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Zacharia, an ancient friend of Dracula, had a Siamese cat named Moon Diamond. The cat lived beyond its lifespan with an enchantment using a piece of his soul. But when Zacharia was killed, something extraordinary happened. His soul went inside the cat, and his spirit now shares control of the feline.

This is the story of good Dracula and his Siamese cat Moon Diamond. Most of these characters originate in Dracula: Hearts of Stone. But this story is separate and unique.

"No matter how much cats fight, there always seems to be plenty of kittens."

Abraham Lincoln

"Of all God's creatures, there is only one that cannot be made slave of the leash. That one is the cat. If man could be crossed with the cat, it would improve the man, but it would deteriorate the cat."

Mark Twain

"The smallest feline is a masterpiece."

Leonardo Da Vinci
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SOUTHWESTERN EUROPE ON THE IBERIAN PENINSULA night had fallen after a hard rain. Mother Nature had saturated the area, though the sky was relatively empty; more precipitation was coming. The five had flown east across the Atlantic Ocean from Charlotte, North Carolina, in bat form and had settled in Toledo, Spain's cobbled streets. A city plush in history, with swords manufactured there in Roman times. They walked five abreast with soldiers' confidence out to intimidate, all wearing charcoal suits with navy blue ties. They permitted their footsteps to echo off the walls of the nearby buildings instead of being surreptitious. The crescent moon reflected from the large pork chop-shaped puddle into their luminescent eyes.

A club steak was cooking somewhere, and its scent wafted lightly.

Stephen, Matt, Joshua, Noah, and Luke were between two buildings. Their John Lobb shoes continued to clop on the cobblestone path. It was a bit of a tradition for vampires to drop their surnames once they turned into the undead, as they considered themselves a new and improved species and almost always tossed their prior history like so much junk. When a vampire was born after being bitten, their essence changed depending on their hearts. Nasty humans tended to transform into real monsters that needed to be dispatched.

“Do you hear that?” Joshua asked.

“We all hear it,” said Matt.

They could all perceive the storm approaching from over fifty miles away, with rumbles of distant thunder and strong wind. Their hearing was supernatural, and controlling it when they first transformed was challenging. The amplified sounds were quite unsettling for some vampires. Adapting to enhanced hearing was a crucial task for a new vampire. On rare occasions, it drove them insane.

“In the days when I first turned,” said Matt. “Almost drove me crazy. The sound of distant thunder under a clear sky was maddening. And this guy on the next street was playing a war game, and I was running around like a fool dodging bullets. He tasted pretty good, though.”

They all stopped in unison; their heads turned up and to the left as the scent wafted down from a barred balcony; the dog was relaxing and enjoying the night air. His master slept on the sofa, out of sight because of the elevation, but they smelled him. The dog’s black nose twitched as it detected the gang below and became wary. It went to the bars and looked down, observing the vampires. Most dogs were perplexed and frightened by the undead. It allowed itself a low growl.

Stephen, the leader of the five, nodded and smiled. “Watch this; gonna make a doggie pancake.”

“Can I do it?” asked Luke.

“No.”

“Make it jump,” said Joshua. He adjusted his tie and eagerly watched as another rumble of thunder echoed in the distance.

Stephen whispered into the night air, and the white dog immediately stood tall and at attention as if his master was beckoning him with the sweetest voice. The dog could see a nonexistent trail of light dancing into the night. It then realized that something was amiss, and it wanted to back up and escape but discovered that it couldn’t move unless commanded. The animal approached the edge, and its eyes connected with the vampire below. With a slight movement of his right hand, he commanded it to jump. The poodle got onto a nearby wicker chair and launched itself over the five-story balcony, wondering why it did so as it fell. It tumbled like a misshapen snowball. It hit the cobblestones with a squeak as the sidewalk forced the life and air out of it, and it was amusing to the biters. Its blood flowed into a nearby puddle.

“And that’s how you make a doggie pancake.” Stephen was proud of himself.

The five had spent part of the day at the Alcazar of Toledo and the medieval Alcazar of Segovia near the Guadarrama mountains, a beautiful stone fortification with part of the impressive castle resembling the bow of a ship. The castle was on a rocky bluff above the convergence of the Eresma and Clamores rivers. They were impressed with the Hall of Ajimeces and its works of art. Dracula had considered it one of the world's finest structures at one point, but presently the Master didn’t discuss much of anything. Stephen grew up there as a boy and had transformed into a vampire three weeks after his twenty-first birthday. Even though he was returning home, the impending glory overshadowed his enjoyment. It was a time of nervous anticipation.

“Why the hell are we making so much noise? Why don’t we sneak up on this guy and attack him?” Luke was also anxious to get things going. He was the last one who had turned and usually would have been the low vampire, but he was second only to the leader because of his ability. Without his talent, it would be impossible to track Dracula.

Stephen looked at him with cold eyes, as he had explained it all before. “We don’t want to sneak up on this guy. He’s too powerful. We’ll attempt to show him some respect initially.”

“And you’re sure he knows the location?” Noah asked.

“He has the information, but getting it is something else. He’s an experienced fighter, and that worries me. It’s not gonna do us any good if we all get killed here.”

“Where is he now?” Stephen asked Luke.

“Who?”

“Who the hell do you think?”

“Oh, give me a second.” Luke stopped and cocked his head as a dog would and concentrated. His eyelashes fluttered as he became introspective. A small part of his soul traveled up into the dark sky. “He remains in Canada, still in Moncton. He appears to be in the same location that he was two months ago. I don’t even think he goes outside. It seems a bit strange.”

Matt snapped his fingers and pointed at Luke. “That is so cool. What’s it like? How do you do it? I can’t do it. I’ve tried to do it, but I get nothing.”

“It’s like being able to control a dream, and for the few of us who have the ability, it’s not easy. I had to study maps and terrain. Geography can be a bitch when it’s a necessary thing. It doesn’t help to look down on a city you don’t recognize. I can place my sight almost as high as a satellite looking down or as low as ten feet off the ground. Why my vision always searches out the master, I don’t know. He appears as a red beacon from a distance, a small oval blob.”

“If some of us bite the big one in there, we must ensure it’s not Luke. Otherwise, if Dracula decides to move, we’re screwed.”

Joshua shook his head. “So, the rest of us are expendable?”

Stephen smiled. “I didn’t say that. I thought it, but I didn’t say it.”

Zacharia sat on his sturdy antique chair on the red velvet seat, which resembled sitting on a throne. His sword of choice was an excellent weapon adorned with dragons and bats that had been forged especially for him. Its thin blade looked like it was out of a fantasy or science fiction movie, but it was no prop, as it had removed over a dozen vampire heads. Although he looked in his sixties compared to humans, he appeared formidable. He exuded strength and skill; his partially gray hair didn’t detract from it. Zacharia looked like an ancient king that would have no trouble battling one of his knights, not those in shiny armor, but those in battle-tested armor covered with dents and spotted with the blood of numerous victories.

Many people believed that biters had no souls, but his lilac point Siamese rested on his knee, having been animated by a piece of Zacharia’s soul, as he hadn’t had the heart to let it perish of natural causes. The beautiful feline had the attitude and demeanor of a lion, which made for quite an impressive watch cat, besides the fact that it had the experience of living to be over a hundred. The cat purred and used his leg as a scratching post but then halted as it listened intently.

“You can hear them out there, can’t you? Diamond, we’re going to have company.”

The cat glanced toward the open window as its ears adjusted.

Zacharia had purchased the entire top floor of the building and decorated it in the early French Gothic style. One could accomplish just about anything with sufficient wealth. It looked like the interior of a castle with robust stone architecture. Two 15th-century halberds crossed one another high up on the stone wall, with the one on the left having been used to decapitate a rogue vampire that had tracked him down four years ago to the day. Swords and shields in various styles adorned the walls. A large painting of England’s Castle Rising was featured prominently over the fireplace, with its intricate donjon; he recalled spending time there almost a thousand years in the past. Large stones, reminiscent of those he had seen in an Irish castle, constructed the impressive fireplace.

Five bats flew into the open window past the thick red curtains and quickly morphed into their preferred forms. They were immediately impressed by their surroundings, though they wouldn’t inform Zacharia of that fact. He looked up at them from his chair and wasn’t amused. His eyes narrowed slightly, showing his displeasure. The Siamese was also not tickled at his interrupted nap time, and its muscles tensed in anticipation.

“I requested an audience with you, Lord Zacharia. You refused.”

Zacharia studied the auras of the five and knew that he could kill most, if not all, in battle, but collectively he wasn’t so sure. He was also unsure of how their talents would mesh in a fight. “I refused your request, and you’re sufficiently stupid to invade my dwelling?”

Stephen was neither enthralled nor overwhelmed by the ancient vampire. He studied his demeanor but didn’t know what to make of him. However, tales of his exploits throughout the centuries were quite impressive. “A few questions, and we’ll be on our way.”

“We seek the location of the dagger of Hithroma,” said Matt.

Zacharia’s deep voice laughed and echoed off the walls as it would in a genuine castle, and each echo was like a slap in the face. “You seek a mythical weapon? Would you also have me bring you the goose that laid the golden eggs? It could be profitable given the current price of gold. And again, he laughed while staring at Stephen.

Joshua looked puzzled. “It’s not real?”

Stephen attempted to make the Siamese jump out the window to its death. But it refused, and the cat sent an image into his mind, the equivalent of a curse word: someone’s hairy ass. “I don’t believe it. The cat refused my command? How is that possible? And it insulted me.”

“Not a good sign,” said Noah.

Stephen turned away from Zacharia to think but almost immediately turned back to face him. “They all say it’s unreal because they want to locate it. When I plunge it into Dracula’s chest, it will turn him human as I usurp all his strength and become the new king. We know it’s buried in an old grave somewhere in England, and we are aware that you know.”

And again, Zacharia laughed and shook his head. “It’s buried in your ass. Why don’t you get your friends to dig for it?”

Matt chuckled but then quickly regained control.

The room went silent, and all muscles tensed. The cat stood up on Zacharia’s knee and hissed, ready for battle. Stephen glanced at Luke to his left as their blue eyes met and then at Matt to his right. Zacharia slowly placed his hand on his sword and showed them all a smile that unnerved them. The uncertainty of death hung in the air. Zacharia was acutely aware that he probably wouldn’t survive the battle, but he was okay with that fact. He was confident that he would take some of them with him.

“I can smell it.”

“Smell what?” Luke asked.

“That horse tranquilizer that you’ve brought, I assume it’s an attempt to curtail my velocity.”

Luke pulled out the large syringe filled with murky brown liquid. It was his turn to smile. “Just give us its location, and you live.”

“The morons want the location of a fictional object,” he said to Moon Diamond. “It’s over there. No, I mean over there. No, it’s right here.” He pretended to hold up an invisible object. “I should place it for sale on eBay.

“Kill him!” Stephen commanded.

Zacharia grabbed his sword and charged at Luke with force, sending him flying backward into the rock wall, where a syringe shattered against it. The cat jumped into Stephen’s face and tore chunks of flesh out of it, then sank its claws into his right eye; he screamed in pain as he grabbed the animal and smashed it against the wall so hard that a piece of it dislodged and fell to the floor. The cat meowed but appeared unbowed. Stephen’s injuries healed rapidly, but they hurt like the fires of hell.

With swords unsheathed, the battle commenced with a fury. Sparks flew as blades made contact. Zacharia swung his sword at Luke’s neck, and he barely managed to duck in time as a tuft of hair on the top of his head fell to the stone floor. Matt swung his samurai sword with all his considerable might just as the Siamese launched and dug into his back, giving the arc of the swing enough error to enable Zacharia to avoid decapitation. The cat was turning out to be considerable trouble as it bit painfully into his back.

“Die, you bastard!” Joshua screamed furiously but then took a slice from Zacharia, who opened his chest, and his blood spewed. The pain of healing and bones reattaching made him take several steps back.

Stephen, Luke, and Noah attacked simultaneously. Stephen kicked and drove him into the wall with such fury that it caved in the back of his head, and the pain was excruciating as the plates reformed in his skull. He grabbed a halberd as he discarded his sword, believing that the extra reach would give him the advantage. The scene distracted Matt, allowing Zacharia to seize the opportunity, severing his head, and turning him into dust. His skeleton fell to the floor with no meat on it; the cat bounced off it, preparing for the next victim.

“Matt! NO!” shouted Joshua. They had had a turbulent relationship but intended to take a trip together to Europe when it was all over.

Everyone paused to stare at the skeleton, a brief but palpable moment of reflection. Time seemed to change as they stared at its lifelessness. He had been so dynamic only seconds earlier, and now they would never see his face again. Luke’s dark brown eyes blinked rapidly in anticipation. Stephen blurred and drove the halberd into Zacharia’s chest, pushing him against the wall. Then, Joshua and Noah joined Stephen to apply added leverage, preventing Zacharia from moving. The cat attached itself to the back of Noah’s neck and commenced to dig in, but Luke grabbed it by the scruff of the neck and held it.

“Last chance.” Stephen slowly nodded.

“Maggots.”

Stephen took Noah’s sword, tested its sharpness with his thumb, and decapitated Zacharia. They all noticed a brief but bright light that lit up the room, though no one knew what the hell it was. Stephen allowed the skeleton to fall to the floor, where Luke stomped and broke several rib bones. Joshua took the skull and kicked it out the window like a football. Luke tossed the cat out into the night’s damp atmosphere.
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​ON THE OUTSKIRTS OF NEW YORK CITY, a black Cadillac Escalade turned off a dirt road and drove uphill in a field of purple wildflowers. It made its way up the trail on private land, following other vehicles’ ruts dug into the ground. The Escalade was climbing at a thirty-degree angle as a raven flew across its path and out of sight. The driver frowned at the bird. As the vehicle reached the top, a yellow Japanese-style building appeared, resembling a temple but with no visible doors for entry. With a serious expression, he drove through the Buddhist-style main gate. The gate symbolized a transition from the profane to the sacred, but there was nothing sacred about this place.

They parked among a half-dozen other black Escalades; Akio Ito got out of the vehicle and bowed toward the temple. He was stern-looking with dark hair, moderately attractive for a sixty-year-old, and had a scar from a sword on the left side of his chin. Akio made his way up the steps to the wall in the center of the building, where sixteen panels with partially painted scenes awaited his attention, none of which were in their proper positions. Near the bottom right panel, he slid a section of the wall to the right, making space available for him to shift the puzzle pieces around. It would be a rendering of samurai warriors in a fierce battle with a black dragon, with the full moon and several stars hanging in the sky when finished. Getting the stars in their proper positions was the trickiest part. After several minutes, the timed puzzle would lock, requiring a twenty-four-hour wait for another attempt. Warriors could let no one in from inside, and when someone became so old or feeble-minded that they couldn’t accomplish the puzzle, they were no longer allowed inside. However, this rule, like most, occasionally allowed exceptions.

In just over two minutes, he slid all the pieces into their proper positions. The hidden door opened, revealing a hall with almost a dozen pairs of shoes on a red mat. Akio added his to the others and proceeded down the corridor lined with seven paintings of samurai in battle. A samurai had sustained a mortal wound on one canvas and was down on one knee, falling over. Akio smelled the incense of Old Mountain Sandalwood, cedar, and a touch of lilac, and he nodded appreciatively, thinking it must smell like heaven, if such a place existed.

A half dozen Japanese men of various ages were standing side by side, facing the entrance from the hall to the dojo. They wore fancy red robes. The youngest was in his late thirties, and with a grunt, they bowed to Akio, who returned their bow. Two men stood out from the others, dressed in scaled leather armor and holding razor-sharp swords; they took their places on the raised floor. Video cameras began taping and broadcasting the event.

No sound broke the silence of the pseudo-temple where the combatants stood opposed. All experienced a time for quiet reflection, meditative in nature, at least for some. Akio wandered around the raised platform, examining the warriors from every angle. When satisfied, he went over to a throne-like chair and sat as the others watched from cushions on the floor. Kenta and Taiki remained still, as if they had transformed into immovable objects but were prepared to explode into battle. It was as if time stood still. Kenta reflected on his life and what had brought him to this moment. It had been a meandering path of good, deplorable, and desperate times.

A grunt from Akio initiated the battle, and they burst forth, Bruce Lee furious. Swords clashed as battle cries tossed aside the silence as if it had been a physical entity. In less than ten seconds, they attempted over twenty lethal strikes. Taiki blocked a thrust toward his abdomen. However, a flying kick knocked him off the stage and sent him flying. He got up, bowed to his opponent, and cautiously returned to the platform.

After a minute of silence and stern looks toward one another, Akio initiated the battle. Taiki sliced into Kenta’s shinbone, enough pain to be a sufficient distraction for Taiki to take his opponent’s life; the severed head dropped with a thump and rolled awkwardly off the platform. Two servants in black robes rushed to remove the body; another reverently removed and took away the defeated man's sword while people congratulated Taiki.

Akio had hoped for a long battle, but it had been amazing to see, nonetheless. He was sure he would watch the video of it many times.
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The phrase "to be or not to be" repeatedly played in Zacharia’s mind, resembling an old record that skips. Zacharia had tried hard to cope with being a Siamese cat, but he had to admit that he would never get accustomed to it; he was sure that no one could. The idea of it was preposterous. Walking around on four paws with a tail behind him was just too weird. It was Moon Diamond’s natural state but not his, and it must undoubtedly be depressing to the cat.

Moon Diamond was on the observation deck of the Empire State Building’s 86th floor, staring at the safety barrier, a ten-foot-high spiked fence he could easily jump over. For several minutes, he stared at the barrier, lost in his thoughts and memories. He had a wonderful life until he was killed and trapped inside the Siamese. Zacharia knew over thirty people had committed suicide by jumping off the building, and he was considering adding to that number. It wouldn’t take long for him to hit the ground and go splat. He assumed the height would kill him. It would be quite the rush on the way down.

Zacharia stared out at the MetLife building in the distance.

The Big Apple appeared enormous, with numerous significant buildings close together, necessitating taller structures to accommodate the large population. It was an incredible view. The moderate breeze felt nice as he contemplated the necessity of killing the Siamese cat, but he felt it was unavoidable. The cat’s life had already been extended, and no one lived forever, not even vampires. He wanted to finish the task before he changed his mind, already contemplating the existential question of whether to live or not.

Moon Diamond climbed the fence but then jumped back down. The Siamese moved forward and back like a lizard. Zacharia controlled one aspect of the cat and Moon Diamond the other. Its movement made it look like the cat was dancing. It flipped and landed on its four paws.

“Grandpa, look at that crazy cat!” The 9-year-old blond girl tugged at her grandfather.

The cat howled and leaped nine feet in the air; Moon Diamond would not jump from that height and made it clear to Zacharia. People backed away as the feline fought with itself, and the fur flew. Moon Diamond bit his tail and held on, rapidly circling and flipping as it let go, sliding against the barrier. His superior soul could not compel the cat to take that final jump, as he assumed his spirit was more advanced and that they were simply on different paths of transcendence. He couldn’t overpower Moon Diamond and make him jump; his survival instinct was too strong. Zacharia had not expected that. 

All right, Moon Diamond, you win. Perhaps I just need to give this gig more time. Let’s just go home for a nap.

The Siamese appreciated naps more than any person could, so they headed back down in the elevator to the main floor. He would need to seek a reason to live, he supposed, so his life would continue. He wasn’t sure if it was his imagination, but the Siamese now seemed smug because the vampire couldn’t make him jump.
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IT WAS EIGHT DAYS LATER, AND A CHORUS OF FROGS gave atmosphere to the night. A few minutes past midnight, the night saturated the June darkness with a thick fog rolling through the north woods path in Central Park. A ground-level cloud diminished visibility considerably, creating an eerie mood. Even the trees appeared to be ghostly apparitions. One could imagine them reaching out with knotted hands. Nothing visible past a few feet in the thick mist. The fog carried voices and footsteps, mostly from the path.

Someone was surreptitiously prowling in a black trench coat, listening and following as stealthily as any animal hunting prey. He appreciated the concealing fog. His ill intentions were both conceived and enjoyed. The anticipation was as delicious as the hunt itself. In the murkiness, a criminally minded individual made his way through the night, proud of having gotten away with his nasty, immoral accomplishments. It was satisfying to be the monster in the woods. Of course, it was immensely better than being the prey.

An odor hung in the air. Johnny thought it a strange scent, one he didn’t recognize, and it seemed out of place on the trail. Was it a touch of someone’s aftershave? There was a rustling. He thought it was an animal sneaking around in the murkiness, not loud, but distinct. A barn owl took flight, unsettled by something it sensed at ground level. It was best to flee while still able. The faint sound of its wings added to the night’s ambiance.

Even after midnight, a few people still roamed the park. Two couples and several drug fiends wandered in the darkness, each hooked on different substances. A couple of sad souls meandered, sharing in each other’s misery; one had a flashlight, its beam diffused by the fog, the other a bottle of Golden Nut wine. It was always satisfying to commiserate over their unsatisfying paths in life.

A hand ripped a piece of bark from a birch tree and let it fall.

A young couple, Johnny and Shelly, are both high and inebriated after smoking Purple Urkle marijuana and sharing several tequila drinks. They laughed as they walked. They were in great spirits, loving the taste of the liquor on each other’s tongues as they wobbled. As soon as they returned to their apartment, they planned to have at it. Walking through the park almost every night had become a ritual, helping them sleep. They were aware of other footsteps in the area, but solitude in the Big Apple was rare.

It had been a beautiful day. Shelly had won a thousand dollars on a lottery ticket, one of their best days in quite a while. She was particularly pleased they still had over five hundred dollars left. Tomorrow, they planned to shop for a new television. They were both tired of the squiggly lines on the old-fashioned set.

A loud and unsettling crash. It erupted as a rotted tree gave way, sounding like an elephant crashing through the forest. Someone said, “What the hell was that?” It was a brief fright, and then they laughed it off, kissed, and continued walking, joking about monsters in the park that only came out after dark. Perhaps Bigfoot was also out for a stroll.
Everyone stopped and listened for a moment or two. The chorus of frogs ceased, and the good vibes vanished.
“Shit, that scared me!” said Shelly. “I peed a little.”

Johnny laughed again, but it wasn’t a genuine laugh. It was a nervous emission, an attempt to dispel the creeping intuition of danger. Deep down, he suspected something was out there. Did he hear a chuckling under someone’s breath? A quiet snicker was intended to make him doubt his senses and mistrust his instincts. But his senses were dull, like those of a declawed cat.

Humans often question their feelings, pushing instincts aside without considering the consequences. Animals in the wild paid attention to even the slightest sounds. The predators and prey alike were attuned to their surroundings. But people often ignored the obvious, especially men. Men had to maintain a façade, a pretense of confidence, particularly in front of their mates.

Johnny asked Shelly if she had heard the snicker, but she hadn’t. The voice had been so faint, little more than a whisper. He was sure it was just his imagination. Turning to his right, he peered into the fog but saw nothing. Johnny didn’t want to frighten Shelly. Maybe it was time to head home.

The sound of a sword being pulled from its scabbard was almost imperceptible.

“Watashi wa anata no tame ni kite iru. I’m coming for you.”

Shelly’s pupils widened. “Someone’s out there.”

It was Johnny’s job to reassure her. “There are others on the trail; we can hear them walking. Always others on the trail.”

She listened to the sounds around her, then paused before answering. “That’s not what I mean.”
She would rather not be in the park anymore. She wanted the relative safety of their apartment.
“Johnny, let’s just go home. It’s too spooky out here with all this fog.”
He put his arm around her. “Time for bed, isn’t it?”

The couple stopped and began to French kiss—slow and wet, one warm tongue tasting the other, a sample of their version of heaven. Johnny was getting excited. Time froze within the kiss; nothing else existed. The universe took a well-deserved break, but then a sword sliced through the air.

There was just enough time for Johnny’s eyes to widen. Then, they both lost their heads.

One thump. Then another. Their severed heads hit the ground.
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IT WAS EIGHT DAYS LATER, and a chorus of frogs gave atmosphere to the night. At a few minutes past midnight, the June darkness was saturated with a thick fog that had rolled through the north woods path in Central Park. A ground-level cloud significantly reduced visibility, fostering an eerie atmosphere. Even the trees appeared to be ghostly apparitions; a person could imagine them reaching out with knotted hands. One could see nothing past a few feet in the thick mist. The fog carried voices and footsteps, mostly from the path.

Someone was surreptitiously prowling in a black trench coat, listening and following as stealthily as any animal hunting prey, appreciative of the concealing fog, with ill intentions both conceived and enjoyed. The anticipation was as delicious as the hunt itself. In the murkiness, a criminally minded individual made his way through the night, proud to have gotten away with his nasty, immoral accomplishments. It was satisfying to be the monster in the woods—immensely better than being prey.

An odor hung in the air; Johnny thought it a strange scent, not one he recognized, and it was out of place on the trail. Was it a touch of someone’s aftershave? There was a rustling; he thought it was some animal sneaking around in the murkiness—not loud, but distinct. A barn owl took flight, not liking what it sensed at ground level; it was best to flee while still able, the faint sound of its wings adding to the night’s ambiance.

Although it was after midnight, a few people still roamed through the park. Lovers and a few drug fiends wandered in the darkness, each hooked on different substances. A couple of sad souls meandered and shared in one another’s misery; one had a flashlight, and the beam was diffused by the fog. The other had a bottle of Golden Nut wine. It was always satisfying to commiserate over their lives’ unsatisfying paths.

A hand ripped a piece of bark off a birch tree and let it fall.

Johnny and Shelly, a young couple both high and inebriated, had smoked Purple Urkle marijuana and shared several tequilas and laughed as they walked. They were in a wonderful mood, loving the taste of the liquor on each other’s tongues, and as soon as they returned to their apartment, they were going to have at it. Walking through the park almost every night was like a ritual, and it helped them sleep. They were aware of other footsteps in the area, but solitude in the Big Apple was rare. It had been a beautiful day. Shelly had won a thousand dollars on a lottery ticket, one of their best days in quite a while. She was pleased they still had over five hundred dollars of their winnings. Tomorrow, they were going to go shopping for a new television. They were both tired of the squiggly lines on the old-fashioned set.

A crash from a falling tree. A rotted tree that had perhaps given way under its weight. It was loud and unsettling, sounding like an elephant crashing through the forest. Someone said, “What the hell was that?” It was a brief fright, and they laughed it off, kissed, and continued to move forward, joking about monsters in the park that only came out after dark. Perhaps Bigfoot was also out for a stroll.

The sounds of the frogs ceased, and the good vibes vanished. Everyone stopped and listened for a moment or two.

“Shit, that scared me!” said Shelly. “I peed a little.”

Again, he laughed, but it wasn’t a genuine laugh this time. It was a nervous emanation and an attempt to discharge the intuition of uneasiness. Deep down, he considered that there might be something dangerous out there. Did Johnny hear a chuckling under someone’s breath? It was a purposely quiet snicker meant to make him doubt his senses and mistrust his instinct. But his senses were as dull as a declawed cat’s. Humans sometimes question their feelings, pushing their abilities to the side without considering the consequences. Animals in the wild paid attention to even the slightest sounds. Predators and prey should be tuned into their surroundings. But people sometimes ignored the obvious, especially men. Men had to have a façade, the pretense of confidence, especially with their mates.

John asked her if she heard the snicker, but she didn’t. The voice had been so slight that it wasn
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