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        Richard

      

      

      

      Old age was the most vicious of bullies. Life had already scorned him, knocked the books out of his hands and beat him to a pulp. Now, here came Old Age to kick sand in his face. It wasn't fair. All his life, he'd been promised a retirement from hardship—a handful of golden years before Death's bony hand reached for him. Now, when it was far too late to do anything about it, he realized the whole blasted world had conspired against him.

      There were no golden years. Only a lonely descent toward oblivion.

      Everest Senior Living Facility was not the nursing home of his nightmares. As a younger man, in his seventies, Richard had woken in a cold sweat with visions of dirty, closed-in rooms, abusive nurses, and seeping bedsores. The reality of his old age was nothing like that.

      The old-folks home was bright, full of sunlight that streamed through enormous, plentiful, spotless windows. Perky young girls who smelled faintly of coffee bustled about with rhinestone-studded stethoscopes draped around their necks.

      The food was bland and mushy, but at least as good as what he'd lived off in the years since his sweet Barbara had died, and they served ice-cold prune juice at every meal, so his guts kept moving like they were supposed to. Thanks be to the Holy Lord above, there were no olive loaf sandwiches. He'd eaten enough olive loaf to last a dozen lifetimes.

      All in all, Everest was as good a place as any to be abandoned by your family while you waited for death.

      Well, it would have been, if it weren't for Stanley Kapcheck. Stanley with his shiny bald head and perfect teeth that were all his own. Stanley had a flat stomach and a British accent. He wore a leather coat.

      Honestly! What kind of respectable senior citizen wore leather?

      Pretty nurses, young enough to be his grandchildren, giggled and blushed when Stanley spoke.

      Richard loathed Stanley.

      Was it so much to ask for a man to grow old and die the way nature intended? Something was weird about a man Stanley's age who still wore well-shined lace-up shoes that he tied himself.

      Consequently, the sight of Stanley's pristine wingtip tapping on the white tiles of the dining hall floor was chipping away at the core of Richard's soul. And if that weren't enough, the pompous old peacock had an extra helping of chocolate pudding on the table in front of him. That new girl with the wild black curls had brought it to him, offering it like she was presenting her dowry.

      Richard used the back of his chair and the edge of the table to push himself to his feet. He held on for a moment to make sure his balance was good and steady, and then moved his hands to his walker and shuffled in Richard's direction.

      The insufferable old fart smiled at him. "Good evening, Dick! You're looking well. How's that hip of yours?"

      How dare he act like they were friends? And, Lord, but how he hated being called Dick.

      Richard lifted his chin and looked down his immense nose at Stanley. "I see you have two puddings."

      "Yes, a little indulgence is good for the soul, don't you think?"

      "No. I disagree completely. I think this world is a sick and broken place where people indulge all too often and abstain not nearly often enough."

      "Oh, come on now." Stanley reached forward and patted the round paunch of Richard's stomach. "It seems perhaps you’ve enjoyed one or two indulgences over the years."

      That was it. That was going to be the comment that sent his blood pressure so high something inside would finally burst. He pointed a shaking finger at the other man and tried to get a word out, but his lips were pressed into a thin, tight line of fury and he couldn't quite seem to remember how to get them to move.

      "Mr. Bell," the wild-haired girl said. "Did you want to have dessert over here with Mr. Kapcheck? Here, let me move your pudding for you." In a flash, she scooped the little bowl away from his seat and plopped it down across from Stanley. "There you go. Now you can sit with your friend."

      She trotted away to refill the teacup Mrs. Wiler was holding in the air and left Richard standing there, red-faced and trembling with rage.

      "Your shoes are ugly!" Richard spat the words out of his mouth with all the force he could muster.

      Stanley threw his head back and laughed.

      Richard spun on his heel—or, well, he turned around with pathetic, tiny, careful little steps and did his very best to stomp out of the room. It was difficult since he lived in mortal fear of falling again and therefore never lifted either foot more than an inch or two off the ground.

      Back in his room, he lowered himself into the soft brown arm chair and clicked the TV on, just to have some noise. He sat there, staring at some stupid nature documentary. After a minute or two, he realized that he never enjoyed a single bite of dessert, but he'd left Stan Kapcheck sitting in the dining room with three bowls of chocolate pudding laid out in front of him.

      The unfairness of life was a burden nearly too great for someone as old as him to bear.
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        Finn

      

      

      

      Finn was one hundred percent certain that cigarettes were the only thing keeping him from ballooning up to three hundred pounds. If he was smoking, he wasn't shoveling potato chips into his mouth.

      He lit a Marlboro and leaned back, making the soft leather of the enormous desk chair squeak. Outside the window, a hummingbird flitted around the red plastic feeder and buzzed away again. The smoke curled up in his lungs, sank into his blood, kissed his soul, and made its way back out of his body as he exhaled.

      On the computer screen, the little black cursor flashed against the blank white page.

      He’d done an internet search for tips on how to conquer writer’s block.

      Exercise. Take a walk. Get a change of scenery.

      What a joke.

      Another long inhale filled him up so completely he thought maybe he could float right out the window and fly away.

      Letting it go, the weight on his shoulders returned twice as heavy.

      The blank page mocked him.

      He breathed in.

      Upon exhale, he whispered to the empty room, “Dear God, send me a Muse. ” Slick tendrils of smoke wrapped around the words and carried them toward heaven.

      With the cigarette dangling from his lips, he stood, grabbed his keys from the hook next to the door, and headed out into the brilliant sun. Joe’s was open, and the owner would serve him a cold beer any time of day, no questions asked.

      A little pink Vespa was parked outside his front door. A girl, presumably the owner of the preposterous scooter, sat on the hood of his car, her smooth, tanned legs crossed like a school child’s. For all that, she sported every attribute of a grown woman. At the sight of him, she flashed perfect white teeth. Tiny dimples formed on her round cheeks. “Hi there!”

      He plucked the cigarette from his mouth. “You’re sitting on my car.”

      “I didn’t want you to leave without me,” she said.

      “Why’s that?” It had been years since the first fan had approached him on the street. He’d been so flattered then it left him cocky for a full week. After a while, fame lost its appeal. They all asked the same questions. Half of them wanted him to make them famous writers, too. The other half expected him to be one of the characters in his books. None of them really cared who he was, outside of his life as a writer. This girl, though, had the distinction of being the first groupie to seek him out at his home. It seemed a level of stalkerly ambition worth a decent conversation, at least.

      Plus, the t-shirt stretched tight across her pert, unbound breasts created an interesting diversion from the all-consuming thoughts of self-pity he’d battled the past few weeks.

      “Can I have a cigarette?” she asked.

      He fished the crumpled pack from his pocket and offered it to her. She let him light it for her and inhaled like the smoke was salvation. “I haven’t smoked in forever.”

      “If you can go this long, you should probably keep up the clean streak.”

      She inhaled again and blew the smoke out in a long, thin stream through the purse of her full pink lips. “Where you goin’?”

      “Have we met before?”

      “Maybe you’ve seen me around. Everybody around here knows each other, right? So, where you goin’?”

      He studied her face. She didn’t look the least bit familiar.  “I would remember you.”

      She hopped down and stepped over to him. The cigarette fell to the ground and she crushed it under the heel of her white sandal. “Where you goin’?”

      “I’m going to Joe’s to get drunk.”

      “It’s cheaper to get drunk at home.”

      “Only alcoholics drink alone.”

      She grinned up at him. “So, you’re looking for company?”

      She was Venus on a half shell, offering herself up for his pleasure. How could he resist? Why should he resist? Damn! Remember that. It would be a perfect line in the new novel. Twenty words down, seventy-nine thousand, nine hundred and eighty to go. “Care to join me?”

      She bounced on her toes. “I thought you’d never ask. I would love to join you for a drink.”

      “You are old enough to drink, right?”

      “In all fifty states,” she promised.

      It seemed like there should be some voice in his head listing reasons why it was a bad idea to invite this tiny, adorable stalker to go to the bar with him. He listened hard. The voices were as silent as they had been when he’d stared at the computer, so he reached around her and opened the passenger door.

      She slid in and ran a hand over the gearshift. “I adore this car. You have amazing taste.”

      He watched her fingers glide over the molded plastic. Still, there was no voice, but there was more than a little seismic activity south of the equator. “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Tell you later,” she said, looking up at him through lashes so long they surely had to be fake.

      The door slammed a little harder than he meant for it to. His boots thumped against the pavement and the car sank under his weight when he dropped into the seat. He crushed the cigarette out in the car’s ashtray. “Tell me now.”

      She pouted. She had a perfectly bite-able bottom lip.

      “Please,” he said.

      “Sara.”

      He had to ask. “What do you want, Sara?”

      “I want to drink a beer with you at Joe’s.”

      He lit a fresh cigarette, put the Mustang in gear, and headed toward Joe’s.
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        Richard

      

      

      

      The light tap on the door came like clockwork, just after the start of the eleven o'clock news.

      "It's open!" Richard called out, as if it weren't always open. Doors at Everest didn't have locks. A pretense of privacy was maintained, but the charade wasn't lost on him. Strangers washed his underpants and strangers cleaned up under his bed. Strangers asked about his morning stool and peeked in on him while he slept. Privacy was a privilege afforded to those who could still contribute to society.

      The door swung open and a child with a shiny blonde ponytail on the very top of her head bounced into the room. "Evenin', Mr. Bell. How you feelin' tonight?”

      Over her shoulder, Richard caught a glimpse of Stanley leaning against the wall in the brightly lit corridor. He wore jeans and a lilac button-front shirt. His legs were crossed at the ankles. He caught Richard's eye and smiled. Jerk. Looked like a darn wrinkled up old gigolo on a street corner.

      The little girl peeked into the bathroom. They always did that. What were they looking for, anyway?

      "That hip bothering you at all?" she asked.

      "Only when I sit or stand," Richard told her. When he’d fallen off the curb in front of his house and shattered his hip, the doctors had assured him that the newfangled titanium implant would be better than the original. They’d lied. They always lied. Medical school probably had a course—Effective Falsehoods 101. He hurt all the time. It wasn’t just his hip, either. Since they’d officially declared him an old man, he hurt in every joint of his body.

      The girl was undeterred by his gruff attitude. "Time to lay down then?" she asked.

      "I'll be layin' down for eternity soon. I'd like to sit up and watch the eleven o'clock news now, if you don't mind."

      She giggled as if he said something funny and took his wrist between her slim fingers. Glancing at the TV, she told him, "I really love her. She's so much more relatable than the woman who was on there before."

      The woman who was on there before? Was she talking about Barbara Walters? Of course, Barbara Walters wasn't relatable. She was iconic. She was untouchable. She was exactly what a TV personality should be. These pretty young things in short skirts were more concerned about looking like the latest celebrity than in finding incorruptible sources. Not that he had anything against pretty girls in short skirts, but there was a time and place and the nightly news was not that place.

      Nurse Ponytail let go of him and gave him a long look. "Can I ask you a personal question, Mr. Bell?"

      That was new. Not once, since he'd moved into this place, had anyone asked permission before getting personal. Out of curiosity as much as anything, he said, "You can ask. Don't promise I'll answer."

      She tugged on the ends of her lavender stethoscope. "I just… You seem pretty unhappy."

      He stared at her, waiting for something more than a statement of the obvious.

      "Do you still enjoy life?"

      It took a moment to even process the question. Enjoy life? Images flashed in his mind. He was a boy on the farm, swinging from a rope in the hayloft and landing in a pile of fresh, sweet-smelling straw. He was racing in the State track and field championships, the crowd screaming his name. It was his wedding night and he learned about the astonishing secret power that women held over men. He held his newborn child in his arms and thought his heart would burst with pride and joy. His wife lay in a hospital bed. His company gave him a gold watch and a pat on the back for forty-two years of loyal service. He buried his best friend. His daughter told him she just didn't have time to give him the care he needed and she was having him moved to a rehabilitation facility.

      To his astonishment, hot tears pricked his eyes for the first time in decades. "I…"

      "Yes?" She leaned in toward him, listening with unusual intensity.

      "I don't…"

      A loud banging startled him so badly his heart gave a painful squeeze. The door swung open and there stood Stanley.

      "Dick! Thought I'd stop in and see if you'd like to join me for a nightcap in the cafeteria. Of course, they don't serve alcohol, caffeine, or sugar, but we might be able to sweet talk the ladies into some sugar-free cocoa."

      Richard’s mouth fell open and he snapped it shut again. If Nurse Ponytail had proposed marriage, he'd have been less surprised than he was by the invitation from Stanley.

      "Come on, my friend!" Stanley insisted. "If we're not there by eleven thirty, they'll have all the peanuts packed up and we'll miss out on that perfect combination of salty and sweet."

      Nurse Ponytail giggled and patted Richard's arm. "Sounds like you boys are gonna have fun. See ya later, Mr. Bell."

      Stanley stepped into the room and held the door for her, giving a courtly little bow of his head when she bounced past him. He let the door fall shut behind her and turned toward Richard. "Are you all right?"

      "What in tarnation are you talking about?"

      "Did she hurt you? Take anything?"

      Richard glared at Stanley. "You havin' a stroke or something?"

      Stanley seemed to relax. "Great. You're all right." He looked over his shoulder, like he was checking to make sure the door was still closed tight, then came to sit on the corner of the bed so he was practically knee-to-knee with Richard.

      "That woman is not what she seems, and I'm quite certain she has her sights set on you as her next victim."

      Richard felt the hot blood in his face. "I know you take me for some kind of fool, Stan Kapcheck, but I tell you I'm no man's stooge. Get out of my room. Play your stupid jokes on someone else."

      Stanley had the audacity to look truly hurt. "Dick, I….”

      “Just get out of my room!” Richard bellowed.

      Stanley’s lips pressed into a tight, thin line. “All right, then. That’s fine, Dick. I’ll get out of your room and you can deal with that creature by yourself when she comes back for you.”

      “I’m sure I can manage five feet of blonde ponytail.”

      “Very well, then,” Stanley said, rising to his feet.

      Just after the door clicked shut, Richard growled back, “Yes, it is very well.”

      It irked him to his core that Stanley moved so fluidly when he rose from the bed and left the room. He was as graceful as any athlete—as graceful as Richard himself had been in the years before life became all about soft food and nurses who called him cute. With a sigh, he clicked off the television and shuffled into the bathroom to wash up before bed.

      He never would have known anyone had come in, except that the door made a tiny, high-pitched squeak that caused his hearing aid to give feedback. He dropped the washcloth on the edge of the sink and spun around. “Dagnabit, Stanley Kapcheck, I told you…”

      The creature stood before him, five feet of pink scrubs with bat-like wings, red eyes, and long, dripping fangs.

      Richard stumbled back, tripped over the toilet and fell against the wall. The jolt ran through his bones like an explosion. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!”

      “I will have your memories, Richard Bell. I will devour the sweet, rich memories full of the glory days,” it hissed at him.

      The door swung open again and Stanley appeared behind her shoulder.

      She launched herself toward Richard as he cowered against the cold tile wall, but Stanley’s arm lashed out in a flash. The pointed end of a broken stick burst through the thing’s chest and, with a wheezing exhale carried on a plume of black smoke, she dissolved into a pile of ash on the floor.

      Stanley stood there, panting.

      Richard’s lips took on a will of their own and started forming a series of incoherent sounds. Maybe he was having a stroke. This was how a stroke had always felt in his imagination.

      Stanley skirted the pile of filth, keeping his wingtips shiny, and extended a hand. “I told you she was coming for you,” he said.

      “I…she…teeth…” Richard managed.

      “Yes,” Stanley agreed. “The teeth are horrible. And those big, batty wings. Dreadful creatures. We should go before the others realize what we’ve done here.”

      Richard blinked up at him. He allowed himself to be helped up. “Others?”

      “The strigoi never exist in solitude. They move in packs.”

      “Strigoi,” Richard squeaked in a weirdly feminine voice.

      “Strigoi,” Stanley said. “No doubt about it. Get your coat. We have to move quickly.”

      “Coat?” Richard asked.

      Stanley crossed the room and knelt in front of Richard’s walker. He took the fanny pack from the top of the dresser, strapped it around the front handles, then filled it with a tiny water pistol, a crucifix, and a baggie full of garlic, all retrieved from his own pockets. Then he took the yardstick that lay on the table next to Richard’s jigsaw puzzle and snapped it in half over his knee. He slipped both jagged pieces into the long, narrow pouch meant for an oxygen tank. Thankfully, Richard wasn’t yet so far gone as to need to lug one of those around. Then he stood, retrieved Richard’s Wellington Plastics jacket, and held it out. Richard let Stan tuck him into the garment just as if he were a girl on a date.

      “Don’t hesitate to use that squirt gun if you need to. Holy water won’t kill them, but it will slow them down long enough so we can do what we need to do.” He positioned the walker in front of Richard.

      Richard stared down at the little bag’s unzipped compartment. The toy gun’s red plastic handle was just barely visible. “It’s a joke,” he muttered. It pleased him to hear that his voice had returned to a masculine tone, even if it remained somewhat tremulous.

      Stanley gripped him by the shoulders. “Look at that pile of ash, Richard. Does that look like a joke to you?”

      Tiny black tendrils of smoke still rose from the ash. It smelled like burnt eggs. His stomach turned.

      “We need to get out of here,” Stanley said.

      Richard nodded and headed for the door, but the other man grabbed his arm. “Don’t be foolish, man! We can’t go that way. They’re not going to let us just waltz out the front door.”

      “Well, what do you suggest then?” Richard asked.

      Stanley gestured toward the window.

      “You’ve gotta be kidding.”

      “Really, Dick, you must learn what a joke looks like. It’s time to go, and that’s the only way out if you intend to save your wrinkled old hide, because this place is crawling with more just like her and they’re not going to be happy to find her remains in your room.”

      Richard glanced at the mess one more time, grasped the handles of his walker, and headed toward the window.
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      Neither the empty bar nor Joe asked any questions. It was perfect.

      Sara waited for him in a shadowy booth in the corner of the restaurant farthest away from the front door. He set two frothy mugs of beer down and slid into the ugly vinyl booth across from her.

      "Thank you, Finn."

      He drained half his mug and wiped his lips with the back of his hand. "How do you know me?"

      She sipped her drink. "Everyone knows you, Finn O’Doyle. You're famous."

      "Not very," he said and finished his drink. "Joe, can I get another?" he called out. A moment later, Joe arrived with a full glass. He set it down, glanced at Sara's full mug, took the dirty cup, and walked away. He was Finn’s favorite bartender in the whole world. When the man was gone, Finn leaned forward with both arms resting on the table. "I would very much like for you to tell me who you are and why you're here."

      "I'm Sara. I'm here because we're having drinks."

      He laughed and leaned back. "So, it's like that, is it?"

      "Yup. Just like that. You overcomplicate things. It's one of your greatest stumbling blocks."

      "Good to know." Did she know that her breasts jiggled fetchingly when she rested her arm on the back of the bench like that? He suspected she did, so he made no attempt to hide his glances in that direction.

      "You know what else?" she asked, leaning her elbows on the table.

      "I bet you're going to tell me."

      "You need to remember how to have fun."

      He smiled his most charming smile. He knew it was charming. It was a fact proven by his ninety-five percent success rate with women. "Oh, I'm fun."

      She wagged a finger at him. "You used to be fun. You have always been powerfully full of life force. A wave of vitality washing through the world. You’re just a little lost these days."

      Her words struck too close to the truth. He took a long drink to cover his discomfort. "And you know this, how?"

      "Drink your beer, Finn." She pushed her glass across the table. "You can have mine, too."

      He raised an eyebrow at her. "And you accuse me of not being fun?"

      "I guess my tummy just isn't ready this early in the day."

      Draining both mugs presented no challenge. Not until the bottom of the second one did he even start to feel the familiar warm fuzziness that he'd come to think of as the best part of the day.

      "Let's take a walk," Sara suggested.

      "It's cold."

      "It's sixty degrees and you're wearing long sleeves. Geez. Man up a little, for goodness sake."

      The comment stung more than he wanted to show. "I'm plenty manly."

      She laughed. "No doubt. Come on, then, Rambo."

      He thought he must surely be mad to be following this strange woman around town. He thought of the email from his publisher, saying how excited they were to hear when his next book would be out. He thought about her enormous blue eyes. He reached for the mug, remembered he’d already emptied it, and sighed. Unable to come up with any reason why they shouldn't walk, he dropped ten dollars on the table and stood. On the way out, he called, "See ya, Joe."

      "Yup. See ya, Finn. Have a good one."

      Sara preceded him out the door and he noticed how her jeans fit across her tiny little backside. Who could say? Maybe for once, he actually would have a good day.
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      Richard

      

      The muddy flowerbeds under Richard’s window were slicker than snot on a doorknob. Without the walker, he’d have fallen for sure, but maneuvering the thing through the muck was a Herculean feat. The two men stayed close to the wall and picked their way toward the back of the building.

      Stanley peeked over his shoulder and whispered something in Richard’s general direction.

      “What?” Richard whispered back.

      Again, the infuriating man’s lips moved, but no sound reached Richard’s ears. “What’s that?” he asked, louder, fiddling with the control on his hearing aid.

      Stanley stopped so abruptly that Richard almost bumped into the back of him.

      “Watch it!” Richard said. His feet were cold and wet. Already, the horror of what had happened in his room had started to fade, replaced by annoyance at the absurdity of this disruption to his routine.

      Stanley leaned much too close and whispered, “We have to be quiet, Dick. We can’t be shouting at one another out here or they’ll—“ He gasped. “Run!”

      Richard frowned. “They’ll run?”

      “Run!” Stanley shouted again.

      Two of the creatures crept around the end of the building, headed in their direction.

      Pushing the walker before him to keep himself upright, Richard stumbled through the mud toward the grassy field that separated the back of the Everest Senior Living Facility from US-223.

      A third monster dropped from the sky and landed in front of them, its red eyes glowing in the dark night.

      “Eep! Argh! Blechnech!” Richard shouted incoherently before yanking the toy pistol from the pouch and shooting the thing in the face.

      The tiny stream of water arced across the space that separated them and hit the monster square in the eyes. Its inhuman shrieks filled the air for an instant before Stanley slammed a broken yardstick into its chest, causing it to fall to ash and smoke.

      Growls rose up behind them and Richard remembered they were outnumbered. He turned and shot the gun toward the other beasts. One of them screamed when the water touched its face. The other launched itself into the air.

      Stanley ripped the last broken yardstick from the bag on the walker and stabbed the one that had hesitated. He snatched a pistol from the small of his back, aimed carefully, and fired a single shot. The creature diving toward them exploded, sending bits of soot raining down on them.

      For the first time in decades, Richard ran. Well, he shambled along in fits and starts, pushing his rattling aluminum walker in front of him like a bulldozer. Every time his foot struck the moist earth a shock of pain jolted through his body. Air wheezed into his lungs in huge bursts that stretched his chest, enlivening parts of him he'd thought long dead.

      It was fantastic.

      At the edge of the highway, Stanley stopped and looked over his shoulder. He tucked the gun behind him again and glanced back at Richard. "Shells full of wood chips soaked in Holy water," he said.

      Richard stood slumped over his walker next to a 55-mph sign, gasping for air. "We should get somewhere public, right? That’ll be safer." He raised a shaking hand and pointed. On the other side of the road, an enormous yellow sign outside of a diner read, “Always Open.”

      "Perfect."

      They waited for two semi-trucks and a Volkswagen Beetle to pass by, crossed the road, and staggered across another grassy field into the parking lot of the restaurant.

      As they hurried, Richard glanced back over his shoulder. Spots of red gleamed in the dark sky not so very far away. He redoubled his speed, kicking up little bits of mud as he went.

      When Stanley yanked the door of the little diner open, Richard couldn’t recall a single thing in his entire life that had felt so good as the blast of warm, slightly greasy air that washed over him. They lurched forward into the bright fluorescent lights and a young girl with purple hair and a gold ring in her nose looked up at them with an expression of boredom so complete it was surprising she was still conscious.

      "How many?" she asked, apparently taking the sight of two disheveled, mud-splattered, breathless old men bursting into the restaurant in the middle of the night as par for the course.

      "Good evening," Stanley said. He wiped his mud-covered shoes repeatedly on the rough fabric of the entrance mat.

      It did Richard's heart good to see the filth on Stan's shoes and the cuffs of his jeans. What kind of a senior citizen wore jeans anyway? Those were for children and cowboys, not for old men in retirement homes.

      "It will be just the two of us this evening."

      "'Kay," the girl said. She pulled two menus from a wooden rack on the wall. "Over here."

      They followed her past a table of drunken men in county road crew uniforms, two teenaged girls, what appeared to be a homeless man hunched over a half-full cup of coffee, and a young couple so engrossed in one another, the restaurant could have burned down around them and they would never have noticed.

      "Don't people have anywhere better to be in the middle of the night?" Richard wondered aloud.

      "Life doesn't stop when the sun goes down, old boy. All the best fun happens after dark."

      "My mother always told me nothing good happens after midnight," Richard said.

      "Well, Dick, that certainly explains a great deal about your life."

      Just as they slid into the booth, a scrawny kid with a buzz cut appeared, asking for their drink order.

      Richard ordered a glass of milk.

      "I'd like some of your strongest coffee, black, and you can bring us an order of your fantastic fried cheese sticks right away while my friend and I look over your menu."

      The kid grunted in assent and slunk away.

      "You're going to have coffee and cheese at this hour? Are you crazy?"

      Stanley shook his head. "You have to learn to live in the moment, Dick."

      Richard hated being called Dick. After eighty plus years of jokes made in bad taste, he had no use whatsoever for the word. He crossed his arms in front of his chest. "So, we're in public. Spill the beans."

      "The things I have to tell you are rather fantastic." He stopped and leaned back to let the boy serve the drinks. When he'd skulked away again, Stanley continued. "You're going to accuse me of teasing, but I assure you, on this topic, I am always serious."

      "Go on, then," Richard said.

      "When I was a boy, I lived in Lowestoft, England. It's a town on the sea, and I adored being on the beach. At every opportunity, I begged my mother to take me and, thinking I was terribly clever, I'd often sneak off on my own.

      "One such day, I was scouring the coastline for all the interesting things that wash up and I found a small statue made of black stone. It was stunning, and obviously quite old. I held it in my hand and stood where the water just lapped at my ankles. After a moment, I had the strongest feeling I was being watched. Well, I looked around and noticed I had the attention of every creature for a mile. Every creature, Richard. There were starfish at my feet and gulls standing on the sand watching me. The people on the beach stared. None of them moved at all, not even when I waved my arms at the birds.

      "I shouted for the foul beasts to fly away." He took a sip of the fragrant coffee and continued gazing into the depths of the black brew. "I had a deep fear of gulls. 'I don't want you near me,' I said, and they died. Every one of those birds. Just like that. They fell over and died.

      "The people on the beach didn't move at all, but then a single man emerged from the crowd and came toward me. He was a strange fellow, dressed in bright robes like a creature from a fairytale. He walked toward me, hunched forward like he pressed through a gale, though all around me everything was as still as glass. When he was close enough to be heard, he called out to me."

      Richard watched him sip his coffee and look around the restaurant for a moment, then sputtered in frustration, "That's it? You're not going to tell me the rest of the story?"

      Stanley shrugged. "I'm afraid I can't."

      "Somethin's wrong with you," Richard said, pointing a gnarly finger at the other man.

      Stanley nodded. "We are a broken race, my friend."

      "So that's it? You dragged me to this greasy spoon in the middle of the night to tell me the first half of some crazy story?"

      "It was you who suggested this restaurant, Dick. I merely saved you from certain death. I would like, very much, to tell you the rest of the story, but can't. I physically can't."

      Richard scowled. He no more trusted the man than he trusted his own digestive system to cooperate on a consistent basis. "Why's that?"

      "Because knowledge is meant to be sought out."

      "Eh?"

      "I can't tell one who isn't seeking."

      "You won't tell me unless I beg?"

      "I am literally unable to offer any further information on the subject unless you ask for it."

      "If you want me to beg you to feed me some cockamamy tale about⁠—"

      "I promised you the truth, Dick. Surely, you'd like to know the truth about what you saw tonight."

      What had he seen? Enough to scare the binky from a baby's mouth, that's for sure. A pretty girl had turned into some sort of a monster and dissolved into ash. A monster the size of a large man had fallen to the ground in pain when sprayed with a bit of water from a toy gun. Beasts with wings and red eyes had flown through the night at him.

      Then his memory carried him to another time and place.

      His beautiful Barbara, lying on a clean white sheet, tears rolling down her pale cheeks. At thirty-two, she'd appeared to be ancient—her skin, dry parchment, her eyes, watery and gray.

      He'd brushed her hair away from her face, trying not to wince when several strands came off in his hand. The doctors had no answers, only a grim prognosis.

      The boy she cared for so deeply sat in a chair by the bed. How sad he looked. He’d finally found a mother figure to care for him and a mere moment later she was at death’s door. In a way, it seemed a worse pain to endure than what their infant daughter would experience. She would never miss what she had never known.

      Suddenly, for some reason he could not name, he was certain that the bizarre, wasting illness he'd watched his wife suffer through half a century earlier was related to the nightmare he'd lived through tonight.

      "Tell me what you know, then," he said. "I'd like to understand what in tarnation is going on, and you better not be yanking my chain."

      Was that relief that washed over Stanley's face?

      "The man called out to me. He asked if I'd like to know what it was I had found. I told him I would like that very much.

      "He said he was a hunter of beasts that had no place in the natural order. Just such a beast had possessed a man who lived long before anyone kept track of the years, and influenced the creation of the totem."

      The waiter dropped a little plastic basket on the table between them. "Here's yer cheese sticks. Want somethin' else?"

      "Not now," Richard barked.

      The kid slumped off to a corner and pulled his phone out of his pocket.

      Stanley waited for the kid’s thumbs to start tapping the screen before he went on. "The totem gave its holder power over life and death, but such power was never meant to be held by humans. It would destroy me, he said, and I could feel that it was true. It was like holding a live electric wire."

      "So, you threw it into the sea?" Richard guessed.

      "I tried, but I couldn't let go. It had fused itself to me. I panicked, and the more upset I got, the more agitated the life around me became. They were murmuring, thrashing, falling to the sand and, of course, that only served to fuel my fear.

      "Then the man pushed forward again. 'Reach out to me, child,' he said, and so I did. He took a crystal knife from a sheath on his belt. He held my wrist in one hand and stabbed the center of the thing with the other.

      "It was as though an explosive had been detonated. The force threw me into the water. Sand blew into the air all around us. When I got my feet under me once again, I saw him kicking sand over a puddle of blood. 'Return to the earth,’ he said and then he looked at me.

      "He told me I would need a teacher, and for many, many years he fulfilled that role in my life. That I am alive at this ripe age is a testament to the fine job he did."

      "Who was he?" Richard asked.

      "I told you. He was a hunter," Stanley said. "And now, so am I."

      Richard realized that he'd been leaning forward over the table, listening anxiously to the other man's story, and he forced himself to lean back against the bench and cross his arms. He'd be no man's fool. "A hunter, eh?"

      "Yes. Like my mentor, Busar, I hunt those creatures who have no place in the natural order."

      "Like what we saw tonight."

      "Precisely." He took a cheese stick and nibbled off the end. "The strigoi feed on memories. They devour them until a person has nothing left. Then, with no will to go on, the person dies."

      An image of the halls at Everest came to mind—mindless shells of humans sitting in wheelchairs, staring into space. He'd noticed how many of them came in fairly lucid but, weeks later, were lost. A shiver crawled along his spine at the thought that he could have been next.

      "Are you going back to get the rest?"

      Stanley finished his cheese stick and dabbed at his mouth with a paper napkin. "The rest?"

      "Well, yeah. You said you're a hunter. You can't just leave them there."

      "First of all, I didn't come to Everest to kill strigoi. I came to find you, Dick. Second, I'm fairly certain we eliminated the entire nest."

      Richard looked around to make sure no one listened. Surely, this conversation, overheard, would be enough to have them both committed to a mental institution. "I saw 'em. Chasin' us."

      "Are you certain?"

      "Red lights in the sky," he said.

      “Following us?” Stanley asked.

      “Well, not exactly. They were more, like, hovering behind the building.”

      Stanley smirked. "Those were radio towers, old boy," he said.

      "What?"

      "Radio towers. Not strigoi."

      Richard threw up his hands. "What in tarnation were we running for?"

      "We were running toward a fine cup of coffee and some excellent fried cheese."

      Every arthritic ache Richard had ever experienced, and at least three new ones, flared up at once. He mumbled a name under his breath that his sweet Barbara would have admonished him for.

      "What was that, Dick?"

      "I despise you," Richard said.

      Stanley chuckled. "Would you like to know more?"

      Again, the memory of Barbara came to him. Undeniably, he hated Stan Kapcheck more than flies in his oatmeal, but, in all these years, who else had he ever been able to voice his belief to? The belief that her death was tied to this bizarre night grew like a cancer in his mind. Hesitantly, he said, "You say those things feed on memories."

      "Yes."

      "Well, is it possible… I mean, is there such a thing…a different thing maybe…" He sighed.

      "What is it, my friend?"

      "This is stupid. I know it’s stupid, so you don’t need to tell me it is, but…well…soon as you started talking, I started thinking ‘bout it.

      “My Barbara, she was as pretty a girl as you ever saw, and so full of life, I swear I thought she'd outlive me by fifty years. She was the best mama a baby ever had. Spoiled that child rotten, carrying her around all day long. She even took in some homeless boy. Musta been about fifteen years old. She adopted him like he was a puppy left on her doorstep. Kid followed her around like a puppy, too. Barely let her out of his sight. Hung on every word she said.

      “Then one day, I noticed she was a little tired, and not a month later, I put her to rest, a wrinkled old woman too frail to draw her next breath."

      "But it wasn't cancer," Stanley said in a matter-of-fact way that Richard was grateful for. He might have been tempted to hit him if he'd gone over the top with sympathy or, worse, pity.

      "No. Not cancer. Not a virus. It was nothing at all, so far as a bunch of worthless, overpaid doctors could tell. She just wasted away overnight."

      Stanley hesitated a moment before saying, "Fate plays strange games with us."

      "Don't talk to me about fate, you old coot. It wasn't her fate to⁠—"

      "I'm not speaking of your wife's fate. I'm speaking of yours." He produced a small leather-bound journal from his pocket and placed it on the table, laying his hands upon it with an air of reverence. "I didn't come to Everest to be cared for in my old age, Richard. And I didn’t come to battle the strigoi. I came to find you." He opened the book and turned the thin, crinkling pages until he seemed satisfied and then pushed it across the table.

      Richard stared at the ink drawing of a vaguely humanoid form with long, skinny arms and legs and a head too big for its slender body. Wrinkled skin hung from the thing and long wisps of hair hung lank around its head.

      Skinwalker, he read. Twelve cycles of twelve new moons will wake this beast that dwells primarily in the American southwest. Skinwalkers are thought to be the earthbound souls of ancient witches; able to take on any form, they will almost always choose to appear as a beautiful human. They feed on the life force of humans.

      Cross reference incubus/succubus: related, not equivocal.

      He closed the book and pushed it back toward Stanley. "In English?"

      "My mentor's greatest motivation was to find and destroy the skinwalker who killed his father when he was a boy. The creature only appears once every twelfth, twelfth moon cycle—about ten years—for a single month. If it finds a human of fantastic vitality, it will feed on that human's life force and that will be enough to carry it through its period of hibernation. While it’s awake and murdering its victim, it’ll cause as much trouble as it can, just for the fun of it. Twelve moon cycles later it will wake and feed again. The trick is to figure out where it is, get to it, trap it, and destroy it all within a single month. Not even a month, really. A moon cycle. Twenty-eight days."

      "You think one of these skinwalkers killed my Barbara?" A leaden weight settled in his stomach. The words had the taste of truth.

      "That is precisely what I think. Richard, I found you when I came across some old records on another case. It’s another long story, best told some other time, but if I’ve done my calculations correctly, it’s been a little over forty years."

      Richard swallowed around the lump in his throat. "Forty years last winter."

      Stanley’s blue eyes twinkled with excitement in the bright light of the diner. "Where were you then?"

      "Tombstone, Arizona." He could still smell the sweet alkaline scent of the desert, feel the warm, dry air blowing his hair away from his face, hear the country music spilling out of the saloons. The very name of the town carried the weight of magic in his memory. The best years of his life had been lived in Tombstone.

      "Tombstone?"

      "That's right."

      Stanley shook his head and chuckled. "We got as close as Phoenix. We reasoned that there are more people there. It would be easier to blend in."

      "You ever been to Tombstone?" Richard asked.

      "Not once," Stanley admitted.

      "It's the most alive place I've ever been. There's an energy there…different from anywhere else. Overwhelming sometimes. Drives people mad. Can't tell you how many handsome, hardworking young men come to that town and can't ever bring themselves to leave. A year later, they're hooked on drugs and alcohol. There's something wonderful there, but there's evil, too. Barbara and I both thought so. We spoke of leaving, moving east. We worried about raising a kid in that environment."

      "All this time," Stanley marveled. "And now here you are, telling me what Busar and I couldn't figure out in two lifetimes."

      A devil of skepticism nipped at Richard's mind. "You're not pullin’ my leg?"

      "I have never been more serious," Stanley promised. "I was on a hunt in Ann Arbor and I came across some personal records from a certain Dr. Aldrich. He'd been treating my client for a malaise that had no physical cure, so far as he could find. He was doomed to lose her. Her disease was caused by a minor demon who'd latched on to her and only a powerful exorcist could have saved her. But in his record, he made a note that, though the two cases were different, it reminded him very much of a particular case when he'd been a fresh graduate from the University of Tucson College of Medicine."

      "He was Barbara's doctor. I don't think the man slept the whole time she was ill. He tried everything."

      Stanley nodded. "He's a good man, but blind to that which he cannot label scientifically."

      Richard pushed the book farther away. "This is nonsense. Rational people don't chase monsters."

      Stanley leaned forward. "If Barbara was killed forty years ago, at least three more people have died since then, and a fourth is in danger. You have the chance to help me stop this thing. You have the chance to do something with the time left to you. Something that matters." He sat back again and sipped his coffee. "Of course, you also have the right to go back across the street and settle into your armchair and live out whatever time is left. I won't stop you. The strigoi are dead. You should be perfectly safe and well cared for there."

      Richard sat with his arms folded, watching the other man's face, trying to read his expression. He’d attended the First Presbyterian Church and paid his tithe every week for the whole first half of his life. He’d prayed the Sinner's Prayer and kept the faith in the promise attached to that until Barbara died. After that, he'd never held out for mumbo jumbo spiritual stuff. Truth was, he wasn’t sure he’d believed it back when he attended, either. There were no monsters in the closet. There didn't need to be a devil. Humans were monstrous enough without help. Life was horrific, even without demons chasing you in the night. Still, he couldn't ignore the ring of truth. Hadn't he, after all, made a tenuous connection between what he'd witnessed tonight and what had happened to Barbara, even before the Brit told his fantastic tale?

      He rubbed a hand on his rough, stubbled cheek. "All right then. What do we do now?"

      "Well, if you're right, and I have no doubt at all that you are, my friend, then we need to get to Tombstone. By my calculations, our monster is awake and on the move. We have twenty-seven days to put an end to his terror."

      Reality crashed down upon Richard. "We're too old to go traipsing all over the country. I have a doctor's appointment on Tuesday. And we got no car and no cash. Heck! We don't even have a change of underwear! How the devil do you expect us to get all the way to Tombstone, Arizona?"

      Stanley cocked his head. "You're a pessimist."

      "I'm a realist, and you're a darn fool."

      Stanley picked up his book and slipped it back into the inner pocket of his jacket before leaning both arms on the table and looking directly into Richard's eyes. "Tell me you haven't felt more alive in the past hour than you have since you were a boy. Tell me there wasn't a joy you've never known before when you witnessed the destruction of evil. Tell me you don't think the skinwalker murdered your wife, and that you have no desire to get revenge on that beast. Tell me, and you'll never hear from me again."

      Richard swallowed the lump in his throat. "We're too old."

      "We're not dead yet, Richard. We can do this. Our resources are not as limited as you imagine. I have found that the Universe always provides for those who are on the side of good."

      Skepticism raised its head once more. "Give me one example of the universe providing anything."

      Stanley grinned. "That's easy, my friend. Just when I thought I'd reached a place where I was lost and without direction, the universe sent me you, Dick. I've been reminded that I still have life and I still have purpose."

      "Hmph," Richard grumbled. "You still ain't told me how the heck we're gonna get from here to Tombstone, Arizona."

      "We'll drive, of course."

      Richard mumbled about crazy men with ridiculous notions, but at the same time, he couldn't help but notice those pains had lessened up a little and he felt something deep inside he hadn't felt in a very long time.

      Richard Bell was excited to participate in life's next great adventure.
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      "So, what do you want to do first?" Sara asked. She walked with a peculiar bounciness that was difficult to keep up with, despite the fact that his legs were nearly twice the length of hers.

      Finn held his hands out. "I thought this was your show."

      "You said you know how to have fun." She stuck a pouty lip out at him and that urge to take it between his teeth came to him again.

      "Well, I was having fun at Joe's." He paused to let a horse-drawn stagecoach rumble through the intersection before crossing the street and stepping up onto the boardwalk that ran the length of the historic district or, as he thought of it, Tourist Hell.

      "That wasn't fun. That was self-pity."

      "I have fun pitying myself."

      She turned abruptly and dashed into a store that sold Victorian era costumes. A floor-length purple dress with an elaborate bustle hung on a display just inside the door. Holding it in front of her, she gushed, "Oh my goodness! Look how pretty this is. We should dress up like Wyatt Earp and Big Nose Kate."

      “Adults shouldn’t play dress up.”

      “I adore role playing. I live for it!”

      He slid his hands into his pockets and grinned at her. "Big Nose Kate was a whore who spent time with Doc Holiday, and there's not a chance in Hell I'm dressing like Wyatt Earp. Besides, they'd have to cut half that skirt off to make it the right length for your tiny little legs."

      The hanger made a loud click when she dropped it back over the bar. "I'm insulted. I'm not that short."

      "Nah. Not short. Just fun sized."

      Her smile lit her whole face. "You made a joke, Finn!"

      "I told you I'm a fun guy."

      "Uh huh." She rolled her eyes. "Come on then, party pooper. This isn't the right place for us if you're not gonna play dress up with me."

      "Definitely not the right place for us." He let her lead him back onto the boardwalk. The town was still quiet, the streets not yet busy with the tourists that would show up in time for a night of dinner and dancing. A warm breeze carried the scent of the little rosewood blocks sold in the gift stores and, somewhere beneath that, drifted the crisp alkaline smell of the desert. Finn inhaled deeply, letting the fresh air fill his smoke-tortured lungs. How long had it been since he'd taken a walk?

      "The rock store?" she asked.

      "Boring. What do you do with rocks?"

      "Candy?"

      "Surely not." He scowled at the thought of the sticky, overly sweet confections.

      She stood on tiptoe to kiss the cheek of a cigar-store Indian and then pointed at the door of the shop. "Fine tobacco products?"

      He cocked his head to one side. "I might find something worth wasting money on in there."

      Grinning, she bounced through the door into the dimly lit, richly fragrant store. A man behind the counter with a silk top hat and a beard down to his chest nodded in their direction. "Afternoon."

      "Good afternoon," Sara answered.

      Finn walked the perimeter of the store. "Fine tobacco is a lost pleasure." He opened a glass jar and inhaled, wishing for the sense of smell he had before twenty years of smoking. Ironic, really.

      "Do tell," she said.

      "Commercial cigarettes—the pre-rolled things you buy at the gas station—they're full of garbage. This stuff in here, this is the real deal. It's fragrant and flavorful and won't kill you nearly as quickly."

      "But it will still kill you."

      He raised an eyebrow at her. "Everybody's gotta go sometime."

      "How do you want to go, Finn?" She closed the distance between them and pressed her palms against his chest.

      His body responded to her touch as though he were fifteen and in the backseat of a car for the first time. He swallowed hard.

      "This isn't really how you have fun, is it? I can think of a thousand things we could do that would be better than hanging out in the tourist district."

      He swallowed again and sent up a silent prayer that his voice wouldn't crack like an adolescent boy's. "Are you some kind of author stalker?"

      "Does it matter?"

      "Are you married?"

      The corner of her mouth twitched upward. "No, Finn. I'm not married. I'm over eighteen, and all I want in the whole wide world is to see you give in to your desire. I want you to be wild and free, to embrace life the way you did before you started worrying about deadlines and film options and all the rest." Her hands slid upward around the back of his neck and into his hair. "Tell me what your desire is."

      "You terrify me a little."

      "It's part of the allure."

      "You two buyin' something?" the man behind the counter asked.

      Finn stepped away from her and smiled at the man. "Yeah. Give me four of the cigars on the counter there." He paid for his purchase and stepped back out into the bright desert sun. It was like stepping into a different world. "I think I should eat something," he muttered, wondering if he would have had his arms around a strange woman if not for the beer.

      She slipped her hand into his. "Perfect. Burgers at Murphy’s?"

      He shuddered at the thought. "You have to take two steps down to get into Murphy’s. One to step down off the boardwalk and one step down in status."

      She giggled. "You don't seem like a guy who cares about status."

      "I'm a guy who cares about not getting food poisoning."

      "Taco Wagon?"

      He studied her enormous blue eyes for a long moment. The wind tossed her dark curls around her face. Her full lips were curved in a hint of a smile. He slid his free hand into her hair and pulled her close enough to bend down and kiss her. Her body molded against his. Her lips tasted like cherry chapstick. Before he could capture her lip, she caught his lower lip in her teeth and he struggled to stifle a moan.

      "We could eat at your place," she whispered into his ear.

      He stepped back. "The Taco Wagon will be fine."

      She bit her lip. "I will get you to have fun," she said.

      "I believe you." Why did the thought of having the kind of fun he was thinking of with this beautiful woman send a tingle of fear down his spine?
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      Richard let Stanley pay for their drinks and the cheese sticks with a few of the crisp bills he kept in a gold money clip. It seemed only fair, somehow.

      They stepped out into the night and he glanced back toward Everest. Six radio towers blinked in the distance. He was thankful for the darkness that hid his warm face. "Now what?" he asked.

      "Now we walk to that gas station over there and find a ride."

      The gas station shone in the night like a castle in a dystopian fantasy. Lights glared down on the tarmac, chasing away any hint of a shadow. Even at this hour, a steady stream of cars and trucks passed in and out of the glow.

      They waited for a lull in the traffic and set out across the wide highway.

      "My hips are gonna be frozen stiff in the morning. My ankles are gonna swell up like a pregnant woman's," Richard complained.

      Stanley clapped him on the back. "Take heart, old boy. Perhaps you'll surprise yourself with how fit you are and, even if it hurts, there is joy in the pain. When the pain stops, your life is over."

      "Weirdo," Richard mumbled.

      They didn't go to the islands where cars were fueling up or toward the front doors of the store. Rather, they skirted the building and approached the truck parking.

      A broad-shouldered man with shoulder length curls that spilled out from under his baseball cap was squatted down, checking his tire.

      "Excuse me," Stanley said.

      The man turned and Richard's eyes widened. "Not a man, but a woman with her shirt unbuttoned far enough to show her impressive cleavage. He focused his gaze on the side of the truck so as not to be tempted to stare.

      "Do for ya?" the woman said in a voice that had been sanded down by tobacco and tar.

      Stanley remained as courtly as ever. "Forgive the intrusion. It must seem silly to a young woman such as yourself, but my friend and I are on an adventure. We were wondering if you could give us a ride? We need to get to the storage units on M-50, just outside Adrian."

      Her expression softened. Richard marveled. Was it the accent that made women love him?

      "This a bucket list sortta thing?" she asked.

      "Something like that," Stanley said.

      "I respect that. Yeah. I can haul ya to Berry's. 'Taint more'n twenty miles from here and right on my way."

      "Your kindness only enhances your beauty. I can't tell you how grateful we are."

      The woman actually blushed.

      Richard rolled his eyes.

      "Go on in the cab, then. I'll be finished up in a jiff."

      "Thank you," Stanley said. His elbow bumped Richard's side a little harder than necessary.

      "What? Oh! Right." He made a face at the enormous woman. He hoped it passed for a smile. "Yeah. Thanks. 'Preciate it."

      She eyed Richard for a moment, flashed a smile at Stanley, and went around the back of the truck to do some further maintenance there.

      Richard gazed up at the door. It seemed a mile high.

      "Don't worry. I'll give you a boost."

      "I ain't worried," Richard declared. "And I don't need no boost from you, neither."

      "You looked concerned. I just thought I would offer to help."

      Richard held onto his walker with one hand and reached up with the other to grasp the handle on the door of the cab. The door swung open on well-oiled hinges. The shining chrome step was just a little higher than his knee. He wrapped his left hand around the metal bar that ran alongside the door and used his right hand to grasp his thigh and lift. There! He'd done it! His foot was on the step. Pulling hard on the handle, he lifted himself from the ground and, for a moment, believed completely that he was going to make it. Then that dagblasted bad hip locked up and he was tipping backward, losing his grip on the handle. The fall would be the death of him, for sure.

      Stanley's hands smacked solidly into Richard's backside and the push propelled him into the cab of the truck. He righted himself and scowled down at Stanley. "Don't touch my butt."

      "I won't make a habit of it. I promise," he said, snickering.

      "And don't you laugh at me!"

      Stanley held his hands up in surrender. "I wouldn't dare." He folded the walker and slipped it into
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