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  “Vegas is purposefully constructed as a self-enclosed and isolated biosphere, sort of what a recreational colony built on the moon might be like.”
Marc Cooper, The Last Honest Place in America
“Las Vegas is sort of like how God would do it if he had money.”
Steve Wynn







  
  The Vampire & the Madman


Las Vegas is a desert. 
And I’m a vampire. 
We’re a match made in Heaven, friend, and until recently I never wanted to be anywhere else in the world.  Locals know Las Vegas is a desert, as do a few tourists.  But, if everything you know about Las Vegas comes from movies and television, then you probably think the entirety of my city is the Strip.  Bright lights, resort hotels, celebrity chefs, gambling, casinos, sex, and more.  More, more, more.  If you’ve only seen Las Vegas in sweeping aerial shots during boxing pay-per-views or UFC fights, then you’ve been given the illusion of a metropolitan city rivaling other illusions, such as Los Angeles or Paris.  The full length of the Strip is less than five miles, but you’d hardly know it seeing previews for the latest Jason Bourne movie or waxing nostalgic over The Hangover.  You can easily spend days or even weeks on the Strip without ever needing to go anywhere else, leading you to believe that the whole city really is encompassed within that 4.2-mile stretch of bright lights and swimming pools, night clubs and showgirls, blackjacks and snake eyes.  
When you’re a vampire, you have the time and energy to travel far and wide.  Certainly, you need money, but any vampire worth his salt can get cash anytime he needs it.  I’ve set foot on at least half the globe, seen the Leaning Tower and the Great Wall.  I’ve swum amongst the phytoplankton in the Indian Ocean and soaked up moonlight at the peak of the Himalayas, but I’ve never loved any place in the world like I love Las Vegas—at least, not since I’ve been a vampire.  I hardly recall how long I’ve been a vampire, though there was a time when I could’ve told you down to the minute.  I can comfortably say it’s been over a century—and probably longer than that.  But, the time frame isn’t important.  Only that I ended up in Las Vegas, that’s the part that matters to this story.  Las Vegas is where I’ve lived my best and happiest years.  And now it’s where I will likely meet my end, imprisoned inside some madman’s mansion.
I don’t know how long I’ve been here.  I sit inside a glass cell, hardly bigger than a phone booth.  My cell sits in a long row of other cells, some of which also contain vampires.  The madman fancies himself a vampire hunter, which I suppose he is, but I also imagine a vampire hunter would have the integrity to kill you where he found you—or greet death honorably should you have him outmatched.  Instead, I got kidnapped and thrown into this cell.  He hasn’t yet explained the purpose of our imprisonment, nor has he given any indication that we should expect an explanation.  I’m not an idiot, however, so it’s not been too difficult to work out at least part of the purpose.  The madman is using us for experiments like immortal guinea pigs.  At any given time of the day, I’ll see men and women buzzing about in white lab coats concocting liquids and weapons and smoking beakers.  I have no idea what they are exactly doing, but I do know the end goal is to help the madman kill vampires.  Even if the madman doesn’t kill me himself, I’m sure I’ll die here of starvation.
Yes, vampires can starve to death.  We’re immortal, but not unconditionally.  We can’t survive stakes to the heart.  Silver burns like scorching hot metal.  Fire hurts, too, and it’ll kill me just as effectively as it’ll kill you.  Garlic won’t necessarily kill a vampire, but it’s very painful to the touch—and, perhaps as evolution’s cruel joke, vampires can’t smell it.  Sunlight, however, is the most dangerous and persistent killer of vampires.  Imagine spending half the day inside your home, knowing there’s a serial killer just waiting for you to step outside.  If I go outside while the sun is overhead, I’m as good as toast.
And there’s plenty of sun in Las Vegas, especially during the summer when the sun rises by five in the morning and stays up until nearly eight in the evening.  I used to feel like I was in prison during the summers in Las Vegas because the nighttime hours were so limited.  I had less time to roam the streets, hitting up feeding posts, gambling, and generally getting into trouble.  I wasn’t in Las Vegas long as a vampire before learning about a network of underground tunnels where we could hang out and socialize during the daytime hours.  Thousands of Las Vegas’ homeless residents populate these tunnels, many of whom find themselves chained up in feeding posts where vampires drink from them until they’re good and empty.  I’ve never snatched a human myself, though.  I leave that to the hunters who keep the inventory of our feeding posts in stock.
Steel grates, concrete, graffiti, makeshift tents and beds, coffee tables made of wooden crates, roofs made of cardboard—such are the tunnels beneath Las Vegas.  At any given time of the day while you’re playing a hand of poker in Caesar’s Palace or taking in a show at the MGM Grand, immediately below you men and women are getting high or catching sleep, while vampires are drinking blood and waiting for sunset.  A lot of vampires live in the tunnels, but not me.  I prefer something a little more civilized, so I’ve always kept a room in North Las Vegas, which is generally the rougher part of town.  The Las Vegas Strip runs north and south.  South takes you in the direction of pure desert, nothing but dirt and rocks until you’re flushed out into California.  North takes you into the urban decay of Las Vegas, the remnants of the older city, near Downtown, where you can still find old-fashioned peepshows, dive bars, and cheap motels.  
I’ve kept the same room at the same motel for a few decades now.  The owners usually change over the years, sometimes over a legitimate sale, other times because of a gambling debt or worse.  Nobody pays much mind to the guy in Room 21, the one who never goes out during the day, never eats solid food, and never ages.  I pay my rent, mind my own business, and nobody bothers me.  People mostly use the rooms to fuck, mainly johns and prostitutes, but, once in a while, there’ll be a marital affair that needs the anonymity of Downtown.  Most other times the rooms are occupied by naïve tourists looking to save money by not staying on the Strip.  If you don’t know any better, here’s a word of warning: Wander into Downtown at your own risk.
And I’m not talking about Fremont Street or the bright lights and kitschy hotels of old-time Vegas, where gangsters and lounge singers hung out in the same company.  I’m talking about the Downtown beyond the bright lights and general safety.  If you’re a tourist, your safest bet—literally—is to stick to the tourist traps.  Unless you’re a vampire, in which case you can wander anywhere you like.  At least, that’s what I used to think before the madman kidnapped me.
Would you believe I actually had a job before I found myself in the madman’s prison?  I was working at a call center called Kwipz.  Call centers are abundant in Las Vegas, employing much of the city’s workforce as they’ll take pretty much anybody willing to talk to grumpy consumers all day.  Before I got hired, I assumed all call centers were in India somewhere with customer service agents doing their best impersonation of an American accent.  Most every person you meet in Vegas has likely worked in at least one call center in their life—and it’s very likely that place was Kwipz.  At Kwipz, you didn’t need the requisite motivation of a paycheck to get hired, you simply needed a heartbeat and a social security number (of which I had both, thank you very much).  
I worked at Kwipz for the money, but also for the hours.  I showed up for the opening shift five days a week, which was an ideal way to earn a buck while avoiding the sun.  My shift started at 4 o’clock in the morning, all but guaranteeing I’d avoid the sun on my way in.  Of course, I had to stay indoors until sunset, but that was no big deal.  The call center was inside a big building with several empty and purposeless rooms, so there was never a shortage of places to catch a nap before taking in the night.  Or, if I felt like it, I’d just put in overtime on the phones.  Kwipz granted overtime to reliable agents who received good surveys and kept their metrics above goal, which described me to a tee.  Kwipz employees mostly didn’t notice me, with the exception of Bentley and Zachary, a pair of homoerotic best friends who call me Whitey when they think I can’t hear them.  I only know their names because I fantasize about saying them out loud, over and over again, as I murder them slowly and painfully.  It’s just a fantasy, though, as I’m not a murderer myself.
Incidentally, money had nothing to do with why I worked at Kwipz.  As I mentioned earlier, any vampire worth his salt can get cash anytime he needs it.  I’ve robbed liquor stores, mugged tourists, panhandled on Las Vegas Boulevard, sold drugs, and gone silver mining in every hotel in Las Vegas.  Given a choice, I always preferred non-violent means of earning money.  Even when I mugged people, I was mostly polite and left them physically unharmed, if not in fear of their lives.  Silver mining was the best combination of non-violent and entertaining when it came to earning money.  There’s not much to it, really.  You just go into a casino and wander around the slot machines looking for unused credits.  Once upon a time, such a scheme would’ve been impossible when all slot machines were coin-operated and little old women walked around smoky casinos with plastic cups full of nickels and dimes.  But now that they’re all computerized it’s fairly common for a gambler—whether they’re too drunk to realize it or too careless to mind—to leave credit on a slot machine.  It might be a dollar here or twenty there, but whatever it is you simply spit out the receipt and take it to the cashier.  Once, not all that long ago, I found $212 of credit in a single slot machine.
You won’t get rich silver mining and you can hardly put together a good haul without being patient, but I’m nothing if not patient.  Barring a sunbath or an altercation with a wealthy madman, I’ve got all the time in the world.  If you’ve got time and patience, you can make a half-decent living silver mining.  At least you can make enough to cover rent in a cheap motel in North Las Vegas.  I started working in Kwipz just to do something different, change up my routine a bit.  I had a cubicle, privacy, and something to keep my mind occupied.  And it kept my nights free, which is sort of a big deal when you’re a vampire.

      [image: ]Here’s the problem with vampire hunters: They’re mythological figures, figments of some fictional tale, until the day you meet one.  Up until that day, vampire hunters are as real as the Bogeyman.  Sure, you hear the occasional story of the vampire who crossed paths with a vampire hunter and lived to tell the tale, but you’re never quite sure how reliable the source is.  It was probably just some vampire shining himself up at the feeding post, trying to make himself feel good.  Generally speaking, vampires are solitary creatures.  We scarcely travel in groups at all, so, if a vampire hunter did cross your path, you almost definitely wouldn’t have any sort of backup.  Then again, you would have super speed and strength on your side.  When I say “super,” I mean as compared to humans.  We’re not comic book heroes, like Dolph the Unicorn Killer, but we’re still very impressive.  Though, as I think about it, Dolph doesn’t have super speed or strength.  I suppose Courageous Man is a better example, but that’s neither here nor there.
It occurs to me that I haven’t explained feeding posts to you yet.  I suspect you can work out what they are, but perhaps not why they exist.  Especially given the fact that vampires have super speed and strength, why would we need a one-stop feeding shop?  It comes down to this— vampires aren’t allowed to hunt.  I mean, vampires can hunt, but they can’t go freelancing for themselves.  You can only hunt if the purpose is to provide inventory for a feeding post.  There are several feeding posts all around the world, so hunters are always in demand.  I’ve never been too terribly interested in hunting myself on account of the whole non-violence thing.  My feeding post of choice was underground in the tunnels and that’s exactly where I was headed when the madman snatched me. 
I’d just finished watching Jersey Boys at the Paris, which is a wonderful musical.  One of the great perks of living in Las Vegas is never being at a loss for things to do.  There’s always a way to entertain yourself and, for me, I love a good stage show.  On this particular weekend, I decided to treat myself to dinner and a show, just not in that order.  It wasn’t my first time seeing Jersey Boys, but I enjoyed it like it was the first time.  As much as I enjoy the show, I love to see people in the audience enjoying themselves, especially when it’s clearly their first time because Jersey Boys washes over you like a religious experience.  After the show I walked out with the rest of the herd, some folks heading to the casino, while others went into Mon Ami Gabi for some French cuisine.  I headed out onto Las Vegas Boulevard and began walking north, taking in a few moments of the Bellagio’s elegant water show across the street.
I moved quickly, anxious to enter Downtown, but not so fast as to make anybody take notice.  While I may be superior to humans, I don’t want any of them to know that I’m a vampire.  One of the most important rules about being a vampire is not letting humans know you exist.  Yes, I know, between the hunting and keeping ourselves secret from humans, it seems there are a lot of rules governing vampires—and there are.  It’s just part of our culture.  While there are no vampire police out there enforcing the rules, we’re all generally respectful of the boundaries placed upon us.  Plus, there are stories of vampires who’ve broken the rules and were never heard from again.  So, you know, why take chances?
I walked up Las Vegas Boulevard, past the Flamingo Hilton and Harrah’s, past the Venetian and Wynn, past the Encore and Trump International, past the Fashion Show Mall, the Sands Expo, Circus Circus, the Stratosphere, Gold & Silver Pawn Shop, Showgirl Video, and Graceland Wedding Chapel, until the lights became less bright and the buildings less inviting, until the tourists faded away and the only people around were those naïve enough, careless enough, or brave enough to travel by foot through the mangled edges of this wonderful city.
This next part is embarrassing, as it involves the scuffle that ended with me being kidnapped by the madman.  I was heading to the entrance of the tunnels to get dinner, the dense aroma of fear in the air already properly stirring my appetite.  The night was relatively silent, save for the ambient sound of cars and passersby.  Then out of nowhere, a high-pitched squeal sliced through the air.  I’d never heard anything like it.  It wasn’t so much loud as it was painful—extremely painful.  I brought my hands to my ears, but there was no amount of pressure I could apply to fully drown out the pain.  I dropped to my knees, looking around, expecting to see everyone around me covering their ears, but nobody else seemed bothered—just me and a stray dog barking his discomfort across the street.
I was still holding my ears when a hoop dropped over my head, sizzling as it touched my hands and wrists.  I knew immediately the hoop was made of silver, so I pulled my hands away from my head and, as I did, the hoop cinched around my neck, leaving little-to-no room to move.  Connected to the hoop was a pole and holding the pole was the madman.  He had long gray hair and a thick mustache.  With him was a younger man pointing a gun at me—at least it looked like a gun—his finger squeezing the trigger.  Attached to the end of the gun was something that looked like a small satellite dish.  When the younger man took his finger off of the trigger, the high-pitched noise went away.  
The madman yanked on the pole, burning the silver hoop against my neck.  
“Move it,” he said, “you fucking vampire.”
I walked in the direction he pulled me until I found myself in the back of a van.  He attached the pole to the wall of the van, before shutting the doors, leaving me alone and trapped.  
And that was that.  
That was the whole struggle.  Hell, there was no struggle.  I never even had a chance to put up a fight.  That’s what makes it so embarrassing.  You always imagine that, should the day come when a vampire hunter confronts you, you’ll fight and claw, protecting yourself and the culture you represent.  You’ll make him regret his misguided plans of murder or, should things go awry, you’ll take pride in knowing you didn’t go out without a fight.  But, for me, there were none of those things.  Just a horrible sound, a silver hoop, and the inside of a van.
Pathetic.
“Who’re you talking to?”
“Pardon?”
“Leave him alone.”
“No, I want to know who he’s calling pathetic.”
Sorry, about this, friend.  The other imprisoned vampires have decided to chime in.  There are four of us in all, not that we know one another.  At least, we didn’t know each other before being co-inhabitants in the madman’s basement.  Three boys and a girl.  The girl’s name is Sandy.
“He’s just talking to himself,” Sandy says.  “Leave him alone.”
Sandy is kind.  I like her.  
The other is not so kind.  His name is Cliff.  Some days he leaves me be, while other days he just can’t help himself.  Cliff, unfortunately, is in the cell beside mine.  He’s staring at me now, nose pressed to the glass.
“Seriously,” he says, “who’re you talking to?”
Sigh.  
All I want is for Cliff to stop talking.  I’d gladly spend one hundred more years in this prison if he’d just leave me alone.  I wish he were more like Eddie.  That’s Sandy’s brother.  He’s quiet and reserved and mostly keeps to himself unless he’s talking to Sandy.  I like him, too.  We’ve never exchanged a word with one another, good or bad.  I like it just fine that way.
“Well?” Cliff asks.  “Who’re you talking to?”
“I’m talking to them.”
“Them who?”
I point at you, friend, my fingertip pressed to the glass.
“Nobody’s there you whack job.”
He can’t see you.  Consider yourself lucky.
“Leave him alone.”
“He won’t stop talking!”
Sandy looks at me, smiling.
“Maybe you can talk inside your head,” she says.  “Will you do that?”
“But, they need to hear,” I say.  “They need to know my story.”
“They can hear you,” she says. “I promise.”
She smiles and I believe her.  I’ll stay inside my head and have faith you can still hear me, friend, faith that you’re still listening.  I don’t know how long I’ve been in here.  I’ve seen several vampires come and go, often murdered before my eyes.  I’ve been poked and prodded by men and women in white lab coats and sometimes by the madman himself.  I’m so hungry.  He doesn’t feed us.  I’d drink my own blood if I thought it’d make the hunger go away.  Maybe it’s been months.  Or years.  I really don’t know.  Most days I wish I’d die.  Not all days, though.  Some days there is hope.  
Hope.
Hope.
Hope.

      [image: ]The madman comes down into the basement with a Hispanic guy I’ve never seen before.  Also with him are the pretty witch and the younger hunter, both of whom are all too familiar.  The madman is giving the Hispanic guy a tour, showing him the equipment, the men and women in the white lab coats, and eventually he shows him us.  I’m sitting cross-legged inside my cell, choosing to look uninterested in hopes they won’t bother me.  Sandy gives them her full attention, pressing her nose against the glass and watching as they approach.   
“Now, you might be wondering why I’ve got these vampires here,” the madman says.  “They serve a whole host of purposes from testing out weapons to experimentation.”
It’s the first time I’ve heard him admit out loud what he does with us.  I’m not shocked by the revelation, but it’s still a bit jarring to know for certain what my role is in this prison.    
“When the lab monkeys come up with something new,” the madman says, “such as the high-pitch air horn that Nick showed you, we test it out on these here vampires to make sure it works.”
Asshole.
“Well, maybe not these vampires exactly,” the madman says.  “I suppose you can say we have a high turnover rate where it concerns our bloodsucking guests.”
The Hispanic guy looks us over, curious, but not afraid.  He doesn’t seem surprised to learn vampires are real.  Sandy continues to stare, focusing her attention on the Hispanic guy, her palms pressed against the glass.
“Don’t mind her,” the madman says.  “She looks like a nice gal, but you take her out of that box and she’s a monster just like the rest of them.”
The madman walks the Hispanic guy to a chair, where the white coats poke him with a needle, extracting a blood sample.  The sight of that delicious crimson nectar filling the tube makes me salivate to an almost embarrassing degree.  They pay us no more attention and within a few minutes they’re all gone, but for the white coats and the madman.  One of the white coats sucks a portion of the blood up into an eyedropper, handing it to the madman.  He walks with the eyedropper, heading directly for my cell.  My eyes lock onto that blood, my stomach aching as I watch it ebb and flow.  
He opens up the middle portion of my cell, letting one of the white coats slide the silver hoop inside.  I’d learned my lesson several weeks (or months or years) earlier that if you obey the silver hoop, they don’t necessarily hurt you.  I let the lab coat bring the hoop over my head, closing it just tight enough so that I won’t move.  The madman motions for me to get down on my knees, so I do.  He reaches into the cell, holding the eyedropper over my mouth.  I’m so excited that I inadvertently burn my neck against the silver hoop.  The pain doesn’t take my focus from the eyedropper.  I open my mouth, fangs exposed, and let the madman drop three delicious crimson pearls onto my tongue.
He looks at the white coat.
“Yank the hoop.”
Before I know what’s happening, the white coat pulls back the pole, pressing the silver hoop hard against the back of my neck.  I nearly yelp in anticipation of the pain—only there is no pain.  The madman lifts a silver needle from one of the countertops and reaches his arm into the cell, poking me with it.  The prick of the needle didn’t feel good, but the silver has no effect whatsoever.  It’s a miracle.  One of the white coats approaches with a bundle of garlic, handing it to the madman.  He presses the garlic to my cheek and, again, I feel nothing more than the force of his hand.  The madman snaps his fingers and points at the counter, prompting one of the white coats to bring him an X-Acto knife.  The madman reaches his hand into the cell, quickly swiping the knife against my cheek—this time, I felt tremendous pain.  I scream, bringing my fingers to my cheek, blood running down my knuckles.
“I’ll be goddamned,” the madman says.  “This son of a bitch is human.”
What? 
How could this be?  
I don’t want to be human.
Not again. 
A sizzling sounds, followed by searing pain against my neck.  It’s the silver hoop.  In my confusion, I’d become careless and let the hoop touch my skin.  But, if I was human, it shouldn’t have hurt.  Only it did hurt.  I scream again, before beginning to cry.  I hate being treated this way, like some sort of animal not worthy of sympathy or affection.  The madman pokes me again with the silver pin and presses the garlic to my cheek, both of which hurt like hell.  
“Alright,” the madman says, “I’ve seen enough.”
The white coat removes the hoop from my neck and closes the cell.  I sit again, cross-legged, crying to myself.  I touch my fingers to my cheek and find the knife wound has completely healed.  I wasn’t human after all.  At least, not anymore. 
The madman exits the basement and the white coats go to work on the Hispanic guy’s blood.  I hadn’t a clue what they were doing with it, but it all seemed awfully wasteful of perfectly good blood.  They pour it into various beakers, diluting it, shaking it, and watching it.  They add other liquids and powders, scribbling notes and conversing in hushed tones.  
“Hey,” Sandy says, “you okay?”
“Yes,” I say.  “Thank you.”
“What happened?”
“I don’t know,” I say.  “For a few minutes there, silver and garlic didn’t hurt.”
“But that knife did, huh?”
“Yes.”
“Strange.”
One of the white coats makes a phone call and a few minutes later the madman is back in the basement, along with the young hunter.  The white coats tell them about the Hispanic guy’s blood and the tests they’ve run and what they learned.  They tell him the Hispanic guy has anabolic steroids in his blood and they believe that’s what affected me.  They open up the middle portion of my cell once again, only this time it’s the young hunter who slips the silver hoop over my head.  I am obedient as usual, as I don’t care to feel any more pain.  One of the white coats hands the madman another eyedropper, but this one doesn’t have blood in it.  He holds it over my mouth and I obediently open, letting him drop the relatively flavorless liquid on my tongue.  
“Yank it,” the madman says. 
The young hunter yanks the hoop, touching the silver to my neck.
It doesn’t hurt.
“Hold it there,” the madman said.  “I want to time this.”
The young hunter pulls so hard on the hoop that my cheek presses against the glass of my cell.  The madman eyes his watch, looking up when he hears me scream.
“The silver hurts again,” he says.  “That was about three minutes.”
The young hunter removes the hoop, before closing the cell.  I collapse in pain, holding my neck where the skin burns like it was about to fall off.  The madman and the young hunter exit the basement, leaving the white coats to do whatever they were doing.  I curl up into myself and cry.  I hear Sandy calling for my attention, but I don’t feel like talking.  I just want the pain to go away, so I lay like this until I fell asleep.

      [image: ]I wake up to the sound of the madman and the young hunter walking towards our cells.  The pretty witch and the Hispanic guy are with them.  The madman explains to the Hispanic guy what he’d been doing to me earlier, as they walk over to my cell and knock on the glass. I sit up, giving the humans my attention.  The memory of what he’d done boiled over inside of me, causing me to jump to my feet and pound my fists against the glass. 
“This one here is who got to taste it,” the madman says.
“Fuck you!” I scream.
“As you can tell,” the madman says, “he’s none too happy about it.”
I can feel Sandy’s eyes on me.  I look over at her, seeing her palms pressed to the glass, quietly imploring me to settle down.  I sit down on the floor, hugging my knees to my chest.
“As best as I could tell,” the madman says, “that vampire was temporarily human.”
He tells the Hispanic guy it was the steroids that did it.
“You mean, like, the steroids in conjunction with my blood?” the Hispanic guy asks.
“No,” the madman says.  “Turns out, the steroids alone will do the trick.  Once the lab monkeys figured out it was the steroids, we tested it on another vampire, injecting him with a silver-needled syringe.  He got weak, just like the first one.  Then we tested it on the other two and the same thing happened.”
I look over at the other vampires, extending my silent sympathy.  I must’ve slept through their torture.  The madman and the Hispanic guy talk about whatever—missiles and steroids and someone named Frank.  None of it seems to involve me or the other vampires and, so long as they aren’t torturing us anymore, I don’t care.  They walk across the basement and open a small door, pulling out a glass sphere about the size of a bowling ball.  A light glows inside of the glass ball, right at the center.  The madman calls it a sunlight bomb because the pretty witch concocted some sort of spell that infused the glass ball with sunlight.
“How does it work?” the Hispanic guy asks.
“Well, if it works,“ the pretty witch says, “all you have to do is throw the sunlight bomb on the ground as close to your target as possible.  When the glass shatters, it should release a burst of sunlight.  The sunlight won’t harm a human any more than high noon, but it should be potent enough to scorch a vampire to death.”
My stomach drops.
“If you think it’s ready to go,” the madman says, “I say we give it a try.”
He grabs the pole with the silver hoop and tells the young hunter to open one of the cells. 
“Which one?”
“The one on the end is fine.”
I’m on the end, which means I’m about to be tested on again.  But, Eddie is on the other end and that’s the cell the young hunter approaches.  He opens the top section of the cell and Eddie immediately jumps towards the opening, trying to push his head through.  The madman pushes him back with the silver hoop and Eddie screams, bringing his hands to his forehead where the silver burned him.  The madman slips the hoop over Eddie’s head, cinching it up just enough to make sure he doesn’t try any more sudden moves.
“Go ahead and open the rest of the door,” the madman says.
The young hunter opens the cell fully and the madman leads Eddie out with the silver hoop, guiding him to the middle of the floor.  The madman tells the pretty witch to get the sunlight bomb, so she does.
“Whenever you’re ready,” the madman says, “let her rip.”
“No!” Eddie screams.  “Please don’t do this.”
The madman smiles.
“Please don’t do what?”
“Please don’t kill me.”
My heart breaks as Sandy slaps her palms against the glass, watching her brother beg for his life.
“Looking for mercy?” the madman says.  “How many people did you take mercy on before killing them?”
“I never killed anybody.”
“Bullshit,” the madman says, tugging on the silver hoop.  “You think I’m stupid?”
Eddie falls to his knees, screaming in pain. 
“Please,” he says, crying.  “Don’t do this.”
The madman waits for the pretty witch to use the sunlight bomb, but she tells him she can’t do it.  Maybe I’m looking for hope where it doesn’t exist, but I think she’s actually taking pity on Eddie.  The madman tells her to give the sunlight bomb to the young hunter, so she does. 
“All I have to do is smash it on the floor?” the young hunter asks.
“Yes,” says the pretty witch.
The madman tells him to smash it when he’s ready.
Sandy pounds her fists against her cell.
“Please, no!” she screams.
The young hunter already has the sunlight bomb over his head, bringing it down hard against the floor, smashing the glass beside Eddie.  Upon its impact, a dome of bright sunlight expands up and out, swallowing Eddie completely, before engulfing him in flames.  Within moments the dome of sunlight disappears, but the damage is already done.  We can only watch in horror as Eddie burns to death in front of us, his body collapsing into a pile of black ash.

      [image: ]Sandy cries for several days, but the madman isn’t here to see it.  Neither is the pretty witch, the young hunter, or the Hispanic guy.  Even the white coats haven’t been around.  The basement is completely empty.  I don’t know how long it’s been.  I wish more than anything I could hug her.  Even Cliff was being kind, though I had my doubts as to just how upset he was about Eddie’s death.  I had a little brother who died when we were kids in 1899 or thereabouts.  Tuberculosis took him away.  They’ve got a vaccine for it now, which is nice for all those big brothers who don’t have to watch their little brothers die.
It’s funny the things you see when you’re immortal, the view of the world you become privy to.  I wonder what my family would’ve been like—my mom and dad, my brothers and sister—if we’d been born now, today, in a world with advanced medicine, plentiful food, the Internet, and cable news.  I love being a vampire, but I sometimes feel guilty for the blessing, especially since my family will never have the opportunity to see the things I’ve seen or do the things I’ve done.  I envy Sandy and Eddie for the time they enjoyed as vampires together.  Such a rare opportunity to share immortality with a sibling.  But, even for vampires, life can be startlingly fragile.  Sometimes forever simply means a very long time.
“Are you still talking to them?” Sandy asks.
“Pardon?”
“Your audience,” she says.  “Are you still talking to them?”
My god, can she see you?  No, of course not.  That would be silly.
“Yes,” I say.
“You’re still telling them your story?”
“Yes.”
“Have you told them about this place?”
“I have, yes,” I say.  “I’ve told them about the glass cells and the madman and I’ve just finished telling them about your brother.  He was very kind and didn’t deserve the end he got.”
“Thank you,” she says.  “How do you think it will end?”
“How what will end?”
“The story.”
“I don’t know.”
“Do you think it will end inside of this prison?”
Between you and I, friend, the answer is yes.  I do believe my story will end here.
“No,” I say.  “No, I don’t.”
Sandy smiles. 
Hope.

      [image: ]Time is fluid in this prison.  It passes with speed and sloth, furious and monotonous all at once, so it’s never clear when the day has begun or a new week has passed.  There is a clock in the basement, but no windows.  I only know it’s a clock based on its general shape and placement in the room, but I can’t actually see the time on it.  So, when the elevator doors open and the pretty witch turns up in the basement, I have no real idea as to how much time has passed since I saw her last.  I’d grown accustomed to the basement’s silence, so the sound of the elevator opening was startling.  
Sandy calls out to the pretty witch as she walks past our cells.  She turns and looks at Sandy, but doesn’t respond.
“Can you help us?” 
“With what?” 
“We’re hungry,” Sandy says.  “We need to get out of here.”
“I can’t do that,” says the pretty witch.  “I’m sorry.”
“Nobody’s been around,” Sandy says.  “The white coats usually feed us, but it’s been empty.  We’re starving.”
“You all would kill me if I let you out.”
Cliff responds to this before Sandy can.
“She’s the witch,” he says.  “She made that fucking glass ball that killed Eddie.”
“I know who she is,” Sandy says.  “What’s your name?”
“Whisper.”
“My name’s Sandy,” she says.  “Eddie was my brother.”
Sandy’s voice is calm and measured, like a politician.  I know she’s hurting, but you’d never know it in that moment.
“I watched him die,” Sandy says.  “Do you know what that’s like?”
“I’m sorry.”
“I don’t need you to be sorry,” Sandy says.  “I just need you to let us out of here.”
“Even if I wanted to,” Whisper says, “I don’t know how.”
“She’s lying,” I say, punching the glass.  “She’s fucking lying!”
I don’t know why I said that.  I think it’s just all the anger and sadness that’s been boiling up inside of me.  Sandy quiets me with her eyes, letting me know in her silent way that she has things under control.
“We know what you do here,” Sandy says.  “We’ve seen you all working around the clock before it went empty.  We’ll die in here if you don’t let us out.  And it won’t be fast.  It would take years, maybe decades.  Possibly centuries.  I wouldn’t wish that death on anybody.”
Whisper is quiet for a few moments and, on her face, I can see a flash of the same sympathy she’d shown Eddie.
“There’s nothing I can do,” she says. “But you want to.”
Whisper is silent again.
“I can smell it in your fear,” Sandy says.  “You want to help us, but you’re afraid we’ll turn on you.  I can assure you, we won’t do anything to harm you.  We just want a chance to fend for ourselves back on the outside.”
“Somebody’s going to get hurt, though,” Whisper says.  “That’s the price of what you do.”
“We have to eat,” Sandy says.  “That’s just how it is.  We won’t eat you, though.  I have to believe that’s worth something.”
Silence.
“I listened to my brother beg for his life,” Sandy says.  “He begged, then your friend killed him.”
This makes Whisper cry.
“You’re not evil,” Sandy says.  “I know that.  Neither are we.”
Silence. 
The next sound we hear isn’t a voice, but rather the elevator doors opening.  All of us—Sandy, Cliff, Whisper, and me—turn our heads to see who will come out.  It’s a woman.  She’s wearing blue jeans and a T-shirt.  I recognize her face.  She’s one of the white coats.  She walks towards Whisper, smiling.  They share greetings and hellos.  The white coat says her name is Janice.  Still crying, Whisper tries to compose herself. 
“Is George here?” Janice asks.
“No.”
“It’s been about a week,” Janice says.  “Will he be back soon?”
A week?  Is that really how much time has passed?  I’d have sooner believed seven years before I believed only seven days have come and gone.
“George is dead.”
I wish I were better at remembering names, which is why I’m not 100% certain as to who George is.  But, I think George is the name of the madman—at least I hope it is. 
“Oh my god,” Janice says.  “What happened?”
“A vampire killed him.”
“Where was Nick?”
“Nick was there, too.”
“Is he okay?”
Whisper shakes her head, no.
“Is he—?”
More silence.
“What about the new guy,” Janice asks, “Jesus?”
“He survived,” Whisper says, “but he’s in bad shape.”
Okay, if I’m putting things together properly, Nick is the young hunter and Jesus is the Hispanic guy who toured the basement last week.  I don’t know all that much about Jesus, but I’m sure as hell happy to hear Nick is dead.  Whisper and Janice speak some more, mostly about California and vengeance.  Janice cautions her against going after the vampire that killed her friends, but Whisper tells her it’s complicated.  Janice leaves the basement, going up the elevator for a drink.  
“I’ll be right up,” Whisper tells her.  “I just need to collect a few things down here.”
She walks past our cells to the other end of the basement.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” Sandy says.
Whisper stops.
“I know he wasn’t a friend to vampires,” Sandy says, “but I also know what it is to lose someone.”
“Thank you.”
Sandy says nothing else, so Whisper continues walking until she reaches the end of the basement.  She opens a small door in the wall, removing some contents, before walking back to the elevator.
“Are you coming back?” Sandy asks.
“I don’t know.”
“Please don’t leave us here.”
“I don’t want you to suffer,” Whisper says.  “I really don’t.  But, I don’t know what to do.”
“I understand your position,” Sandy says.  “But, I promise you can trust us.  We won’t harm you.”
Silence.
“Will you do me one favor?” Sandy asks.  “Whatever you decide, just come back and let us know face to face?”

      [image: ]Whisper and Janice return to the basement.  Janice leads her towards our cells, stopping at a keypad on the wall.  
“Over here,” she says.  “You’ll just have to punch in the code, which I’ll give you in a second.  Following that, you’ll press the pound key followed by the number for the cell you want to open.  They’re in cells one, two, and three.”
“Do I have to put in the code for each cell?”
“No,” Janice says.  “Just hit pound one, pound two, and pound three immediately after inputting the code.  All three doors will open at once.”
My god, is this happening?  Is Whisper’s sympathy shining through?  Oh please, let it be so.  
“You sure you want to do this?”
“Yeah,” Whisper says, “I think so.”
“Just promise you’ll give me time to get out,” Janice says.  “At least ten minutes.”
“I promise.”
They shake hands before Whisper watches Janice get into the elevator, waving goodbye as the doors slide shut.  All three of us vampires are on our feet at this point, anticipating what is about to happen.  As Whisper turns to face us, Sandy speaks.
“I knew you were decent,” she says.  “Thank you.”
“I hope you won’t make me regret this.”
“You have my word.”
It all feels too good to be true, but it’s happening.  Whisper stands quietly, looking at the clock on the wall, presumably waiting the ten minutes she’d promised Janice.  For whatever time has passed since my capture, for all the agony and grief, none of it can compare to the ten minutes I stand here in my cell hoping against hope that Whisper won’t change her mind.
Cliff sniffs the air, smelling the same thing Sandy and I can smell: Fear.  It’s like the aroma of freshly baked bread or the char of sweet barbecue, the snapping of fresh produce or perfume of a candy shop.  It’s an unnamable smell, but the joy is universal.  It’s the smell of a delicious meal floating beneath the nostrils of a starving man.  Sandy gives Cliff a hard look.  The last thing we need is for him to ruin our release before it actually happens.  My stomach drops with Whisper’s next movement, as I assume the worst, but she repays my hope and moves to the keypad.  Once she’s punched in all of the codes, our prison cells open simultaneously.
I’m free.
I want to thank Whisper, maybe even give her a hug.  But, before I can, Cliff bursts out of his cell and attacks her.  Whisper screams as Cliff tackles her to the floor, his lips already pressed to her neck.  If it were just me in here, I’d have been too dumbstruck to react at all.  Luckily, Sandy is here.  She responds immediately, throwing Cliff off of Whisper.  As he gets back to his feet, he charges at Whisper again—and again Sandy intercepts him, wrestling him to the concrete.  
I exit my cell, the glorious moment of freedom lost on me as I focus on the struggle between Sandy and Cliff.  I step closer to the struggle, watching without getting involved.  I stand behind Whisper, who remains sitting on the concrete, each of us watching the struggle unfold.  Sandy overpowers Cliff, pinning his shoulders to the concrete.
Her head snaps up, staring at me.
“Help!”
I’m not used to such drama, nor am I used to being the one someone calls on for help.  The heightened sense of urgency in the air causes a fresh wave of fear to lift from Whisper’s pores, right beneath my nose.  I look down at her, scarcely able to ignore my hunger.
“Help me!” Sandy screams again.
I rush to Sandy’s side and help hold Cliff down. 
“Grab his head!”
I have a feeling I know exactly what she has planned for Cliff and, to be honest, I’m not terribly comfortable taking part in it.
“Do it!” Sandy yells.  “Now!”
I kneel over Cliff, gripping his head between my hands, squeezing like a vice.  Sandy hugs her arms tight around his waist.  He struggles against us, but there is little else he can do.     
“Don’t do this!” Cliff screams.  “Please!”
Sandy looks at me.
“Now!”
Still holding Cliff’s head between my hands, I leverage my knees against his shoulders and pull as hard as I can, while Sandy pulls him in the opposite direction.  Cliff screams against our efforts, his neck stretching to its breaking point until it finally snaps.  I tumble backward with Cliff’s head in my hands, his spine still attached.  His body remains exactly where Sandy has pinned him down, melting into a crimson puddle on the concrete.  His head does the same, leaving my hands a bloody mess.  Sandy stands to her feet, wiping her hands on her jeans, before helping Whisper up.
“I’m sorry about that.”
“Thank you.”
“No,” Sandy says, “thank you.  I never liked him much anyway.  So, what now?”
“The elevator will take you up into the mansion,” Whisper says.  “I’m sure you’ll be able to find your way out from there.”
“Any idea what time it is?”
“It’s still light out,” Whisper says.  “You should be okay to leave in a few hours.”
“Okay.”
Whisper backs up into the elevator, keeping her eyes on Sandy and me the whole way.  Her fear nearly fills the basement and, even after the elevator doors closed, her delicious aroma remains in the air.  Sandy looks down at the puddle that used to be Cliff, before looking at me.  She walks over and gives me a hug, crying into my shoulder.  Her body quivers, nearly collapsing, so I make sure to hold her tight.  We’d never known each other outside of our glass cells, but as we hold each other—both of us now crying—it feels like we’ve known each other our whole lives.
We wait only twenty minutes or so, before getting into the elevator.  As it goes up, the thought occurs to me that the doors could open to the outside world and a wave of sunlight could kill us before we have a chance to truly claim our freedom.  But, truthfully, I wouldn’t want to stay in that basement a moment longer and I know Sandy feels the same.  When the doors open, we step out into the biggest mansion I’ve ever seen.  It’s the sort of mansion you see on TV, the sort of place movie stars live.  I would never have guessed a vampire hunter could live like this.  Sandy and I walk around, staying clear of the windows until we find the front of the mansion.  We wait until the sun has fully set before opening the door and stepping outside.  The cool desert air hits my skin and I’m home again.  
Sandy and I eventually find a gate that leads to the street.  We walk together, making our way towards the bright lights of the Strip out in the distance.
“Where’re you headed?” I ask.
“I don’t know,” she says.  “I’m not from around here.”
“You’re a tourist?”
Sandy laughs.
“I guess so,” she says.  “Eddie and I were passing through on our way to wherever.”
“Well, I’m a local
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