   The gun shook as he tried to detach the device from his belt without taking his eyes off of Michael.  His sweaty finger slipped off the trigger.  Michael ducked and shot forward, shoving the man’s outstretched arm to the side as he passed.  He lowered the scythe with his right hand, taking out the man’s legs as he swept past.  He heard the rattle of the curtain as he dove out the door and into the hall.  Then he was running.  
 
   He shot into the hall and back into the room next door.  The nose-haired man sat bolt upright in the bed and shouted obscenities at him as he shoved everything out the window.  He followed his things out before the guard had finished grunting himself off the floor.
 
   Michael stumbled out onto the cold ground, and gathered the backpack in his hand as he staggered forward.  He snatched up the scythe and sprinted across the yard.  The moon was huge and yellow in the sky as he vaulted over the fence and started down the street.  He didn’t have to strain to hear his foe’s labored breathing at the window.
 
   “Yes, I said he went out the back!”
 
   The static and the beep replied, “There’s a car headed your way!  Get eyes on him!”
 
   Michael didn’t even clear the alley before the world turned red and blue.  A patrol car shrieked into his path, the smell of hot rubber igniting his lungs with smoke.  He took off the other way, but a second squad car blocked him in.  Michael was dazed by an assault of noises and flashes of headlights.  The doors flew open, and uniformed officers leveled their weapons.  He was frozen in the middle of the street, his backpack over one shoulder and the scythe in one hand.  Michael heard the metallic click of hammers sliding back.  The rent-a-cop glared at him from the other side of the fence, a smirk waiting behind his loaded gun.
 
   A gust of wind blew down the alley toward them, carrying a familiar scent along with it.  It was Jasmine.  Michael caught the faintest, shrill echo carry through the cold air.  
 
   The nymphs are here. 
 
   His body reacted to the idea with resolution.  He knew it, even though he couldn’t see it.
 
   “Turn around!  Put your hands up!” Michael could hear the tiny clink of wedding band against metal as the gun shook in his hands.  A confident voice whispered, “You’ve got it, rookie.  Stay calm.”
 
   Michael’s senses reached into the darkness all around him.  He took it all in in a moment.  A stray dog by the front sidewalk was scratching an itch.  Someone in the building across the street was brewing coffee.  And the nymphs were waiting in the shadows to the east, in the fire escape of the adjacent building.  He could sense them there, see the cluster of shadows and smell the same flowery scent that had enveloped the man in the alley.  
 
   The cops would never even see them coming.  All Michael could think of was the red spray that went up the brick wall when they’d descended upon their cowering victim.  They would tear these cops apart in an instant.  
 
   He remembered Bell’s words.  You’re certainly their type.  Another eerie howl swept toward him.  
 
   They weren’t going to wait.
 
   Michael didn’t even think first, his body screamed at him what to do.  He leapt the fence, landing behind the rent-a-cop.  The report of the guard’s hand gun was so loud it felt like a physical impact, but his bullet chipped the brick across the alley, and Michael was already running flat-out across the narrow lawn, turning the corner of the ugly building.  Follow me, he thought desperately.  
 
   Obscene screams tore the night apart: guttural and terrified, and accompanied by many piercing, angry howls.
 
   Michael’s sneakers skidded on the sidewalk.  “No!” He screamed, looking back, “Follow me!”
 
   Two heavenly light-brown eyes appeared around the corner of the retirement home.  She was dressed in black from head to toe, and wore a cunning smile.  Her eyes were alight with excitement.  “Hello Michael.”
 
   Michael’s breath caught in his throat.  For a moment they stood under the silent moon, a cat and a mouse.  A very terrified mouse.  Michael bolted.  As fast as he could, he ran.  
 
   His body responded to his desperation as though he’d done this a thousand times.  He sped forward, power in his stride, leaning into turns as they wove through the streets, his only thought escape.  He caught lightning glimpses of her shadow on the brick, joined now by many more.  He heard the startled exclamations of pedestrians as the wind of their passage left only the echo of that low hunting growl behind. 
 
   Fingertips brushed his shoulder.
 
   He couldn’t outrun them.
 
   Panic coursed through his veins more powerfully than adrenaline.  His bag caught on a lamppost, yanking his shoulder backwards.  A shockwave of pain raced up his arm and into his back.  The growl was all he could hear now.
 
   He searched for safety in vain.  He realized he was in a part of the city he didn’t recognize.  Shorter buildings surrounded them; metal buildings paired with the hulking forms of construction equipment.  His muscles began to burn.  He stumbled, hitting the sidewalk hard with both knees.  Inertia flipped him several times across the icy pavement.  Blood burst from his nose, turning his vision red as he tumbled.  Somehow he ended up on his feet, and cried out with the effort of moving forward.
 
   “Michael!”
 
   He ignored the voice and fought his way through the pain that seared in his knees.  He was only dimly aware that his jeans were stained with blood.
 
   The sidewalk narrowed and the city quieted.  Lights got further apart.  Michael was assaulted with the sticky, rotten smell of the river.  He was running toward a watery dead-end, and he couldn’t swim.
 
   How do I slow down? He though in a panic.  He glanced behind and saw those honey-colored eyes staring back at him.
 
   “Please,” his voice came out as a plea “No!  Please!”
 
   The sidewalk ended abruptly.  In a moment his sneakers were buried up to the laces in gravel.  He flipped spectacularly, head, elbows, knees and back all getting a full-speed beating against the rocks.  The scythe slipped from his hand, flinging toward the river, and he slid face-down for thirty feet.  His feet came to rest just off on the end of a short dock.
 
   He curled into a ball, trying to protect his head with his arms.  He held his breath and closed his eyes, bracing himself for the pain of their many fangs and claws tearing into his body.
 
   Nothing happened.  
 
   He peeked an eye open.
 
   A pair of knee-high leather boots were a foot in front of him.  Bell was standing over him.  Joseph and Tanish flanked her.  He looked around.  A semi-circle of battle-ready vampires surrounded him.  Michael looked between Bell’s shapely calves and saw more than a dozen nymphs standing opposite them, unsettlingly beautiful, and barely even breathing hard.  
 
   Behind him, he heard the distant sound of the scythe splashing into the middle of the river.
 
   One nymph stood ahead of the rest.  She was the most exotic-looking person he’d ever seen.  Her skin was so black that he thought he might not have seen her in the darkness a week ago.  Her cool smile was framed by a mane of ebony hair.  Her eyes were an unnaturally rich cobalt blue, and they were leveled at Bell.
 
   “You can’t have him, Callista,” Bell’s voice was taunting.
 
   “My girl,” the woman named Callista said, glancing down at Michael and flashing the brightest and most terrifying half-smile he had ever seen, “You’re not playing fair.”
 
   Bell’s muscles tensed.  “You want to go home, Callista.”
 
   Callista didn’t move.  “I would love to, child.”  Her eyes narrowed to slits of cerulean.  “But Bram has made that quite impossible.”
 
   Bell smiled.  “Yes, and I’m quite proud of him.”
 
   Callista took a deep breath and considered Bell for a long moment.  “I think you are underestimating me.”  She smiled at Michael where he lay on the dock, “I usually get what I want.” 
 
   “That’s not how my father tells it,” Bell said, her posture eager.  “How many of your daughters have you lost now?  I’d think you’d be rather used to losing.
 
   “C’mon,” Bell taunted, “I love a good competition.”  Michael’s eyes grew wide as he watched Bell’s fingernails grow to glistening razor blades at her sides.
 
   Tanish put a hand on Bell’s arm, but she shook it off.
 
   Callista’s vibrant eyes flashed icy blue.  She glared across the space.  The nymphs behind her began to transform, their many jagged fangs just visible behind bewitching lips.  For a moment, Michael was sure she was about to launch at Bell.  But she gestured to the others, and their claws retracted.  Callista shot Michael a final, devilishly friendly smile.  “We’ll get together soon.”  
 
   Michael swallowed hard.
 
   She turned on her heel, and then they were all gone; the only hint of their departure a metal shop sign swinging madly in the wind they created in their wake. 
 
   Bell let out a long breath and rounded on Michael.  They all turned to glare at him.  Their expressions made Michael feel like the worst, most pitiful slug to ever exist.
 
   “Sorry,” he cringed.  He pushed himself up off his stomach and got slowly onto his knees.  He started to rise but Bell held out her hand.  “Stay there,” she commanded.  
 
   The gravel dug into his knees, but he obeyed.  She hooked her hair behind her ears and laughed to herself.
 
   “Joseph,” she said, the gravel crunching under her boot as she spun to face him.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “What were you saying to me earlier about this young man?” she placed a soft hand on Michael’s shoulder.
 
   Joseph looked him in the eye before he spoke.  “I said he was a loser, and we should just kill him before he causes us any real trouble.”
 
   Her nails dug into his shoulder.  “Anything else?”
 
   “I asked you what use he could possibly be to us.”
 
   Bell bent and spoke into Michael’s ear.  “Joseph is a bit of a dullard, Michael, but I think he has a pretty good point for once.”  She straightened and began to pace.  As she walked past him, her nails began to lengthen again.  She stopped in front of him, her left hand now armed with five lethal blades.  “Do you know the only surefire way to kill a vampire, Michael?”
 
   “No, ma’am.”
 
   Bell smirked at him.
 
   “Sorry,” he corrected.  “No.”
 
   “Beheading,” she said with a smile, tapping her nails against the buckles of her brown boots.
 
   Joseph smiled sickeningly behind her back.
 
   “Do we look like a social club to you?  A bunch of babysitters?”
 
   Michael glanced up at the livid crowd that had saved his life mere minutes before.  They stood with arms crossed or hands on hips, their faces reading disgust or hatred.  Jessica looked at him as though he was human garbage.  Tanish had one eyebrow raised above a mirthless stare.
 
   He shook his head, sweat beading on his forehead.  He stared hard at the rocks under his knees.
 
   “I guess you forgot what I told you during our little dinner.  This is a family.  We have each others’ backs.  We’ve proven that tonight.”  She laid the sabre-length nail of her index finger on his shoulder, “Now you’ll have to prove you have ours.  I will not put my people in danger for you a second time.”
 
   “I have let you play this adorable game long enough.  Enough.  Enough theater attendance.  Enough dice-rolling.  Enough sweater chasing.  I’ll give you twenty-four hours to walk away from it.”  The blade retracted slowly, and she stepped back.  “Or I’ll take Joseph’s advice.”
 
   With a gesture to the group, they vanished as quickly as the nymphs.
 
   Michael let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.  He was alone on the little wooden dock, surrounded by the shadows of the bulldozers, the stink of the river, and the unceasing sounds of the city.  Car doors, radios, buzzing streetlamps, and the constant wail of police sirens wafted toward him from across the river.  
 
   Those cops are dead because of me.  
 
   All the lies he’d been telling himself caught up to him in that moment.  The distractions and mitigating factors he’d built as a shield to protect himself from the truth failed.  I’m a murderer.  Michael heard his own cries echoing off the deserted buildings around him, but he couldn’t stop the noise any more than he could stop the horrible riptide of guilt that clawed at him from the inside out.
 
   “I should have just died!” he screamed at himself.  Why didn’t I? His head pounded.  He pressed his palms to his forehead and forced himself to take a deep breath.  I was probably just too scared to choose death.  Nothing more than that.  I just didn’t have the balls to die.  
 
   Michael spotted his bag lying upside down on the sidewalk.  He staggered to his feet and walked over to it clumsily, his vision impaired by tears.  
 
   Bell was absolutely right.  I am a coward.
 
   He shouldered his bag and glanced toward the river, where the scythe had splashed down.  “Great.  What am I going to tell Charlotte?”  Michael started down the sidewalk toward the busier part of town, half wishing Bell had just gone ahead and killed him.  His eyes welled with tears again at the thought of Randy and Charlotte never knowing what happened to him.  Though not knowing was better than them ever finding out the truth.  He didn’t deserve friends like them.  He was just grateful that his stupidity hadn’t cost them their lives.  
 
   Bell’s right, He thought.  I have to leave them.
 
   But how can I?
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   Michael slept poorly.  His dreams were short bursts of stories with no endings, filled with people looking for him even though he was standing right in front of them.  They knocked on doors that never opened. They made phone calls that went unanswered.  Their faces were lined with wrinkled worry.  Their hair was prematurely gray.  Bell stood at the edge of each scene, that slight smile like a curved blade. "Your morals are going to get your friends killed."
 
   In each dream, he told himself to wake up; he assured himself it was only a nightmare and the answer was to wake up.  When he finally crossed from sleeping to waking, he regretted his own advice.  Michael rolled over without opening his eyes. He reached for his blanket, but his fingers grasped only air.  The heady scent of cinnamon and citrus, mixed with the powerful scent of cleaning products, assaulted his senses and brought him fully upright.
 
   It was there on the stove: a pot of orange peels roiling around in boiling water, the water dark with cinnamon.  Michael groaned.  His mother was cleaning.  The bathroom door stood open; his pile of towels had vanished.  He looked around again for his blanket, but it was gone.  So was the one he’d made his makeshift bed out of.  He glanced up to see his bed was stripped, too.  
 
   At least she left me the pillow, he picked it up and noticed the cover smelled like lavender.  "No, she's just returned it."  
 
   The window was open.  He assumed that was to let the stink of toilet cleaner and bleach out of his bathroom.  All the trash had disappeared.  His papers from school were stacked in several neat piles on the table.  He stood, resigned to the coming onslaught of shaming.  It was never enough for her to clean a place; she always had to make sure the perpetrator felt thoroughly ashamed of himself before the job was truly done.
 
   "Mom?" he called. There was no answer. He walked to the bathroom and peered inside, but she was gone.
 
   There was a sharp knock on the door.
 
   Michael jumped. "Who is it?"
 
   "NYPD."
 
   Sickness rose in his throat. He looked down and realized he was wearing only his boxers: covered in Daleks and proclaiming "Exterminate!" across the front.
 
   He opened his pants drawer and found it empty. His shirt drawer was the same. They were all empty.
 
   "Just a minute!"
 
   "We have a warrant to search this apartment. You have ten seconds."
 
   "Blarg!" She had taken everything.  He spotted his bed sheets folded neatly on the edge of the dresser.  He winced at the thought of his Mother's face, but he had no choice.  He threw the thin navy fabric around his shoulders and ran to the door.
 
   There were two uniformed officers in his hall, one tall, squareish man and a wiry brown-haired woman.  Behind them stood Detective Paole.  Michael swallowed hard.  Why did he have a warrant?
 
   The two cops pushed past him even as he said, "Come in."
 
   The detective smiled slowly at Michael, holding out an official-looking piece of paper.  Michael didn't know what to say, so he motioned the man inside.
 
   When the door was closed he cleared his throat.  "Is there anything in particular you are looking for?" he heard the tremor in his voice as he spoke.
 
   The two uniformed cops shared a glance at Michael's expense.
 
   "Well, I'll tell you, Mr. Wallace.  When I see two murders in the same week with corpses without a drop of blood in them, I think to myself that that's a strange coincidence.  I want to find the connection between these two innocent victims.  You know what connects my two victims?"
 
   Michael knew his face was turning white.  The officers were opening all his cupboard doors, all his drawers.  One went in to the bathroom and the other ducked to look under the bed.
 
   "One Barbra Whitfield was found outside your theater on the opening night of a play which features the Grim Reaper.  One Jeffery Westen was found in his bed, with security footage showing a very similar Grim Reaper fleeing the scene.
 
   “Where is the costume, Michael?” he asked the question in a professional tone, but there was a flash of anger hiding in his eyes. 
 
   “I…” I have no idea.  He held out his hands, clueless.  The tall cop stepped just behind him, looking over his shoulder as if the answer was in Michael’s upturned palms.  A strong smell of cigarettes wafted over Michael, and he gagged on the heavy odor.
 
   “Where is the scythe?”
 
   Michael shook his head, recalling the distinctive splash as it sank into the Hudson.  “I…lost it.”
 
   The brunette appeared at the Detective’s shoulder when she ran out of places to search. "Sir, there's nothing,"
 
   "What do you mean 'nothing'?" he sniped, never taking his dark eyes from Michael.
 
   "I mean nothing.  There's hardly anything in the cupboards, and no clothes at all in the dresser.  The bathroom is spotless.  He's just cleaned, sir.  Very thoroughly."
 
   They both looked him up and down, standing there clutching the sheet around himself.  The detective’s eyebrows raised.  Michael didn't like the picture they were painting.  He started to explain, but couldn't find his voice.
 
   “I have a warrant for that costume, Mr. Wallace,” the Detective said, his thick fingernails smoothing the folds in the crisp piece of paper.
 
   “I—” Michael began again, his eyes watering from the smell of smoke.  He tried to step away from the carcinogenous cop, but the man pressed in even closer.
 
   “I want that costume—” the Detective was cut off by a noise coming from the hallway.  They all looked to the door.
 
   It started quietly, a bright humming, and grew louder at the chorus.  “Glory, glory, hallelujah! Glory, glory, Hallelujah! Glor—” the door banged open, almost hitting the female police officer in the face.
 
   It was Michael’s mother.  She was carrying two baskets full of clean laundry.
 
   She jumped horribly at the sight of the four of them.
 
   “Lord have mercy!” She dropped one of the baskets and pressed a bejeweled hand to her heart. “Scared the tar outta me!”
 
   The detective slipped the warrant into his jacket and extended a hand.  “I’m Detective Paole,” he said with an almost imperceptible nod, motioning for the uniformed cops to help her with the fallen laundry.
 
   “What is goin’ on around here? Michael, are you in trouble?”  Her eyes and her tone were those of a woman who was ready to throw a child over a knee and start paddling.
 
   “Nothing, ma’am. We were just asking this young man about a recent disturbance.”
 
   Mrs. Wallace pursed her lips. “I keep tellin’ him this city isn’t a place for anybody to be. When he told me where he wanted to go to school, the first thing I said was that he would be shot dead in his bed. New York people are crazy.”  She kept rambling on about rats and “goons" and the price of a gallon of milk, but the detective wasn’t listening.
 
   “May I?” He said, reaching for something in the mess of laundry.
 
   Mrs. Wallace looked confused, but nodded, redirecting her rant to the female officer.
 
   Michael couldn’t see around the cop, who was still kneeling to put Michael’s socks back into the basket.  But the Detective stood again in a moment and in his hands he held the costume.  It was neatly folded, smelling of flowers, and so thoroughly cleaned that it looked to be closer to gray than to black.  She had even mended some of the tears he had put in it during his epic tumble.  Michael forced his face to remember that it didn’t matter to him whether the detective found the costume or not.  His heart beat out a dance of hope against his ribcage.
 
   Color rose in the detective’s face.  He clutched the costume so hard his knuckles were white.  He glared at Michael with such hatred that, for a moment, Michael felt solidly mortal.
 
   “...and now I come in and find three of New York’s finest in my son’s apartment!”  His mother gestured wildly, a fistful off socks flinging at the officers.
 
   The female cop nodded along to placate her.  The broad male officer ground his teeth, a sound that electrified Michael’s head like nails on a chalkboard.
 
   The detective tucked the costume under his arm and shot a challenging look at Michael before ordering the officers out.  “See you soon,” he said darkly, though a flicker of frustration in the man’s rodent-like eyes told Michael he knew there was almost no chance of finding evidence on the costume now.
 
   The door banged shut behind him, and Michael’s mother made a sour face. “Rude!” she slammed the basket down on the table and turned to retrieve the other.  “I don’t understand how you can live here, Michael, I really don’t.”  She stopped to pick lint off her large front, a curl of graying hair falling in front of her face.
 
   Michael didn’t care that she was controlling, or manipulative.  He didn’t even care that she had said ‘Bless your heart’ to every gay couple they passed on the street, or that she was launching into the move-back-to-the-South-where-the-people-are-decent routine.  She was his mom, and she had saved him.
 
   “Mom!” he interrupted, hugging her.
 
   Her arms hung out to the sides, surprised. “What is going on?”
 
   Michael’s eyes stung. He knew Bell was right, and he knew the detective was going to find another way to attack him, and he knew that he would have to leave everyone behind, but for the first time in what felt like years, something had gone his way.  And he knew what he needed to do. 
 
   Michael held her tighter. “I love you, Mom.”
 
   “Well, I love you, too, son,” she said, awkwardly patting him in the middle of the back.  “Are you alright?” She pushed him away to search his face.
 
   Michael knew his eyes were red.  “I’m fine,” he lied. “Thank you for doing all this,” he said, gesturing to the spotless apartment.
 
   “Somebody had to do it.” Her eyes flashed, hands on hips, and she opened her mouth to say more, but she closed it again at the look on Michael's face. “Are you sure you’re alright?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just been a long semester.”
 
   “Alright,” her eyes lingered on his for several beats, but he put on a good show and she was convinced.  She put her hands on his biceps and gave them an affectionate squeeze.  “Well, I got done just in time for my flight,” she said, walking around Michael and retrieving her flowery bag from beside the bed.  “I’ll just go freshen up before getting back on that sardine can full of terrorists.” She walked to the bathroom and shut the door quietly.
 
   Michael felt as though he’d been shanked in the lungs. He let out a long breath and rubbed his eyes.  He grabbed a pair of pants out of the basket and pulled them on.
 
   I need to talk to Bell.
 
   What can I do for you, Michael?
 
   Michael spun around, startled. There was no one there.
 
   What in the world…
 
   We're close enough to talk telepathically.  I had an errand in the neighborhood.
 
   Michael had no clue how he'd started this and no clue how to stop it.  How am I doing this?
 
   Bell’s mocking laugh rang in his ears.  
 
   Michael shook his head as though it would make the sound stop.  I need to talk to you.
 
   So you said. I'm on my way.
 
   The bathroom door opened and Michael's mother stepped out, her cheeks freshly bright with coral blush.
 
   God, no!
 
   Well, that's not very nice.
 
   "Sorry!" he said it aloud by mistake.
 
   "Sorry for what, dear?" his Mother asked.
 
   Curses.
 
   Bell's laugh tinkled in his ears like some eerie wind chime. You'll get better at it.
 
   "Um-sorry for the mess.  Thank you again.  For the cleaning!"
 
   "Are you feeling alright, Michael?" his mother set her bag down on the bed and reached a hand up to his forehead.  Michael dodged, remembering Randy's reaction to his new body temperature.
 
   "I'm fine. I'm just a little nauseated."
 
   She pursed her thin lips.
 
   "When is your flight?"
 
   She glanced at her pink-and-gold wristwatch. "Very soon," she rifled through her bag and set her ticket on top, “The laundry room is full of your clothing.  I trust you can retrieve it all?” she said threateningly.  She pulled him down and kissed both of his cheeks, but he didn't mind.  She smiled at the red smudges on his cheeks and was gone.  Michael’s voice caught in his throat.  She couldn’t know that this was goodbye.
 
   Michael stood there staring at the door for several seconds.  Bell had let herself in the window, but it didn't startle Michael.  He was learning to use his powers.
 
   He didn't turn to look at her.  "I'm going to fake my death."
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   The metallic glint flashed in Bell’s eyes.  Michael didn’t have a hope of holding her stare.  He looked out the window and tried to at least hold his own resolve.  This was the right decision.  
 
   “There’s always a way out, isn’t there Michael?  Always a loophole you manage to slide into,” she glared at his scrawny torso in disgust.
 
   Michael swallowed hard.
 
   “Fine,” she said at last.  The all-too-familiar smile slid back into place.  “But you’ll do it tonight.  And”—she pointed at him—“you’ll do it publically.  In front of these beloved friends.”
 
   He had been envisioning something simple, easily explained, semi-peaceful.  Tanish had mentioned them having paramedics “on the payroll”: an aneurism or a heart defect was what he was leaning toward.  This was not what he had planned.  
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I think you mean ‘Thank you’, Michael.  I’ve already given you more freedom and more time than any other vampire in the history of the clan.”
 
   “Why, though?” he ran frustrated hands through his hair.
 
   A real smile spread across her pale face.  “Let’s just say you amuse me.”  She turned on her heel and headed for the door.
 
    “I’m not that good an actor!” he called after her.
 
   “Sure you are,” she turned back and patted his cheek with a cold hand “You saved the show, remember?”
 
   Michael had to fight the urge to slap her hand away.  If only he hadn’t heard that woman in the alley.  His life never would have been interrupted, never been ended.  He’d be turning in his papers late and squeaking by for another semester.  He’d be settling into the fall break with Randy and everyone else.  He sat down on his bed and put his head in his hands.
 
   “Fine,” he said, “Thank you.  I’ll do it at the theater tonight.”  It might as well end where it started.
 
   “Excellent.”  She sat down next to him on the lumpy mattress.  “I’ll make sure our people answer the call.”  She put a slender arm around his shoulders.  “Try not to think of me as your enemy, Michael.  I’ll take good care of you.  You can leave this...”  She looked around at the sparse furnishings.  “…apartment.  We’ll set you up in a better school to get your degree.  I’ll find you a nice cozy spot where you can cook the books for us—anywhere in the city you’d like.”  She squeezed his shoulder like a real friend.  “You can even play your video games in your spare time.”
 
   “Great,” Michael mumbled into his cupped hands.  
 
   “See you tonight, then.”  She kissed the top of his head.  “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
 
   The mattress squeaked as she rose and smoothed her black jacket.  Michael looked up when she didn’t move.  She was casting him a strange sort of assessing glance.  “You know, I think it might be time for you to meet my father.”  She put her hands on her hips.  “He might just find you as charming as I do.”  She ruffled his hair.  “Figure out how you’ll do it, please.  I’ll need to tell my paramedics to look for the call.”
 
   I have no idea! He thought, a fine tremor of stress and anger running through his hands.
 
   “Well, I’ll send Joseph along to help when he’s finished our errand.” 
 
   Michael cringed.  He was sure Joseph would have a lot of ideas.
 
   Bell laughed at the look on his face.  “Sorry, little buddy.  Tanish is busy.”  Her phone chimed and she pulled it from her pocket and thumbed the screen as she spoke, “Come up with something before he gets here, then.  I’d hurry.  He’s just around the corner, setting up Chad’s apartment; I like to leave the cops some bread crumbs to follow nowhere.  He should be done in thirty minutes or so.”  Her eyes scanned the message and she smiled.  “Looks like we may know where our new friends are staying.  I’ve got to run,” she added, halfway to the door.  She opened it and walked out without looking back.
 
   Good luck, her voice played in his head as she disappeared.  
 
   Michael let out a long breath and ran his hands through his hair.  “I don’t know how to do this!” he yelled at his empty apartment.  He paced angrily, reminding himself of Bell and how she had paced the same tiny spot the first time they had met.  He glared around the room, the spotless apartment offering nothing at which to direct his rage.  
 
   He forced himself to stand still and take a deep breath.  Calm down, he told himself.  He closed his eyes.  Nothing had really changed.  His mother would have closure.  Randy would at least know what happened to him.  I guess I should be grateful she’s letting me do it at all.  
 
   But how will I do it?
 
   He sat at the desk and opened his computer, his fingers hovering over the keys.  What could he do in front of everyone, at the theater?  Nothing that’ll get anyone else hurt.  Nothing that anyone will feel responsible for.  Nothing bloody.  Nothing very painful.  Or traumatic to witness….  The keyboard clacked as he put his head down in defeat.  This is gonna suck.
 
   He sat up and typed ‘best way to die’ into google.
 
   Drowning was described as ‘oddly peaceful’ by a man who’d been resuscitated after going water skiing while drunk.  Michael doubted that: the panic.  Plus it would be pretty hard to drown at the theater.  Fire was nobody’s favorite except some bloggers who seemed pretty deep into a pyromania fetish.  Fire was also the method most likely to get other people killed.  Having the TARDIS reappear on top of you was fictitious.  Being shot by Clint Eastwood while Morgan Freeman narrated sounded expensive.  Hanging looked promising.  If the neck snapped it’d be quick; all he would have to do would be to hold still and wait for the paramedic to cut him down.  Michael gagged at a gif of a man swinging sharply from a gallows.  But it was convenient; he’d be up on the catwalk anyway….
 
   But could he jump?
 
   Michael got up and opened a bottom cupboard.  He pulled out a lumpy backpack that hadn’t been opened since they had gone to comic con their freshman year.  Inside was a wrinkled Indiana jones costume, complete with hat, flimsy prop whip and coiled length of rope.  He pulled the rope out and looked up at the ceiling.  The light fixture was original to his ancient building, and looked to be made of metal.  Michael frowned.
 
   What’s the worst that could happen?
 
   He might as well give it a shot, before Joseph showed up, ready to “help”.  
 
   He dragged his chair over to the counter.  The cheap laminate countertop creaked when he stepped onto it, but held.  He clambered on top of the fridge, which hummed under his bare feet.  He had learned some rope tricks for the con.  He looped the end to make a small lasso and took aim.  Shockingly, he got the rope around the short chain on his first try.  It pulled tight, and Michael gave it a tentative tug.  It seemed solid.   
 
   He struggled to remember exactly how to tie a noose, but got it within a few minutes.  He slipped it on and felt accomplished.  
 
   Then he looked at the empty space between his feet and the floor.
 
   Don’t think about it, he told himself, just do it.  He closed his eyes.  He bent his knees.  Jump!  But his body thought about it without his permission.  
 
   “Okay,” he shook his hands and whined.  “Come on.  You’re immortal..ish.  It’s not going to kill you.”  He bounced on the balls of his feet.  He bent his knees again, and held his breath.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   “Ahhhhhhhhrggg,” he groaned, scratching underneath the rough rope.
 
   “Come on, Michael!  Joseph is on the way!  Get it done!”
 
   But his feet stayed rooted to the ancient appliance, and his determination waned.  Yeah.  I can’t do this.  A wave of the same guilt that had almost undone him the night before washed over him anew.
 
   He sat down cross-legged on the top of the fridge and buried his face in his hands, the rope hanging barely-slack, tying him to the ceiling like a paper ghost on Halloween.  What am I going to do?
 
   There was a knock at the door, followed immediately by the jangle of keys.
 
   “Michael!  I need to talk to you!”
 
   “Randy, wait!”
 
   Michael yanked the rope over his head, scrambling to get down.  His toe caught in the gap between the freezer box and the door.  He flailed to catch himself, but it was done.  He toppled off sideways just as the apartment door swung open.
 
   He landed face-first on the round metal table.  His shoulder caught the cold metal edge on his way down, cutting into his neck and spraying the table and the floor with his blood.   His face slammed into one of the wheels on the office chair and sent it rolling.  He lay on his side in a crumpled heap, half under the table, blood dripping onto his upturned face.
 
   “Jeez!  Michael!” Randy ran toward him.  
 
   The pain pulsed through Michael’s left side so fiercely his speech was slurred as he tried to respond.
 
   “Vreethings fin, Rund,” was all he could get out.  He tried to hide his bleeding neck and face from view as Randy knelt to help him, but his arm did not respond.  He flopped all the way onto his back, and a horrible scraping sound accompanied the move as his shoulder slid back into place.
 
   “What in the world were you doing?” Randy glanced at the swinging noose, his expression horrified.  “Oh man,” he said, examining Michael’s injuries, “Your eye is messed up.” 
 
   Michael felt the pain that flared across his face begin to recede, and he watched as Randy’s look of confusion turned to fear.  He knew what his friend must be seeing.  Within moments, there wasn’t a scratch anywhere on him.  The only evidence of his fall was the spatter of blood that surrounded them.
 
   The color drained from Randy’s face.  “What is this?” his voice shook, “What’s happened to you?”
 
   Michael stammered out syllables as he tried to wipe the blood off his face.  He pushed the table aside and got to his knees.  
 
   “Stay back!” Randy yelled.
 
   Michael held up his hands in surrender.  “It’s okay!”  
 
   “Just stay there!” Randy edged backward toward the door.
 
   “I’m not moving.”  Michael stood and quickly retreated to the other side of the table.  Randy’s hand was on the door.
 
   “Randy, please wait!” Michael tried to keep his voice calm, but he couldn’t hide a note of panic.  He imagined Randy running into Joseph in the hall and never being seen again.  “Please.”  He forced his voice to sound calm.  “Let me explain.”  
 
   Randy looked like a frightened rabbit, frozen, by the door.
 
   “Do you remember how I told you that I couldn’t remember anything from the alley that night?”
 
   Randy nodded.
 
   “Well, that’s true.  But I do know now what happened.  I was bitten…by a vampire.”
 
   “Give me a break,” Randy laughed nervously and glanced at the door.  
 
   “You saw me heal,” Michael offered.  “You felt how cold I was that day at school.  It’s how I caught those keys.  It’s how I healed from that fall.  It’s how I know Bell.  It’s why the detective wants the costume.”  The words tumbled out so quickly, betraying just how much Michael had been dying to tell him everything.  Randy reeled, his face pale and full of all the denial Michael had clung to when he found out.  
 
   “Why would they take the costume?” he asked slowly.  “I mean, it makes no—” he stopped talking mid-sentence.  
 
   Michael cringed.  He knew it wouldn’t take him long to figure it out.
 
   “Oh my God, Michael!  Did you kill that woman in the alley?” 
 
   “What?  No!”
 
   “Then why do they want the costume?”
 
   Michael’s stomach turned at the memory of the frail bodies he left lying in their hospital beds.  He had to talk around a lump in his throat.  “Do you remember the news story about the grim reaper at the nursing home?”
 
   “That was you?” Randy pressed a hand to his mouth as though he were trying not to gag.  “You murdered those people?”  
 
   “Bell told me I’d—” Michael hurried to explain.
 
   “Oh my God,” He said again.  “You’re a murderer.”
 
   “Hey, you don’t know!  I did the best I could!” Michael shouted.  “Bell told me that if I waited I’d lose control if I got hungry enough, and she was right!  I almost killed you that day when you fell out of the chair!  I thought I had better find somebody who was ready to go.”
 
   “It still counts!” Randy interrupted.
 
   “I know that!  You think I don’t know that?” hot tears filled his eyes.  “I’m doing the best I can!  That’s why I’m doing this!” he tugged on the rope hanging between them, “For you!  For all of you!  I can’t stay here!  They’ll kill you if they find out you know!”
 
   Randy’s white face turned gray, and Michael knew his eyes were flaring silver with his own anger.
 
   “Now, you have to go!  And whoever you run into, act completely normal.  Do you understand?  If they even suspect that you know, they’ll have no problem killing you.” Michael closed the distance between them, “Do you understand?”
 
   Randy nodded, shocked and frightened.  
 
   “They’ll be at the show tonight, so you must act normally.”  Michael’s face flushed and his eyes burned at the look of revulsion his friend gave him.  “Just make it through tonight and you’ll be fine.  It won’t be a problem anymore.”  
 
   Randy’s gaze went to the noose, and understanding registered on his overwhelmed face.
 
   “Now, go!”
 
   Michael reached around and opened the door for him.  Randy turned and ran down the stairs without a second glance.  Michael slammed the door behind him, feeling as though his lungs were going to explode.  Tears spilled from his eyes and he crossed the room to the bathroom and slammed that door, too.  But frustration still tore at his chest.  An anger he couldn’t control had taken hold of him.  He couldn’t forget the look of disgust on Randy’s face.  Bell was right.  His knuckles were white on the stained porcelain sink, and when he looked up into the mirror, he saw long fangs fully descended and the same silver glint that he hated so much in Bell’s eyes reflected in his own.  He wanted to smash the picture into a thousand pieces.  His fist hit the mirror; harder than he meant to.  The glass shattered and the room was engulfed in drywall dust.  The room was filled with a cloud of debris, and when it cleared, his eyes met Joseph’s.  
 
   “You done?” the big man asked, standing next to the noose still hanging from the ceiling in Michael’s kitchen.
 
   Michael looked around at the destruction in surprise.  “Oh,” he said.  “Sorry.”  He stepped over shards of glass and brushed debris from his hair as he walked around to join Joseph in the kitchen.
 
   “Bell wants to know what she should tell her paramedics.”
 
   Michael coughed on the fine dust, “What?”
 
   “Bell,” he spoke slowly, “sent me to find out what your plan is, and”—He rolled his shoulders back quickly, frustration flashing across his face—“to help you, if you need it.”
 
   “Right.”  Michael glanced at the floor.  “Um…”
 
   Joseph gestured to the noose and the blood.  “Looks like fun.  Going with a hanging?”
 
   “Yeah, that…worked, I guess,” Michael wished there was more space between them.  Even with the backs of his knees brushing against his bed, Joseph was still too close for comfort.  His dark eyes were not patient.  “I guess I’ll pretend to fall off the catwalk.”
 
   Joseph smirked.  “You think you have the stones to jump?”
 
   Probably not.  Michael rubbed his forehead with his fist.  
 
   Joseph cursed.  “This is such a waste of time,” he muttered.  “Look, Bell wants me to make sure you have a plan.  Can you or can you not jump to your pretend death?  I’d be glad to volunteer to stage a mugging,” he pulled a pocket knife from his pocket, “And we can practice if you need to.”
 
   “No!” Michael shouted, “No.  I’ll rig the harness to drop me.”  
 
   “Alright then.  Now I have another errand to run for Bell,” he turned toward the balcony.
 
   “Wait,” Michael wished he could let him walk out the window, but something Bell said was nagging at him.  “What’s Bell’s father like?”
 
   Joseph’s eyes narrowed.  
 
   “It’s just- Bell said she thought I should meet him.”
 
   “You’re kidding,” Joseph smirked.  “You’ve got to be kidding.”
 
   Michael shrugged.
 
   Joseph stared at him for a moment before busting out in raucous laughter.  “Of course she did!  Why not?  I mean, Tanish and I haven’t even met him so why not you?”  
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Michael would very much rather it was Joseph that her father would be interested in.
 
   “Sure,” Joseph said, heading out onto the fire escape.  “Good luck with that.”  He left Michael alone with the blood spatter, the drywall dust, and the swaying noose.
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   Google was alarmingly forthcoming with instructions on how to rig a harness to fail.  Michael barely needed the directions he had printed out and put in his back pocket just in case.  He crouched on the catwalk where the harness waited for his arrival into the second act.  The instructions were clear that it would look correct, so if the tech who strapped him in couldn’t tell, he’d know he was on the right track.  He wished he could check his work, but the box office people were already in there, and it was a one way trip.  If it failed, he would just have to jump after all.  Michael really hoped it wouldn’t fail.
 
   From his perch in the rafters he heard the front doors open, and saw hard rain sweep into the lobby.  Charlotte came in, drenched and carrying a large garment bag.  She pulled her hat off, static electricity fraying the top of a long braid that had been protected from the rain.
 
   “Hey.”  She waved cheerfully toward the box office.  Michael was surprised to hear her so happy; she had not been thrilled to hear that the costume had been confiscated the morning of their closing show.  She came straight into the empty theater and laid the black bag gently on the floor just inside the door.  Michael watched as she pulled out her cell phone and unwound her colorful scarf.  She worked her ponytail out with her free hand as her phone dialed. 
 
   “Sarah, hey,” she said, pulling her wet braid apart gently, “I found one.  I think we’ll have to add at least a foot for it to fit Michael, though.”
 
   Michael watched her flip her hair to the other side and bend to pull several soggy leaves out of her boot.  Michael swallowed a lump that rose up in his throat, and quietly got up to sneak to the sound booth.
 
   “Are you on your way?  Okay, thank you!  Yeah, I’ll call him now.”
 
   Michael realized too late that he’d forgotten to turn off his phone.  He scrambled through his pockets as she thumbed her screen.
 
   “I’ll make love to you!  Like you want me to!  And I’ll hold you tight…” his phone sung just as he pulled it from his pocket.
 
   “Randy!” he cursed, hurrying to silence her surprising ringtone.
 
   Charlotte looked up into the rafters.  “Michael?”
 
   “Hey.”  Michael blushed.  “Randy thinks he’s hilarious.”
 
   She laughed, squinting into the darkness.  “What are you doing up there?” 
 
   “Oh,” Michael glanced around for inspiration, “I dropped my watch last night.  It was up here.”
 
   “Gotcha.  Come on down, I have a ton to tell you!”
 
   Michael made his way to the sound booth, glancing back at his harness before heading down the ladder to meet her.  Just act normal he told himself.  Don’t think about never seeing her again.
 
   The moment his sneakers hit the carpet, she was hugging him.
 
   Michael blinked in surprise, awkwardly patting her on the back.
 
   “I talked to my mom!”  She released him, positively bouncing with joy.
 
   “That’s great…apparently!”  He couldn’t help but laugh at her silly little happy dance.
 
   “It is!  Obviously I didn’t think it would be, but it was.  Not perfect, but you know.  And I never would’ve talked to her if you hadn’t encouraged me, so thank you!”  She hugged him again, but let him go almost immediately to pull her phone out of her pocket.  She thumbed the screen as she spoke.  “She’s self-enrolled in a rehab program.  I already googled their reviews.”  She held the phone out for him to see.  “Looks pretty good, right?”
 
   Michael caught a glimpse of a screen full of text and a lot of yellow stars.  “That’s great!”
 
   “I’m very proud of her,” she smiled at the phone’s display.  “And I have a real lead!  So maybe neither of us will go to jail for murder after all!”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “She had a regular that all the girls are afraid of.  His name is Jerry, and he sounds super sketchy.”  A text beeped its arrival.  “Sarah’s here, let’s walk and talk,” she picked up her scarf and the garment bag.
 
   “Can I carry that for you?”
 
   “You’re so Southern.”  She smiled and handed it to him.  “Thank you.”
 
   Their hands accidentally bumped into each other as they went through the door.  Charlotte blushed.  “Anyway.”  She tucked her hair behind her ear.  “The night before…it happened…she had to pry him off one of the girls in a bar.  I went down there, and the bartender confirmed it.  I left a message for Detective Paole.”  There was more than a hint of hatred when she said his name.
 
   “Wow.  You’ve been busy.”
 
   “Yes,” she said happily, “and I found a replacement costume on Halloween day.  Ha!  I am a master multitasker!”
 
   As they wove their way through the messy prop room, she filled him in to all the details of what she had found out, and if Michael hadn’t known the truth, he would have thought it sounded like a good lead.  She talked until they reached the sewing room.  They could hear Sarah inside, singing along to show tunes in a painful key. 
 
   Michael couldn’t take his eyes off of Charlotte.  Tomorrow, he’d wake up in a different neighborhood, with a different name.  He would never get to hear her voice again.  Never see her excited smile.  His whole world be irrevocably divergent to this one.  So he soaked up as much of her as he could.  The exact yellow of her hair, the curve of her eyelashes.  The little dimples at the corners of her mouth when she hummed.
 
   “Sorry for the information overload,” Charlotte said, handing over the new scythe.  She sighed.  “I just feel like everything is going to be alright.”
 
   Michael’s eyes burned.  He hadn’t been brave enough to die.  But he could be brave enough to keep her safe, even if that meant saying goodbye.
 
   Her blue eyes looked questioningly into his.  
 
   Michael’s mouth went dry.
 
   He knew he shouldn’t do it.  He had told himself he should be distant with her.  Mean, even.  But her hair was soft and curling as it dried, and her eyes were full of enough hope for both of them.  It didn’t matter what happened to him, he was going to keep them all safe.  
 
   He drew her close with a strong hand and kissed her.  Not timidly.  A deep, slow, savored kiss.  The one he had wanted to give her for months.  She inhaled sharply in surprise.  Their eyes met for the briefest moment before she kissed him back.  Michael felt her small body warm at his touch.  Her hands found their way into his hair.  
 
   Her walkie talkie blared a burst of static.  “Curtain in thirty minutes.  Final checks,” Carter’s voice interrupted.
 
   They broke apart, her cheeks flushed pink.  “Hey,” she scolded, “Very unprofessional.”
 
   “I’m Sorry.”
 
   “No, that’s alright.  Terrible timing, though.”  She laughed.  “Whew!  Alright, well…” She pulled her clipboard out of her shoulder bag and fanned her face with it.  “I’ve got to go.”  She motioned to the dressing room.  “But I’ll see you after.”
 
   Michael opened the door and went in to meet Sarah.  She sewed into the silence of Michael stiffly following directions while he tried to hold on to his resolve.  It was only fifteen minutes before he had a costume that fit well enough for one night.
 
   Michael retrieved the scythe from where he had set it against the prop room wall and cleared his throat before heading out.  He thought he would just get in place early.  He didn’t know if he could bear seeing her again.    Randy was in the men’s dressing room, reciting the “Who’s on First” bit in dueling character voices.  Michael had suspected he would overcompensate, and he was glad for it.  
 
   They’re going to be fine.  It’s going to be alright.  Randy pretended he didn’t see Michael sneak past, and Michael could hardly blame him.
 
   The whole first act breezed by on autopilot.  He left the stage on cue, and made the trek around to the side ladder, climbing carefully in the long costume.  Michael breathed a sigh of relief when the techie attached his harness like always and gave him a thumbs up.  He looked down at the myriad of tables, all with dinner plates, drinking glasses, and utensils lying atop them and wondered where he would land.  He wasn’t as afraid as he thought he’d be.  He waited for his cue with eyes glazed over, thinking as hard as he could of nothing at all.  He listened as Tom got closer and closer to his cue.  Each line only strengthened his resolve.
 
   “Doubtless, said I, what it utters is its only stock and store.  Caught from some unhappy master whom unmerciful disaster followed fast and followed faster—”
 
   Looking good, Michael, Bell’s voice said.
 
   Michael scanned below and saw her sitting at the table closest to the stage.
 
   I like your plan.  She smiled up at him.  It’s very dramatic.
 
   Yeah.  Michael rolled his shoulders and kept his cool.  He wasn’t going to lose it.
 
   Listen, I took out a little insurance against any cold feet you might be developing.
 
   What are you talking about?  Michael heard a muffled argument out in the lobby, and the left-hand door burst open.  Several patrons turned and stared at the trench coat-clad detective and his rookie sidekicks.
 
   Carter ran to meet the detective in the aisle.  Michael pushed all the other sounds out of his mind and focused on the officer’s satisfied face.
 
   “You can’t just barge in during the-”
 
   “I have a warrant for the arrest of Michael Wallace.”  The detective brandished a piece of paper in Carter’s startled face.  “Where is he?”
 
   Carter gestured to the rafters.  “He doesn’t come down for a few more minutes.”
 
   What did you do?
 
   I sent him the clothes you were wearing on opening night.  The ones covered in your DNA and her blood.
 
   Michael gripped the rail with both hands.  Why?  Why did you do that?  
 
   All you wanted was for them to have closure, right?  Then why should it matter what they think of you?  I wonder if they’ll believe you did it…. Her laugh taunted him.
 
   And what?  If I care what they think I’m just being noble, it’s all about me, and my friends don’t really matter?  You’ve made your point!  They won’t believe this!  They’re going to wonder all their lives!  Michael clenched his teeth so hard he gave himself a headache.  He let out a long breath, watching the Detective scan the dark ceiling.  It’s going to look like I killed that woman and then committed suicide out of guilt!
 
   And what is it going to look like if you don’t go through with this?  It’ll look like you getting arrested, and you know we can’t allow that.
 
   Michael played that scenario out in his mind.  It wouldn’t take long for them to realize there was something supernatural about him.  What would Bell do to keep that from happening?  
 
   “Straight I wheeled a cushioned seat in front of bird and bust and door.” Tom talked over the argument in the aisle.  “Then, upon the velvet sinking, I betook myself to linking fancy unto fancy…”
 
   Michael’s cue was coming up.  He got onto his marker, cursing.
 
   I am the leader of this clan, Michael.  Bell didn’t sound amused anymore.  I make the choices.  You’ve gotten away with too much already.  A note of hysteria pierced through her anger.  You do not get your fairytale ending!
 
   “What this grim, ungainly…” Tom had to yell now to be heard above the shouts of the Detective as he tried to climb up the ladder to the sound booth.  “…gaunt! And ominous bird of yore!
 
   “Meant in croaking ‘nevermore’!”  
 
   The motor that controlled his supporting cable whirred into action, lifting Michael off his feet.  He felt the weakened seam begin to rip as his sneakers left the platform.  His stomach did a horrible somersault as he floated unsteadily over the audience.  
 
   Then everything turned upside down.  The long black fabric that encircled his feet fell down over his head, and he dangled, still attached by a margin of stitching, to the harness.  The scythe slipped from his hand and landed on a serving cart, toppling it onto a group of teenagers, splashing them with iced tea.
 
   “This I sat engaged in guessing!” Tom screeched over the riotous laughter from below.  Michael flailed wildly, his hand catching the mesh face piece that had been hot glued on an hour before, sending it floating down onto the audience.  
 
   “But no syllable expressing to the fowl whose fiery eyes now burned into my bosom’s core!”
 
   Michael heard Charlotte calling from the stage for the techies to help him and the raucous laughter of the audience as he fought the flowing fabric for vision.  He managed to get it pushed up enough to see past, and the world spun below him: the audience, the cast, and the detective all voicing their opinions at the top of their lungs.  
 
   The detective was making a beeline straight for him, his eyes stone cold and the only ones in the room unamused.  Michael cursed.  He reached for the cable but missed.  
 
   “Mr. Wallace,” Detective Paole waved another crisp piece of paper in the air under Michael’s nose.  “You are under arrest for the murders of Ms. Barbra Whitfield, Mr. Jeffery Westen, and Mrs. Edith Brown.”
 
   Charlotte gasped.  
 
   “Ms. Birdwell,” the detective said when he noticed her, “Please get him down from there.”
 
   Charlotte was frozen on the stage.  Her look of confusion and shock was set off by the grim theatrical makeup.  Her blue eyes found Michael’s.  She mumbled something to herself that she thought no one could hear.  But Michael made out every word.  “You had the scythe…and you had the costume.”
 
   The harness gave an ominous creak and Michael dropped another sudden inch toward the floor.  The audience gasped.  He grabbed hold on his second try, dangling now from one hand, but upright.
 
   When his head stopped swimming he found himself facing the sound booth, Randy’s ashen face horrified behind the controls.  A shape lurked in the dark corner of Randy’s tiny room, and Michael squinted to see what it was.
 
   Joseph’s hulking form stepped out of the shadows, a giant fist raised, his brooding glare flashing silver across the distance.
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   Faster than he would have believed possible, Michael leapt to grab hold of the steady cable and swung himself to kick off of the catwalk.  He shot across the open space, catching Joseph around the middle.  Michael’s sneaker caught Randy’s knee as he shot past, sending him spinning in his swivel chair, the cord from his headphones wrapping him against the back of his chair.  Randy shrieked as Michael and Joseph landed in a heap in the dark corner.
 
   Michael jumped up in front of Randy.  “He doesn’t know anything!  I swear!”
 
   Joseph stood slowly and laughed, a dark gleam in his eyes.  “You really are a dumb kid, you know that?  Did you really think we didn’t hear you?  Bell and I heard every pathetic word you said to him.  We should have killed him right then.”
 
   Michael blinked.  “Why didn’t you?”  Randy whimpered behind him.
 
   Joseph cracked his neck quickly, a nasty sneer on his face.  “Because Bell, for some god-forsaken reason, is more concerned with your pathetic little emotions than the safety of the clan.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Michael asked.  He could hear Randy trying to scoot his chair further away with the toes of his shoes.  
 
   Joseph crossed his arms and leaned against the little half-wall that separated the desk from the ladder and sighed.  “How are you so stupid?  Do you think it’s normal for the leader of all the vampires in New York to spend this much time on one new turn?  How’d the cops hear about the nursing home?  Or do you suppose we showed up to save you last night at random?  How’d Bell get the clothes to send to the detective?  How’d you get home in your underwear last week?  Did you figure it was magic?”  The words tumbled out as though Joseph had been longing to say them for weeks.  
 
   Michael frowned.  Randy continued to wriggle behind him.
 
   “How”—Joseph took a step toward Michael so quickly that a stack of papers on the desk next to him fluttered—“did you not question her when She transformed into that blonde girl a week ago?
 
   “You’re just a pawn, kid.  A really,”—He rolled his shoulders.—“really annoying, stupid pawn, in a stupid game.  And we’ve decided we don’t want to play anymore.”  
 
   Michael glanced down into the audience to scan the crowd for Bell.  She was gone.  
 
   “Oh, you won’t find her there.  Tanish called her outside with an ‘emergency’.  She’s not going to save you this time.”  A sickening smile played across his wide face.  “I have really been looking forward to killing you.  But first,” he said, cutting his eyes at Randy, “the mortal.” 
 
   Randy shrieked and flailed.  His chair toppled to the floor.  
 
   Joseph lunged at him, knocking Michael to the side with ease.  Michael jumped up and grabbed two fistfuls of the giant man’s hair and pulled him back as hard as he could.  Joseph barely had to take a half-step backward.  Michael flung himself onto his shoulders in desperation, kicking him in the back of the knees as hard as he could.  
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Joseph roared, punching behind him like he was batting at a fly.  A fist caught him in the ear and suddenly all he could hear was a pulsating, shrill ring.  A strong hand reached around to clutch at the back of Michael’s costume.  Then he was flying.  He landed hard on his back on the tech board, knobs and buttons bruising his skinny shoulders.  
 
   “We’re done playing!” Joseph’s fist came down so fast Michael barely saw it.  Pain exploded outward from his chest, the shock going through his whole body.  Stars burst across his vision like a kaleidoscope of dizziness.  He couldn’t move his arms or legs.  He lifted his head enough to see that his ribcage was concave; a dark crater filled with blood.  
 
   He could see the looming shape of the vampire bending down to pick a struggling Randy up by the neck.  He held him out at arm’s length, the chair dangling underneath for a moment before gravity pulled it out of the cords.
 
   “Stop!” Michael spluttered, but a spray of blood came out instead of sound.
 
   Randy’s eyes were wide, his face purple.  He stared in horror at the massive wound in Michael’s chest.  His mouth opened in a scream, but it was like the sound had been turned off.  Michael’s senses were deadening.  He was falling into a vacuum in which only the pain existed.
 
   His neck muscles gave out, and his head fell back, flopping over to the side as his vision began to dim.
 
   Between the railing, Michael could see pandemonium breaking out below.  Dozens of nymphs were swarming the theater.  Tom and Charlotte were frozen on stage, their eyes glazed over.  Every mortal wore the same unseeing expression as they all, as one, began to move toward the exits.  The nymph’s eyes flashed merrily as they wove their way through the crowd, in complete control of their prey.  
 
   No!  Michael tried to call out for her to run, but no sound came out.  His vision wavered.  
 
   The detective bumped into the toppled serving cart as he shuffled past, a look of blissful stupor on his hard face.  His uniformed posse followed, each with the same blank, mesmerized expression.
 
   What is happening?
 
   The last thing Michael saw before his vision failed was Charlotte, in her ghostly costume, waiting patiently for a wild, raven-haired Spanish beauty to open the giant double doors to the steps. 
 
   But I was going to save them!
 
   Then the lights went out.
 
   The pain vanished.
 
   The sound was gone.
 
   For a moment, Michael felt still inside an oppressive, crushing darkness.  Then he began to fall.  As though he had been pushed off the edge of some high precipice, he plummeted through a void of blackness.  
 
   He caught a pinprick of light in the distance.  Just as he squinted at it, it seemed to vanish.  He became aware of his own breathing, ragged and terrified.  The light twinkled again, miles away, but whipped out of sight again.  He realized then that the light wasn’t moving away; he was hurtling forward down some winding, unknowable tunnel.  He felt his body lean into the turns and tracked the little ball of brightness as it grew larger and larger on the nonexistent horizon.  The next time he caught sight of it, he reached for it.  And it blossomed open around him; enveloping every part of him.
 
   Suddenly, he was standing on light.  Smooth, solid, bright and white.  He stared down at his own bare feet.  They were supported by nothing more than the steady pulsing of endless light.  He was stark naked.  He covered himself with his hands and looked around, embarrassed.  But there was no one there.  In fact, for a moment Michael couldn’t see anything but the light.  After the black out, he had to close his eyes against the shocking brightness.
 
   When he opened his eyes, he found himself in a library.  Or at the edge of one; twenty feet ahead there were endless rows of towering bookshelves stuffed to overflowing with books of every kind and color.  They were surrounded by the same brilliant light that Michael was bathed in.  He looked around the otherwise empty space.
 
   “Hello?” he called out tentatively.  There was no answer.  He looked around again, and ventured toward the nearest bookcase.  It was twice as tall as Michael, and even when he squinted he couldn’t make out where it ended.  Michael inspected the contents of the massive shelves.  There were enormous leather volumes and tiny spiral-bound journals, bright glossy binding and ancient-looking hand-sewn pages.  Michael reached out and pulled out a thin blue periodical.  There was nothing on the cover.  He flipped it open.  It was blank.
 
   “What do you think you are doing?”
 
   Michael jumped back in surprise, covering himself with the pamphlet.
 
   A thin, gray-haired woman with a disapproving scowl and an arm full of books had appeared out of nowhere.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he sputtered, looking for somewhere to hide.
 
   “Just hand it over.”  She held out a wrinkled hand.
 
   Michael eyed the shelves.  He danced around the endcap and handed her the periodical from around the corner.
 
   “What a jackass,” she snapped, snatching it from him and hurriedly putting it back in place.  She began replacing the other volumes with an annoyed air.  
 
   Michael cleared his throat.  “I’m sorry.  Ma’am?”
 
   She glared at him.  “What?”
 
   “Could you tell me where I am?”
 
   “Didn’t we just have this conversation?”
 
   Michael blinked.  “Did we?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, replacing a leather-bound tome almost as big as her torso.  “I caught you with Al Capone over in aisle two thousand twenty seven, and you hid your pale ass self in 2026.  Then you started blabbering about an alley and some dead lady.  The same old ‘I’m too young slash intelligent slash beautiful slash special to die’ that I always get.  I had to get your story out just to calm you down.”
 
   “You had to…what?”
 
   She forced the last book into the overstuffed shelf and put both her tiny hands on her hips.  “I’m going to have to do it all again, aren’t I?” she cursed under her breath.  “These are the life stories of every person that has ever lived and will ever live.”  She gestured around them like an especially bored tour guide.  “Welcome to the comprehensive record of the human experience.”
 
   Michael stared at the bookcases that seemed to go on forever and his eyes grew wide.  “You mean, my whole life story is here?”  
 
   She shot him a withering glare.   “Please step behind the yellow line.”  Michael hadn’t seen it before, but about three feet from the bookcases was a bright yellow line that pulsed with the luminous whiteness under his feet.  He glanced up at her uncertainly, and she glared back.  
 
   “Surely your naked body is the most thrilling thing I have ever seen.  In the eternity that I have already served here, processing millions of souls forward, your scrawny, flaccid penis is the most exotic thing I will ever have the joy of knowing.”
 
   Michael sprinted out across the line, covering himself as best he could with his hands and crouching to make himself smaller.  She snapped her fingers.  The bookcases became a blur as they whizzed past.  When they came to a stop, Michael couldn’t tell much of a difference.
 
   “Aisle 75,998.”  She marched across the line and glared at him to stay there.  Michael watched her disappear down the aisle and return with a bundle of green composition notebooks tied together with what appeared to be shoestring.  
 
   “It’s not one book like the others?” he asked, frowning.
 
   “No,” she lifted the corner of the top notebook, which was thinner than all the others.  “When you come here, the story ends.  When you go back, the next begins.”  She pulled out a piece of loose-leaf notebook paper that was wedged between the first and second notebooks and handed it to him.  “This is the section you just finished.”
 
   “It’s blank.”
 
   “Don’t be an idiot,” she said, pulling a pen from the pocket of her starched shirt. “Of course you can’t read it.  Have you no sense at all?  If you could read your own story it would change everything.  I can read it and that should be enough for you.  Now sign at the bottom.”  
 
   Michael blinked and took the pen from her.  He scribbled his messy signature on the bottom.
 
   He looked at the stack in her arms “So I’m going to die…” he began to count the notebooks but she turned so he couldn’t see them.  
 
   “Alright, that’s enough.  Impertinent…” she turned the stack up so he was staring at the bottom of the last notebook, then started back down the aisle.
 
   “Wait!” Michael called.  
 
   She turned back with a withering glare.
 
   “I’m sorry.  It’s just—why don’t I remember being here before?”
 
   “I can’t tell you that!” She turned her back on him and continued down the aisle. “Who killed J.R.?” she asked in a mocking simper.  “Was there a second shooter?  Was the moon landing faked?”  She turned back toward him with her arms crossed.  “I can’t tell you anything; you’re a semi-mortal!  There aren’t any answers here for you; you’re going back!”
 
   “I am?”
 
   “You hardly have a choice this time,” she said, stuffing his tome back into the bookcase.  
 
   “Can you at least tell me why I chose to go back the first time?  You were here for that, right?”
 
   “You just want to know everything, don’t you?”
 
   “Please,” Michael said, practically on knees, “please.”
 
   She pursed her lips, put her hands on her hips, and considered him for a moment.  “People ask me all sorts of things when they get here.  As many questions as there are entries.  Do you know what I’ve realized, listening to all these last wishes?”
 
   Michael shook his head.
 
   “You can tell a lot about someone from the question that they choose to ask.  You think your most burning question right now is ‘Why?’ but that’s not what you’re really asking, is it?” 
 
   Michael frowned.
 
   “Come on, jackass, think about it.”
 
   He felt pretty sure that that’s what he wanted to know.  
 
   “You think on it when you get back,” she said.  “The River has already started to flow.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   She pointed behind Michael with a bony finger.
 
   He spun around and saw that a trickle of water was running across the whole space like some strange, clear ribbon caught in a strong wind.  If she hadn’t pointed it out, Michael wasn’t sure he would have seen it.  As he squinted at it, it began to widen, turning from a trickle to a stream, growing exponentially, until the edge of a raging river stopped just before his toes.
 
   Michael could see the little dips and detours of an earthly river as it swept past sticks and rocks, only there were no branches or boulders to be seen.  It was as if only the water and the gravity that urged it onward had been transported from some mountain stream to this strange, vast white room.  With no yellow sun to color it, nor any overhanging leaves or underlying sand to taint it, the water was clearer than the purest diamond as it curved into the distance, turning down slowly as it stretched forward out of Michael’s sight.  Upstream, Michael saw that the river was flowing from nothing.  Thirty feet from him, the river simply began, full speed and full strength, as though it had passed through an invisible portal. 
 
   Michael turned back to ask the librarian about it, but she had vanished, along with her library.
 
   Michael was alone with the light and the river.  Its babble filled the space with such a relaxing, lazy noise that Michael couldn’t help but close his eyes and breathe.  His lungs filled with the purest air he’d ever experienced.  He exhaled slowly.  But when he inhaled again, he found the air thinner.  He exhaled uneasily.  When he tried the next breath, there was no air at all.  
 
   He looked around desperately, but there was nothing and no one to ask for help.  His lungs began to burn.  The sound of his own heartbeat became louder than the gentle gurgle of the stream.  He staggered forward, into the water.  It was shockingly cold; too cold not to be frozen.  He could feel smooth stones under his feet, even though he could see nothing but the water.  Black dots perforated his vision.  He fell to his knees into the frigid stream.  He gasped for air as a strong current pulled him beneath the surface of the water.  
 
   He struggled against the urge to breathe, flailing and fighting to get out of the riptide.  He choked, the last reserved oxygen bubbling out of his mouth.  He clawed his way upward even as his lungs inflated without his permission.  
 
   The chilling fluid filled his lungs.  But instead of blacking out, his vision improved.  Instead of pain and panic, his limbs felt light and his chest rose and fell comfortably.  The moment the first breath left him, the water stopped.  Suddenly, he was surrounded in a million perfect crystalline sparkles, suspended in time.  Then everything rushed on again, but in the opposite direction.  
 
   Michael was sent crashing along with the raging rapids back the way he had come, in a torrent of water that carried him straight for the nothing from which the river came.
 
   The pain returned.  All the pain and the sound and the fear slammed back into him.  He stared up at the dark rafters of the theater, choking on his own blood.  Randy was still dangling from Joseph’s iron grip, his toes brushing the carpet.
 
   Michael tried to sit up, but his middle was useless.  He lifted his head and remembered the crater that had once been his chest.  
 
   Something dark shot over Michael’s body like a dart.  Joseph vanished, leaving a hole in the drywall behind him.  Randy crumpled to the ground, spluttering and coughing.  
 
   Michael struggled to lift a hand and point to the ladder.  His mouth formed the word ‘Run!’  Randy stared in shock at the hollow wound in Michael’s chest.  “Go!” Michael gasped.  Randy darted forward, but a crash sent him diving under the desk.
 
   Joseph fell through the ceiling and landed hard on his knees.  A slender female figure came down on top of him.  Everything was moving so fast, even Michael had trouble seeing any detail.  He caught a glimpse of claws and razor teeth tearing at the vampire’s back.  Joseph stood quickly and threw all of his weight against the wall, but she was far too quick.  She slithered around to his front and tore a chunk of shoulder off with shining teeth.  In a flash of leather, she kicked off of him, barely avoiding a wild punch, and landed gracefully on all fours, right next to Randy.  Her slender body was coiled with energy and strength, lean muscle flexed and limber.  Her nails were three-inch claws that cut into the carpet where she landed.  Blood dripped from her many fangs.  She spit the chunk of flesh she’d torn from Joseph out on the ground and smiled at Randy as calmly as though she was about to introduce herself.  
 
   Randy let out a terrified scream and pressed himself further beneath the desk, crying.
 
   Joseph tackled her against the other wall.  Buttons from Joseph’s coat peppered the room as she clawed at his front.  They grappled and rolled across the carpet and then disappeared through their self-made door into the next room.
 
   Michael’s senses had returned.  The muted tones of death had been overtaken by life and reality again.  But he fought to move; his limbs were like lead.  He had to get Randy out of there before the fight came back to them.  He reached a shaking hand to his chest and found his lungs had partially inflated, but something was wrong. His ribs weren’t pointing in the right direction.   Michael remembered how his shoulder had only healed when it was back in place.  Michael fumbled with the zipper that ran down the front of the costume, but his neck muscles gave out.  His head fell back onto the sound board and he coughed bloody chunks of his insides involuntarily, his own blood landing warm and wet on his face.  Come on, Michael urged himself, you’ve got to get up!
 
   He found the zipper and forced himself to look.  A grenade might as well have gone off in his body.  He could see the shiny white ends of his own bones glimmering in the half-light coming from the stage.  Vomit rose in his throat.  He choked and closed his eyes and forced himself to swallow.
 
   Two vibrant blue eyes appeared above him.  A halo of black hair surrounded a beautiful face.  Plump lips curved up in a gorgeous smile.  “Hello at last, dear Michael.”
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   “Randy!” Michael gurgled out, “Run!”
 
   “Shh,” Callista said, surveying his gaping wound with interest, “I’m not going to hurt your friend.”
 
   “What did you do to Charlotte?” Michael tried again to raise himself off the tech board, but Callista held him down with a slender hand.
 
   She didn’t answer.  She seemed too focused on his injuries to hear him.  She reached out to touch the jagged pieces of bone that stuck out at odd angles. “I am so sorry, Michael.”
 
   She looked like she meant it.  Michael felt like he was working to fit together a puzzle with entirely disparate pieces.  Was this the same woman that had chased him halfway across the city the night before?
 
   “Okay,” she said calmly as she used one of her knife-like nails to tear cleanly through Michael’s blood-drenched t-shirt, “I’m going to need you to brace yourself.  This can’t heal on its own.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   But before Michael could do anything, Callista had hooked two fingers under his detached sternum and yanked it up to meet his shattered ribcage.  Michael let out an unearthly scream as the bones made a sickening scraping sound as they slid past each other.  She pulled bits of ribs out of the mess and laid them where they belonged in the scattered puzzle that was his body.
 
   The moment everything was in its place, his lungs inflated completely and the fog that lingered inside his brain cleared.  Flesh covered over the mess, leaving only a massive, shiny white scar behind.
 
   He sat up, air rushing to every limb and strength rejuvenating his body.  He looked at Callista, who was smiling brightly in the orange stage light.  Michael pressed a hand to his chest.  “I don’t understand,” he said, “You killed that man in the alley.  You killed all those cops.”
 
   “Cops?” she asked.  “Of course we didn’t.”  She waved the thought away like it was nothing.  “Why would we?”
 
   “Because you’re blood thirsty sirens that live for the hunt.”  Bell had appeared behind her, fangs bared behind a nasty smirk.
 
   “Get your friend out of here,” Callista whispered before she turned to face Bell.  She stood at ease in the face of Bell’s long claws and bared fangs.
 
   “And what are you, my dear?” Callista asked, hands on her hips, “A half-breed abomination that doesn’t even know who she is.”  
 
   Bell shrieked and tackled Callista over the railing.  Michael sat up in time to see them land in a tangle of black and white and red, and caught a glimpse of a spray of blood before they tore across the theater.  There were more battles raging below.  Michael spotted Jessica engaged with a nymph by the overturned dining cart, and several blurs of claws by the stage door.  What is going on?  A cat-like howl came from the next room.
 
   Randy whimpered from the carpet beneath him.  Michael jumped down and slid under the desk next to him.  
 
   “Aaaaaah!” Randy pressed himself into the corner, sweat pouring down his face.
 
   Michael could hear Randy’s heart pounding violently in his chest.
 
   “It’s okay,” Michael said, though he knew he didn’t sound convincing.  “Come on.  We’ve got to go.”  Michael peered into the darkness, listening to the sounds of their battle crash and reverberate around the room next door.  He reached for Randy’s arm, urging him out from his hiding place, but he was rooted to the spot.
 
   His eyes were wide, staring at Michael’s unharmed chest.  “It’s really real.  You really are a…” Randy swallowed.
 
   “Yes,” a crash sounded on the other side of the wall.  Michael zipped the costume back up to break Randy’s mesmerized stare.  “Randy, yes, it’s real.  It’s all terrifying and horrible.  And real.  It took me days to accept that reality and days to calm down.  But I need you to calm down right now, or we’re both going to die.”  
 
   Randy glared at him.  “Nice pep talk.”
 
   Joseph roared obscenities and a violent collision shook the floor.
 
   “Let’s go!”  Michael urged Randy forward, “I’ll watch for them, you just go!”  Randy crawled on his belly across the carpet, toward the ladder that led to the auditorium.  He groaned in front of Michael.  “Why is the carpet so wet?”
 
   “Don’t think about it.”  Michael sensed the two forms dart overhead before he saw them.  He heard the tiniest clink of metal on metal, and scanned the darkness for the source of the sound.  It was the chain to one of the massive lights that hung above the audience.  Joseph and the nymph had taken their fight to the narrow alleyways that the tech people used to change the lights, and they had hit one on their way.  It swung wildly on its chain, toward the stage and then back toward the sound booth.  The tiny clink of metal was the sound of the chain slipping.  
 
   Michael was on his feet before he knew he’d decided to move.  He leapt onto the tech board, catching the first bit of chain that he could as the fifty-pound fixture came careening toward Randy’s clueless body.  He spun, using the light’s momentum to change its course, sending it straight toward Joseph.  It caught the big man’s shoulder, and he screamed a curse of frustration as the nymph bit into his injured limb before the embattled pair disappeared again.  The light smashed through the railing and landed with an enormous crash on the stage.
 
   “Whoah!” Randy yelled, looking at Michael with intense awe, “Do you have spidey sense?”
 
   Michael couldn’t help but smile.  
 
   A feral scream ripped through the air from somewhere above.  
 
   “We better hurry.”  Michael bent as low as possible, guiding Randy toward the ladder.  There was no telling where the fight would come from next.  His only goal was to get Randy out of the theater alive.  He scanned the open space above the audience, crouched and alert.
 
   The scene when they reached the ladder was enough to make Randy glance back over at the desk’s shadows longingly.  There were at least a dozen battles below them, all a blur of supernatural speed and strength.  The noise alone was enough to send a chill down anyone’s spine.  Shrieks and roars filled the theater more than the surround sound ever could.  There was hardly a chair or table that hadn’t been overturned.  Dishware and glass was shattered across the carpet, sparkling in the low orange lighting like a minefield of lacerations.  The catwalk above them shook as two foes launched off of it.  Michael heard several metallic pops, and the whole thing came crashing down, smashing chairs and tables and catching the end of the bed that sat on the stage.  It flipped end-over-end off the stage and stuck a landing in the middle of twisted metal.
 
   Michael glanced at Randy’s horrified expression.  “How am I going to get out of here?”
 
   I have no idea.   
 
   A particularly nasty scream rent the air around them.  They looked to the stage to see Callista, her jacket torn to shreds, glaring at Bell, who was holding a fistful of Callista’s black curls in her hand, a good-sized section of scalp still attached, dripping blood onto the painted plywood floor.  
 
   “Come on,” Bell teased, tossing the handful of hair into the auditorium, “I thought you’d have more fight in you than this.”
 
   Callista’s lip curled.  “And I thought you’d have enough sense to know I’m not your enemy.  We came to save you, child.”
 
   Bell paced the stage like a boxer claiming the ring.  “Save me from what?  Tanish?  He was bleeding on the pavement before you even got here.”  Bell spat a mouthful of blood onto the plywood.  “I left him to two of your girls so we could chat.”  She launched across the space, claws first, but the nymph was too fast for her.
 
   Callista shot her a pitying glance from across the stage, “Nobody likes a sore loser.”
 
   “I didn’t lose,” Bell said.  “You cheated.”  Bell flipped a candelabra off the floor with her boot, snatched it out of the air, and threw it across the stage like a pocket knife.  
 
   Callista dodged.  The candelabra crushed a large cardboard faux-book and stuck like a dart into the bookcase behind her.  “Your man was coming here to kill Michael’s friend.  We agreed you weren’t allowed to kill any of them.”
 
   “Last I saw, the little shit was cowering under a desk, crying.”  She smiled, her fangs bright white behind her red lips.  “Still alive.”  
 
   Randy turned green.  “I gave her my chili!” 
 
   Bell launched across the stage, catching Callista around the middle.   They disappeared through the plywood bookcase with a crash.  
 
   Michael urged Randy toward the ladder, frowning.  What are they talking about?  He shook himself.  Just get Randy out alive.  You can figure the rest out later.   “Let’s go while they’re busy.”
 
   “I can’t go down there, man,” Randy shook his head in horror, “They’ll tear me to pieces!”
 
   “You can’t stay here.”  Michael looked around for another way out, but there was none.  Michael pushed off the carpet and crouched as low as could over to the desk.  There was a sturdy metal support underneath.  He got a firm grip, and gave it a pull.  It tore away easily, scattering bolts and washers across the carpet.  
 
   “Here,” he said, crawling back toward Randy, “you can use this as a shield.”
 
   Randy didn’t look impressed.  “Plus one to defense?”  He tried to smile.
 
   “I’ll be your vampire familiar,” Michael said, “That’s got to count for something.”
 
   “Can’t I just have my character sheet back?”
 
   “Only if I can, too,” Michael smirked, helping Randy up by the arm.  
 
   Randy gave him a strange look.  “Hey…” He looked down at the carnage below “…I’m sorry about the way I reacted earlier.”
 
   “You weren’t wrong,” Michael shrugged, scanning the battles below for a path through the property damage to the exit.  “Let’s just get you out of here in one piece.  Go on down,” he said, “I’ll make sure you make it down okay and then join you.”
 
   Just as Randy’s foot set down on the first rung, his knuckles white as he clutched the shield in his pudgy fist, a distinctive whistle sounded in three short bursts.  Randy looked up at Michael questioningly.  For a moment, Michael wasn’t sure what it meant.  Nothing seemed to change.  But then each vampire was thrown from battle, and each nymph combatant shot across the carnage of the theater to stand together on the stage.  They were still for a moment, breathing heavily as their many scars healed, grouped in a protective circle.  
 
   The vampires wiped blood from their faces and eyed their enemies eagerly.
 
   Randy shivered on the ladder.  Even he could sense the impending violence like an angry, tangible cloud.  
 
   But just before they could attack, Callista appeared in the center of the nymphs, her blue eyes darting around the group as if taking a roll call.  She smiled.  Michael knew Randy could not have even seen what happened next; it happened too fast.  One moment they were there, and the next they were gone.  If it hadn’t been for the blast of wind that forced Randy against the rungs of the ladder so hard that he dropped his shield, Michael would have sworn they had teleported.
 
   Bell appeared on the stage a fraction of a moment later, her hair a disheveled flame and her eyes burning with frustration.  She cursed, and threw the severed broom handle she’d been holding down in a rage.  
 
   She stared around the space, her green eyes livid with rage.  
 
   “I see we finally have your attention,” Tanish’s voice came from above.  Michael squinted up into the rafters just as Tanish hopped over the railing to land in front of Bell on the stage.
 
   Bell’s voice came out like gravel.  “You are out of your depth, Tanish.”
 
   Tanish smirked at her glare.  “You ordered us to locate Callista the moment we discovered her coven had come to town.  We spent a month on their trail, just catching glimpses.”  
 
   Bell’s eyes narrowed.  Michael saw the clan move to form a circle around the stage.
 
   “And when we finally pin them down and hand them to you on a platter”—He gestured around to the theater—“you decide to play a game with them instead.”
 
   Randy was frozen halfway down the ladder, scared to move and draw attention to himself.  He whispered up at Michael, “What are they talking about?”
 
   Michael shook his head and motioned for Randy to keep going.  If they were ever going to have a moment of distraction, this was it.
 
   “And then,” Tanish laughed, “you become utterly obsessed with the worst new turn the clan has ever seen.”  There was a murmur of agreement from the room.
 
   “You’re making a mistake,” Bell said with a confident smile, “and you’re going to regret it.”  She shot across the stage at Tanish and clawed around to his back.  A disgusting pop elicited a scream of pain as she yanked his shoulder out of socket.  The waiting clan members swarmed the stage, but not before she planted both her feet on the stage and grabbed Tanish’s dangling limb, throwing him like a ragdoll.  He soared over the overturned dining area and straight for Randy.
 
   Michael didn’t have a second to react.  He reached for his hand.  “Randy!” he yelled, but it was too late.  Tanish’s body hurtled into Randy’s shoulders.  His head slammed into the metal ladder, a sickening crack vibrating the floor beneath Michael’s feet.  
 
   Tanish fell backward, pulling Randy with him.  For a moment Randy simply looked startled, then his eyes rolled back in his head.  Tanish twisted in mid-air when he saw he was tangled up under the momentum of Randy’s heavy body.  He grabbed the nearest seat and spun out of the way, landing on his feet next to the foot of the ladder.  Randy fell the rest of way to the ground alone.  His eyes were closed before he hit the floor.  
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   Bell leapt out of the clan’s grasp and grabbed ahold of Michael’s abandoned rigging.  She swung and kicked off the back wall, fangs bared as she launched after Tanish.  She hit him hard, tackling him into the wall under Michael’s feet.  The tech booth shook from the impact below.  
 
   “Randy!” Michael jumped down from the top of the ladder without a thought.  He knelt next to Randy and tried to find his pulse.  He had to duck as a flash of red shot over his head.  Bell landed atop the last upright table, sending glasses and half-finished dinner plates crashing to the floor, poised to strike again.
 
   “There’s your little obsession now,” Tanish smirked, standing and smoothing his tailored jacket.  He walked up, flashed that familiar brilliant smile at his posse, and kicked Michael hard in the ribs.  All the air was forced from his lungs.  He landed hard on the left side.
 
   “Back off, Tanish,” Bell hissed.
 
   Michael’s head spun.  He flopped onto his back, waiting for the pain to recede.
 
   “Look at him, Bell,” Tanish stood over him, the charm replaced by disgust.  “He’s still clueless.  What possible reason could you have for keeping him alive this long?”  
 
   “I’m warning you, Tanish-”
 
   “Oh, you don’t like that?” he kicked Michael again.  A sharp snap rang in a spectacular pain in his side.  Michael’s eyes watered.
 
   Bell flew at him.   Tanish dodged, and in the same motion grabbed both of Michael’s ankles and spun, throwing him like a javelin onto the stage.  He landed face-first on the painted plywood, the rough wood tearing his skin.  New pain in his head replaced the receding pain in his middle.
 
   When he caught his breath Tanish was standing above him, along with the rest of the clan.  “It’s time I did what she should have done that first night.”  Tanish’s fangs descended hungrily.
 
   A low, hunting growl vibrated the stage, and Tanish disappeared in a red blur.  The curtain rustled as though someone had just passed; he heard a crash and a snarl backstage.  The vampires ran after them, eager fangs at the ready.  Michael stood and ran down the aisle toward Randy.
 
   He could see him lying there at the end of the row, completely still.
 
   The floor shook with a tremendous thud as Joseph landed at the bottom of the ladder.
 
   Michael glanced at Randy.  So did Joseph.  Joseph was closer, and they both knew it.
 
   They darted forward.
 
   “Joe!” Tanish called him from the stage.  The fight had come back to the stage.  Several clan members lay bleeding on the set, glancing at each other as though they were reconsidering their coup.  Bell had Tanish in a vice grip, arms and legs wrapped around him from behind.  His face was blue as he staggered toward the edge of the platform.
 
   Bell’s eyes burned into Joseph, daring him to intercede.  The big man faltered for only a moment, calculating his time.  He grabbed Michael by the back of the neck, and they shot across the room onto the stage.
 
   He discarded Michael by the curtain and tore Bell off of Tanish with a giant meaty fist.  Blood sprayed as Bell’s claws took as much of Tanish with them as they could.  She writhed out of Joseph’s grip and landed hard on her back, her leather glistening red in the theater lights.
 
   Joseph stomped a booted foot on her hair, and Tanish grabbed hold of her ankles.  She writhed and hissed, her boot making contact with Tanish’s nose.  Blood sprayed all three of them.  It stunned Tanish just enough for Bell to free her legs from his grip.  She sliced at Joseph’s ankles with her claws and kicked off the plywood stage, flipping over Joseph.
 
   Jessica, Tanish’s flirtatious friend, appeared at Michael’s left shoulder.  Her brown eyes shown in the bright lights, full of hunger and rage.  She was covered in blood.  “Come on!” She yelled behind her.  In an instant, a tight circle had formed around Bell.  She cut her eyes to the rafters, where several more vampires waited for her to jump.
 
   Bell stood in the center.  She snarled her frustration.  She knew she was trapped.
 
   Three stocky male vampires caught her around the middle.  A fourth rushed in to clamp her wrists together behind her back.  She let out a horrifying scream of rage, but she was stuck.
 
   Tanish gestured toward Michael.  A blonde man with a square jaw appeared behind him, grabbing his wrists and yanking them backward.  His grip was crushing.
 
   Tanish let out a long breath, and smiled at the group.  “Finally!”
 
   The circle laughed.  Jessica cheered.
 
   “See, Bell?” Tanish said, “Joseph and I are not the only ones who’ve had enough.  We all want a leader with focus.  A leader with fewer distractions.”  He looked pointedly at Michael.
 
   “If you touch him—” Bell began.
 
   “Oh my God!  Still?” Tanish pulled a slender silver knife from his jacket and flipped open the blade.  “What is so special about this kid?”  He marched up to Michael, the blade poised at his throat.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that, Tanish,” all the anger and heat was gone from her voice.  Her tone was ice cold.  “You don’t know who you’d be crossing.”
 
   Tanish laughed.  “Who?  Your father?” He kept his eyes on Michael, the knife steady and eager in his hands.  “You know, Michael, I’ve been Bell’s number two for almost thirty years and I’ve never, not even once, seen this terrifying father of hers.  If I was a betting man….” He brushed drywall dust off Michael’s shoulder with his free hand.  “…I’d say she’s bluffing. 
 
   “Are you afraid of Bell’s daddy, Michael?” Michael felt a trickle of blood running down his collarbone.
 
   Michael didn’t dare even breathe.  He could feel the tip of the blade tracing a deadly outline on his skin.  Tanish’s hand dug into Michael’s shoulder.  That same exhilarated hunger that gripped him in the bar shone in Tanish’s handsome face.  Michael fought against his captors with all his strength, but he was too slow to stop the decent of the blade.  He braced himself for pain.
 
   But none came.
 
   Tanish was frozen with his fangs bared, knife poised to strike.  His eyes were wide with shock and pain.  For a moment, no one knew what was happening.  
 
   Then Bell began to laugh.  A terribly sincere, cruel laugh.
 
   “Tanish,” Bell teased, gesturing into the auditorium, “I’d like you to meet my father.”
 
   They all turned to look.  The door to the lobby stood open.  Thick, billowing smoke rolled in toward them.  The silhouette of a man danced in the smoke, a shifting shadow in a sea of black.
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   An eerie orange light illuminated the billowing smoke.  Michael’s stomach tightened with dread as a bitter chill swept into the room.  No one on the stage could take their eyes from the scene.  
 
   The smoke itself began to swirl and roil; the light was condensed into four pinpricks in the darkness: two pairs of eyes.  The shifting shadows formed two enormous shapes around those eyes.  Fangs and fur, with snouts dripping steaming saliva onto the carpet.  
 
   Michael knew what these creatures were from countless encounters around his game table.  
 
   Hell hounds.
 
   Behind these two hulking forms stood a man in a dark gray suit and black tie.  He surveyed the scene, his eyes roaming from Bell’s captors, to Tanish’s pained and motionless face, and then to Joseph.  Joseph looked like a cornered rabbit.  He turned and made for the stage door, but he didn’t even reach the curtain.  With barely a gesture, just a flick of the wrist, Joseph was lifted into the air, the toes of his boots scraping the plywood floor.  He hung there as the man in the suit walked slowly down the aisle, flanked by the enormous beasts.  Ash shook from their inky fur with every step they took.  
 
   The circle of vampires parted to let them pass.  The man raised a hand as he walked into the center of the circle, and the dogs sat at the edge of the stage obediently.
 
   Up close, Michael could see he appeared to be in his late fifties.  His hair was mostly gray, and his eyes were framed by fine wrinkles, but they were sharp and calculating, and the same clear green as Bell’s.  
 
   “It seems,” he said quietly, pulling a slender item from inside his jacket, “that I’ve stayed away too long.”  He unfolded the object in his hands.  It had two glossy wooden handles and a stretch of thin wire running between them.  He walked behind Joseph, who was still suspended like a gruesome marionette.  “I apologize,” he said, easily slipping the wire over Joseph’s head.  
 
   He crossed the handles at the nape of Joseph’s neck and gave the tool a sharp pull.  The razor wire sliced through muscle and bone with ease.  His body crashed to the stage in a crumpled heap.  Blood sprayed in every direction, peppering the terrified faces of the disobedient clan and showering the floor.  The blonde man jumped to avoid Joseph’s decapitated head, which rolled off the edge of the stage and thudded on the carpet. 
 
   The man in the suit pulled a handkerchief from an inside pocket and wiped blood off his chin.
 
   “Now then.”  He turned and walked briskly up to Tanish, who was as still as a statue, staring, ashen faced, at Joseph’s lifeless body.  “You would be the leader of New York’s vampires?”  He gave his stylish jacket a disparaging glance.  
 
   “I thought she was lying,” Tanish’s voice came out as a plea.  “I didn’t know.“
 
   “You didn’t know what?” Bram raised his hands palm-up in front of Tanish’s chest.  He rose off the stage just as Joseph had done, dangling a foot off the floor.  Tanish’s eyes grew wide as his own arm, still wielding the knife meant for Michael, rose against himself.  Bram stepped to the side just as the blade flashed lightning-quick across Tanish’s throat.  Michael closed his eyes against the spray of blood that rained down on their heads.  
 
   “I am the leader of the New York vampires,” his voice echoed through the motionless room.  Behind him, Tanish kept slicing.  Michael cringed at the sound of tendons snapping and the nauseating squish of his arteries being severed.  “I am the leader of all the vampires.  The leaders I choose, I choose for a reason.  Would anyone else like to debate this point?” 
 
   All eyes were on the floor.  It seemed no one was even breathing.  
 
   “Bell has managed everything so well for so long,” he said, gesturing to her.  She shrugged off her guards and strode out to meet him.  “I didn’t think I was needed.”  He put an arm around her slender shoulders.  Bell smiled proudly.
 
   “And now I find she has completely lost control of the New York clan.”  Bell’s contented smile vanished.  “Vampires fighting vampires.  Nymphs running around the city unchecked.
 
   “Perhaps,” he looked down at her, “I put too much faith in her.”
 
   “Father,” she said with injured eyes.  “I was—” 
 
   “I think,” he said, shaking her gently, “you need to be reminded of a few things.  Maybe you’ve forgotten where you were when I found you.”
 
   “Father, please, I—” she pleaded.  But his emerald eyes cut into hers and she fell silent.  
 
   “Yes, I think so.”  He drew his arm away, and immediately Michael saw a change in her.  She was smaller, shrinking.  The vibrant blaze of hair softened into a strawberry blonde; her muscled limbs withered away into the frail, shapeless body of a malnourished child.  Freckles popped up across her cheeks and peppered the bridge of her nose.  She crumpled to the ground next to Joseph’s body, writhing in pain as he held his hand over her, forcing her transformation.  
 
   “Even in this pitiful form, she was more powerful than any of you.  She just didn’t know it yet.”  Dark circles appeared under her eyes.  A whimper escaped her colorless lips.  
 
   “Stop!” Michael heard his own voice cut through the dreadful scene.
 
   Everyone looked at him.  Bram’s eyes locked onto Michael’s and he felt as though he had been doused in cold water.  There was no anger in those eyes.  No regret, no amusement.  Nothing at all.  His mouth twitched into a smirk.  He laughed.
 
   He looked down at Bell.  “He is something, isn’t he?”  He lifted his hand, and Bell’s tortured body relaxed.  In a moment she was herself again, tears stinging her eyes as she panted, her cheek still pressed against the floor.   
 
   “Now,” he said, disgust wrinkling his nose as he looked down at his daughter and around at the blood-stained and destroyed theater, “clean this up.”
 
   “Yes,” she gasped, “I’ll take care of it.”
 
   He motioned to the hounds, who had never taken their piercing eyes off their master.  Jessica screamed when one bounded straight at her.  But the creature stopped short, picking Tanish’s head up off the floor in its mouth.  The other trotted down the steps and returned with Joseph’s head, dripping blood across the stage.
 
   When they reached Bram’s side, their solid forms undulated into rolling smoke, and the blackness enveloped his tall form.  In an instant, they were all gone.  Nothing but the smell of sulfur remained.
 
   Bell’s arms shook as she raised herself up off the stage floor.  Her body had returned to its lean-muscled form, but the girl lingered behind her eyes.  
 
   When she stood, all that was gone.  She smoothed her jacket and smirked at the bodies sprawled on the floor.  
 
   “Everybody out!”  No one waited even a moment for her to change her mind.  The curtain rustled with their passing.  The front doors of the theater slammed shut.  
 
   “Randy!” Michael jumped off the stage and rushed to his friend.  
 
   Michael knelt next to him.  He didn’t look good.  His right arm lay at the wrong angle from his body.  His eyes weren’t closed quite all the way, a sliver of white showed under his eyelids.  Michael put a hand gently on his chest.
 
   He was breathing.
 
   Bell appeared by his side without a sound.
 
   “Let me see.”  She placed a hand on his forehead.  “Did anyone else see him?  Besides Tanish and Joseph?”
 
   Michael frowned.  “There was the nymph, I guess.”
 
   “Why did you do that?” she asked, gingerly lifting Randy’s arm.
 
   “What?”
 
   She glared at him expectantly.  
 
   “Oh,” he said, “With your—“ Michael shifted uncomfortably.  He just wanted to get Randy out of there.  Why did it matter?  “It just wasn’t right.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow and smirked at him.  “I can take care of myself.”  Her eyes glowed silver in the darkness as she inspected Randy’s limp arm.  “He has a concussion, and a dislocated shoulder...those are just the obvious things.  He needs to get to the hospital.”  
 
   “You mean…you’re going to let me take him?”
 
   “Not like this.”  Bell began unbuttoning his shirt.  
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I need to get to his heart.”
 
   Michael grabbed her wrist.  “Why?” he demanded.
 
   Bell smiled at him.  “Don’t you trust me?” Her eyes sparkled in the half-light.  “Let’s just say, after this we’ll be even.”
 
   Bell twisted easily out of his grasp.  She worked the buttons and opened his shirt.  She made a disgusted face and poked one of Randy’s soft moobs.  “You should take him to the park or something.”
 
   “What are you doing?  He needs to see a doctor.”
 
   “No doctor can help him if he walks out of here with all of his memories.”
 
   “You mean—can you—?”
 
   “Hush,” she chided.  She placed both hands on Randy’s sparsely-haired chest and closed her eyes.  
 
   Several silent moments passed before anything happened.  Bell was muttering under her breath.  Michael couldn’t make out anything she was saying.  She appeared to be in some sort of trance.  Her hands pressed down on his chest so hard that blood was drawn under her manicured nails.  She leaned closer, her vibrant hair falling in front of her face.
 
   Hadn’t he seen this before?  The alley came crashing in around him: the dark and the damp and the freezing pavement.  He remembered a flash of light.  Voices from far away.  A cascade of red.  But it wasn’t blood.  
 
   It was hair.  
 
   Color blossomed into life on Randy’s cheeks.  His lungs filled with a massive breath, but his eyes stayed closed.
 
   “There,” Bell said, sitting back on her heels and gesturing to her patient, “Now you can take him.”
 
   Michael stared at her in shock.  The disjointed memory of the alley flashed together like a puzzle.  Callista had been there.  She stood silhouetted against the street light, flanked by a blonde and a brunette.  “My daughter,” she pleaded in a grieved tone, “you must sense the good in him.”  Bell’s laugh came to him like the hopeless refrain of the raven.  “I sense nothing.  Let me show him the world as it is.”  The light that danced mischievously in her eyes went out.  “There’ll be nothing left of your precious ‘goodness’.” 
 
   They had shaken hands over his injured body.  He could see that clearly, Bell’s orange nails in sharp relief against Callista’s dark skin.
 
   The night’s overheard conversation flashed before his mind.  Michael stared unseeingly at the carnage around them.  It was a bet, Michael thought, Bell was the devil…and I was Job.  He could see it all now.  Pristine white fangs behind soft pink lips.  That red hair falling in front of his face as she struck.
 
   “You turned me.”
 
   Those same soft lips parted slightly in surprise.  Michael was sure of it.  
 
   “You did this,” he said again.
 
   Her eyes narrowed.  “Nothing has changed, Michael.”
 
   Michael didn’t wait for her to say more.  He lifted Randy off the carpet, and turned for the door.
 
   She appeared in front of him, eyes ablaze.  “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m taking my friend to the hospital,” Michael shook as he spoke.
 
   “You still need the clan,” she said, standing firmly in his way.  “You’ve barely scratched the surface of everything we will teach you.”
 
   “I don’t care!” he yelled, sidestepping her and running down the aisle. 
 
   “Michael!”
 
   He ignored her.  
 
   She appeared in the doorway to the lobby, smirking.  “What will you do about the cops?”
 
   “What about them?” he pushed past her.  He was clenching his teeth so hard he was afraid his teeth would shatter.  Pain seared in his temples.  “Clearly you don’t want me killed, and it seems like an awful lot of hassle to kill all the cops that would inevitably discover my secret when they arrest me.  So that’s your problem.”  He navigated around the remains of a chair and walked out the front door and down the steps.  “You’ve got connections.  I’m sure you can figure it out.”
 
   She appeared in his path on the bottom step.  “Michael, I can’t let you go.”
 
   “Sure you can,” Michael brushed past her.  “We’re ‘even’ right?”
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   Michael didn’t stop running until he reached the bright lights of the emergency room carport.  
 
   His hands trembled as he filled out the paperwork.  They took Randy to a room straight from triage, and immediately began hooking him up to all sorts of machines.  Michael hovered around the group of scrub-clad nurses, craning his neck to see what was going on.  
 
   “How is he?” Michael asked when yet another nurse entered the room with a caddy of vials to take blood.  “Is he okay?”
 
   “Sir, we need you to wait outside.”  A wiry brunette with a severe ponytail ushered him out of the room.  “We’ll let you know when we know something.”
 
   Michael opened his mouth to protest, but she had already shut the door in his face.  He looked in through the narrow rectangular window in the door.  She pulled the curtain closed around Randy’s bed.
 
   He glanced up and down the hall and then pressed his ear to the door.  He could hear plastic caps being popped off of things and the rustling of some kind of paper, and their voices crystal clear, but they weren’t talking about Randy.  Aside from ‘pass me that’ or ‘careful there’, they were gossiping about someone named Rebecca who was, apparently, quite loose.  A passing doctor looked up from his clipboard and narrowed his eyes at Michael.  
 
   Michael muttered an apology and wandered back to the waiting room.  There were a dozen people in there, half of them in costume.  Michael passed a green-faced witch and a lady in a chicken suit, and sat in a small plastic mossy-green chair that somehow provided no back support and also tried to slowly slip him off onto the floor.  
 
   He stood again and paced, fuming.  I just took everything she said as truth.  
 
   “Sir.”  A nurse at the desk called to him.  “Do you need to be admitted?”  He was eyeing Michael’s blood-soaked costume.
 
   “Oh.”  Michael ran his hands through his curls.  “No, sorry—it’s not real—just a costume.”
 
   The nurse smirked at him and turned back to his computer screen.  “I hate Halloween.”
 
   Michael marched to the little bathroom in the corner and tore it off.  I believed every lie she fed me.
 
   “Idiot!” he yelled, wadding the black fabric into a ball and throwing it into the trash can.  He watched the lid spin and swallowed hard against angry tears.  He’d made the wrong decision every step of the way.
 
   Michael turned on the sink and splashed water on his face.  He looked up into the mirror.  His t shirt was torn nearly in two and soaked in blood, but at least it looked more like an intentional Halloween costume than a randomly bloodied grim reaper.  Blood was dried in his hair and down the whole left side of his face.  He waved a hand underneath the motion-activated paper towel dispenser, tore it off and started scrubbing.  It shredded into little rolled-up fragments and did little to remove the red stain from his cheek.  He growled and threw the mess into the garbage can.
 
   Joseph was right.  It was so obvious!  Michael waved his hand under the dispenser repeatedly and cringed at the loud automated whir it produced along with each small segment of towel.  
 
   He saw himself in the mirror, ghostly pale and seething.  Bell was right, too.  I am angry. 
 
   He scrubbed some more.  “If I had just thought about it for even a second I would never have gone along with her stupid plan!”  And Randy may not be in the hospital now.  In the mirror, Michael saw his bottom lip tremble, and that made him even angrier.  If I hadn’t been so stupid, I would’ve just left them right away, and none of this would have happened.  
 
   There was an urgent knock on the door.  Michael could hear a child whimpering and a Father threatening punishment if the kid peed himself.
 
   Michael took the deepest breath he could muster and tossed his bloody paper towels into the garbage.  He wrenched the door open and forced a smile as the pair rushed past him without a thank you.
 
   Michael eyed the doors into the ER on his way back to his horrible plastic seat.  He put his head in his hands.  Nurses came in and out with clipboards and urgent airs.  Michael’s stomach churned as though he had swallowed a mouthful of gravel.  He better make it.  
 
   The intolerable scolding of Judge Judy was replaced by the news.  Michael stared at his shoes as two ER visitors squabbled over the channel all through the high-pitched weather man’s prediction of more snow.  He looked up when they returned to the news desk.
 
   “A fire destroyed The Destin College Dinner Theater tonight, shortly after a disturbance called police to the scene.”  Michael stared, open-mouthed, at the shaky camera footage of the smoking remains of the school’s theater.
 
   “It’s unsure at this point what caused the fire, which affected half the block.  Residents of nearby apartment complexes were evacuated and firefighters were able to extinguish the flames before those buildings were lost, but the theater itself is in ruins.
 
   “A play let out only minutes before the blaze started.  No one was inside at the time.”
 
   Michael remembered Bell’s promise to her Father.  ‘I’ll take care of it.’  It looked like she had.
 
   The metal detector beeped angrily from the entrance.  Everyone turned to see what had set it off.  
 
   Charlotte was standing in the computerized archway, anxiously unshouldering her purse and handing it to the security guard.  Michael stood when he saw her.  
 
   “Michael!” she said, trying the doorway again.  It blared and flashed red.  “You’re alright!” 
 
   Michael let out a long breath.  “You’re alright!”  He rushed over to her.
 
   “Sorry,” Charlotte said to the security guard, removing her keys from her jeans pocket.  
 
   She stepped through and set it off again.  Michael stood there waiting awkwardly.  
 
   “Geez,” she said, feeling inside her jacket pockets.  She pulled out a bright pink taser and placed it in the man’s hand.  “That should be it.”
 
   She passed through the metal detector victoriously and immediately hugged Michael.  He breathed in her sugary scent.  But it wasn’t like the other hugs.  She jumped back almost immediately, and when she released him, she didn’t quite meet his glance.  Michael pretended not to notice.  
 
   She cleared her throat.  “How is he?”
 
   “They wouldn’t tell me anything.  I think he has a concussion, and his shoulder is messed up.  He was unconscious when we got here.”
 
   “I am so sorry.”  She glanced at the swinging doors as a nurse came out in a hurry.  “What happened?  At the theater?” she asked before turning to get her things back from the man working security. “I remember Tom and I were in the final act, and then Paole showed up—and then I was at home.  The same thing happened to everybody.  Half the cast called me, totally freaked out.”  Michael noticed she shivered despite her thick coat.  “What happened to you?”
 
   “Oh.”  Michael hadn’t thought far enough ahead to have a story ready.  “I don’t know.  There was some kind of fight.  Maybe we were just in the way?  Randy and I were heading down the ladder when he…fell off.  I thought he was dead.”  Michael’s face felt cold.
 
   Charlotte met his eyes, and took both his hand in hers.  “He’s going to be alright.”  Her eyes were so clear, so honest.  A shadow passed across her face; a glimmer of doubt.  Then she laughed.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   Michael blinked.  “What are you sorry for?” 
 
   “I heard what the detective said— what he said you did.   It seems so stupid now, but I remembered I saw you with the costume on the street.  And then you had it again when the detective came around the theater this morning to get it.  For a minute, I—“she laughed again, and booped him on the nose.  “Not a chance.”
 
   Michael faked a smile.  
 
   “Michael Wallace!” a voice blurted from the nurse’s station.
 
   Both Charlotte and Michael jumped and hurried to the desk.  
 
   “Yes, ma’am?” Michael asked anxiously.
 
   The nurse flipped a page of paperwork over on her clipboard and smacked her gum.  “You bring in Randy Phillips?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Your friend is going to be fine.”  She gave them a shallow smile and turned to type at her computer with long faux-diamond-studded fake fingernails.  “His mother asked me to tell you.”
 
   Michael let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.
 
   “Can we go see him?” Michael asked.  
 
   “Family only,” she replied, without taking her eyes from the screen.
 
   Michael deflated a little.  
 
   Charlotte hugged him around the neck.  His arms encircled her slender waist.  Relief spread through his body.  When she pulled back, her eyes met his.  He would have loved to kiss her then.  But he couldn’t.  Randy nearly lost his life an hour before.  It was a miracle nothing worse had happened to Charlotte.  Everyone in the play had been put in terrible danger, all because of him.  He couldn’t make the same mistakes again.  
 
   Michael cleared his throat, and released her, pretending he didn’t see the confusion in her eyes as he took a step back.
 
   The metal detector blared again, and they turned toward the sound.  An impossibly curvy brunette walked through without any protest from the security guard.  She wore a nurse Halloween costume that looked like it had been purchased in an “adult” store.  He could hear her pleather creaking across the room as she waved to the rent-a-cop.  She turned eerily familiar honey-colored eyes directly at Michael.
 
   Michael, could you join me outside as soon as you can? She had a high-pitched voice that rang in his ears just like Bell’s had.  Callista would like to talk to you before Bell puts another tail on you.
 
   Charlotte pursed her lips at Michael’s stunned expression.  “Really?”
 
   Michael blushed.  “Sorry.  I know her from…my…apartment.”
 
   Charlotte gave him a fairly disapproving half-smile.
 
   Oh, I’m sorry, the nymph said in his head, I didn’t realize she was your lover.
 
   Michael choked but turned it into a cough as the nymph made her way toward them across the waiting room.  “Michael!” she called out, every male in the room gawking at her thigh-high boots shining in the florescent lighting.  “I can’t believe I ran into you here!  Oh, hi!” she said, pretending she’d only just seen Charlotte.  She held a manicured hand.  “Hi,” she said again, flirtatiously.  “I’m Carrie, Michael’s neighbor.”
 
   Charlotte blinked.  “Um, hi,” she said, “I’m Charlotte.”
 
   The nymph called Carrie turned to Michael and made a pouty face.  “Michael, I locked myself out of the building again and no one will buzz me in.  My girlfriend works here and I was going to try to get a key from her, but it would be soooo much better if you let me in.  She hates working on Halloween and she’s going to be totally pissed if I page her but I really need to get in because I have a party that I have to go to because my friend’s ex is going to be there and—”
 
   “Michael can help you,” Charlotte interrupted.  “I’ll stay a while and see if I can’t charm my way in to see him.”
 
   “I bet you could,” Carrie said, winking at Charlotte.  
 
   “Thank you, Carrie,” she said with a smile.  She turned to Michael.  “I’ll call you if I find out anything.  You go home and get some rest.”
 
   “Yeah,” Michael began, but Carrie was already leading him away, an arm hooked around his.  
 
   You’re welcome, Carrie laughed mischievously in his head.
 
   Michael’s eyes grew wide.  He turned and waved at Charlotte, who waved happily back, shaking her head a little.
 
   Carrie led him outside and they walked toward the packed parking garage next to the ER entrance.  “How is your friend?” she asked, still clutching his arm.
 
   “They said he’ll be alright.”
 
   “I’m glad,” she said, laying her head on his shoulder.
 
   “Where are we going?” Michael asked, their footsteps echoing around the bleak cement landscape.
 
   “Callista asked me to bring you home with me.”  She patted his arm and sighed.
 
   Michael cleared his throat.  
 
   “What’s wrong, honey?” 
 
   “Nothing.  You just—aren’t what I expected.”
 
   “And what were you expecting?”
 
   “Um….” Michael figured no answer would be good there.  
 
   Carrie laughed to herself as they approached a 70’s era Cadillac with leopard interior.  She opened the trunk and turned to Michael.  “Alright, I’m sorry about this.”
 
   “About what?” Before Michael knew what was happening, Carrie pulled a silk bag out of her purse and pulled it down over Michael’s head.  It had a chemical smell that assaulted his nostrils.  He grabbed blindly for her wrists, but she was far too quick.  The world spun with dizziness.  He felt her lift him off his feet easily and set him onto the felt lining.  He had one thought before he heard the distinctive slam of the heavy metal trunk.
 
   That’s more like it.
 
   Then everything went black.
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