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			For Joyce and Mike 

		


		
			To himself everyone is immortal; he may know that he is going to die, but he can never know that he is dead.

			–Samuel Butler

			Damaged people are dangerous. They know they can survive.

			–Josephine Hart 
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			“I’ve laid out the circumstances of your new reality,” Dracula said. “Adam has already given me his answer, but now I wait for yours, Jesus. Either you both agree to work together in an effort to hunt and kill Frank or Olivia dies. So, what’ll it be?”

			Jesus looked at Olivia. She was shaking, on the verge of tears.

			“You don’t have to do this,” she said.

			Jesus nodded.

			“Yes,” he said. “I do.”

			Dracula smiled.

			“So, you’ll do it?”

			“Yes.”

			“Splendid!”

			“But,” Jesus said, “only if you swear not to hurt Olivia.”

			“You have my word.”

			“How do I know I can trust you?”

			“That’s simple,” Dracula said. “You’re the antagonist, not me. I’m the good guy.”

			Dracula clapped his hands and several tuxedoed servants entered the tall marble room, two of whom stood behind Adam and Jesus, placing burlap sacks over their heads.

			“Before I forget,” Dracula said, “you only have seven days to hunt and kill Frank—or die trying. If in one week’s time you’ve failed to do so, then I’ll kill all three of you.”

			Adam and Jesus—the vampire and the hunter—each felt a needle prick their necks, and in a matter of seconds, the whole world went away. Both of them were lifted from their chairs and carried past the large fireplace and out the tall doors, exiting the marble room and its exceedingly high ceiling. They wouldn’t be there to see two more tuxedoed servants approach Olivia, gently attempting to lead her out. They wouldn’t see her scream and cry, snatching her hands away from the servants before jumping out of her chair and running for the tall doors, exiting just before they closed. They wouldn’t see her race down the seemingly endless hallway, past several paintings of Dracula, past a series of doors, moving deeper and deeper into what she was quickly realizing was an inescapable maze. They wouldn’t see her stop in her tracks when Dracula appeared before her, smiling, arms open as if for a hug. And finally, they wouldn’t see a tuxedoed servant prick her neck with a needle, rendering her unconscious.

			While Olivia was being taken to her new quarters, Adam and Jesus were being taken back up through the dirt and the roots, past the sewers and beyond the rocks, away from Dracula’s underground palace and back into the relative normalcy of the Inland Empire. It was still the middle of the night, just as it was a few hours prior, before they were abducted in Memorial Park. At the time, they were prepared to kill each other before Olivia—on account of her equal affection for both the vampire and the hunter—begged them to stop.

			Tuxedoed servants dropped Adam and Jesus off in their respective homes, laying them on their beds and leaving handwritten notes on their pillows. As they lay in their respective beds, Frank was roaming the streets of the Inland Empire, galloping for miles at a time from Claremont and Upland to Rancho Cucamonga and Fontana, sniffing out hiking trails and urban forests, alleyways and street corners, searching for vampires to feed on before the sunrise forced him back into his cave. The Barbershop—the feeding post that had been a staple for vampires throughout Rancho Cucamonga—was no longer an option for Frank. He’d discovered it a few days prior, leaving it a bloody mess after feeding on several vampires, including the Barbershop’s proprietor, Donald.

			When Jesus and Adam did eventually wake up, they would be reminded that Dracula had charged them both with the task of killing Frank, a vampire of such menacing power that nobody who’d ever confronted him lived to tell about it.
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			Olivia woke up in a luxurious Spanish mission style bedroom with a tall archway and heavy wooden doors. Her bed was made out of wrought iron with a large ornate filigree headboard. The bedroom was big enough to swallow up Olivia’s entire apartment two or three times over. Stepping out of the bed, her bare feet touched down on a cool tile floor. She walked across the room, beneath the wrought iron chandelier and past the fireplace with a painting of Dracula over its mantel, to the large window, which took up the entire space of a wall. She touched her fingers to the window, bringing her face right up against the glass, and looked out at the beautiful blue waves of the Pacific Ocean crashing down below. She caught her reflection and noticed for the first time that she wasn’t wearing the same clothes she’d had on the previous night. She was instead wearing a pair of silk pajamas, which she had no memory of changing into. Her clothes from the night before were neatly folded at the foot of the bed.

			There was a knock on the heavy wooden doors.

			It was Dracula.

			“Hello,” he said, cracking the doors open, “are you decent?”

			Olivia didn’t respond.

			Dracula opened the doors all the way, peeking his head in.

			“Oh good,” he said, smiling, “you’re awake.”

			He was dressed more causally than the night before, wearing a velvet jogging suit, all black save for the red “D” embroidered over his heart.

			“I had your clothes cleaned and pressed,” Dracula said. “I hope you don’t mind.”

			He walked past the large window overlooking the Pacific Ocean, stepping right into the sunrays pouring in. Olivia wondered if he was impervious to sunlight.

			“I’m not impervious to sunlight,” Dracula said, “just in case you were wondering.”

			He touched his hand to the window.

			“It’s a beautiful view, yes?”

			Olivia nodded.

			“It’s artificial, of course,” Dracula said. “I’ve not seen the sun in centuries. You can make anything you like in the window. The moon, for example.”

			As he said it, the image in the window changed to a view of outer space looking over the pale, cratered surface of the moon.

			“Or, if you want something nautical, you can go underwater.”

			The image in the window turned pitch black.

			“This particular image replicates the bottom of the ocean, so, obviously, there’s no light down there. You can go higher though or simply add lights.”

			A flash of light illuminated the image in the window, displaying a whole host of sea creatures swimming about. A little dot of a fish began to form out in the distance, growing bigger and bigger as it approached the window. When its iconic fin came into view, along with its beady eyes and saw-like teeth, Olivia realized she was staring at a great white shark. The shark kept swimming forward, as if it were eyeing Olivia, rapidly picking up speed and opening its large jaws, stopping only when it crashed into the window, the force of which shook the room, causing Olivia to scream. After the collision, the shark turned around and swam away.

			“That was real?” Olivia asked.

			“Of course not,” Dracula said. “Uncanny, no? Not everybody’s a fan of the underwater view. You can see whatever you want to see simply by suggesting it. For now, however, we’ll just make it a wall.”

			The image in the window became a white wall, matching the rest of the room. Dracula took a seat on the edge of the bed, inviting Olivia to join him—but she stayed put by the window.

			“Don’t worry,” he said, “I’m not going to harm you. Honestly, you’re safer here than you would be anywhere else in the world.”

			“You said last night you were going to kill me.”

			“That’s true,” Dracula said, “but only under very specific circumstances. Is the bedroom to your liking?”

			“This is it,” Olivia said, no longer looking at Dracula. “I’m going to die. I can’t believe I’m going to die.”

			“Olivia, my dear, all humans die,” Dracula said. “It’s one of your more endearing flaws. You know, I considered creating a room that replicated your apartment but decided that you’d appreciate something more lavish instead.”

			“I’m not supposed to die,” Olivia said. “Not yet, anyway. I’m still young and there’s so much I need to do.”

			“With all due respect, when and how you die isn’t exactly up to you,” Dracula said. “Unless, of course, you mean to kill yourself, but you’re clearly not cut from that cloth. There’s a television set that comes out of the floor, if you get bored.” As he said it, a large flat screen TV emerged from the tiles. “You don’t need a remote control, either. Just tell it what you want to watch. Everything that’s ever been produced is available to you. And if you find that you’re in the mood for something a little more blue, don’t be embarrassed to ask for it. You’ll find an ample amount of pornography available.”

			“I don’t get it.”

			“It’s easy, really,” Dracula said. “Just name a TV show, and it will come on.”

			“No, I mean I don’t get what’s happening to me,” Olivia said. “Are you going to kill me?”

			“I don’t know yet,” Dracula said. “That’s up to Adam and Jesus. It’s not just television, though—you can watch movies, too.”

			“So, you might kill me?”

			“I can see you’re having trouble letting this whole death thing go,” Dracula said. “Let’s talk about it. Yes, I might kill you or I might not kill you. Those two possibilities existed long before you and I ever met. For that matter, you can just as easily say Adam might kill you or Jesus might kill you or some person who hasn’t even been born yet might kill you. You’ve lived everyday of your life with the potential of being killed by somebody, but I doubt you obsessed over it as much as you are right now. Now, in fairness, I understand that part of your fixation involves me announcing the circumstances that would result in me killing you, but, again, knowing the circumstances doesn’t change the reality that you’re always at risk of being killed by somebody or something. And even if you live your whole life without getting killed, you’re still destined to die at some point, so, honestly, I don’t see what the big deal is. At worst, you’ll live the last week of your life enjoying comforts and luxuries that you never even knew existed. Does that help?”

			“Not really,” Olivia said, “no.”

			“Would you like some tea?”

			“No, thank you.”

			“Have some tea, dear.”

			Dracula clapped his hands two times, prompting one of his tuxedoed servants to enter the room carrying a tray with a steaming kettle and two porcelain cups.

			“It’s herbal,” Dracula said, as the servant poured the tea, “very relaxing. Sugar?”

			“I guess.”

			The servant scooped a spoon of sugar, stirring it into Olivia’s cup. Then stared at her.

			“He wants to know if you’d like another scoop,” Dracula said.

			“Sure.”

			The servant added a second scoop before turning to Dracula.

			“Just one for me.”

			Next to the sugar bowl was a bowl of blood. The tuxedoed servant scooped a spoonful, stirring it into Dracula’s tea. Dracula nodded his approval, and the servant exited the room.

			“Diabetic’s blood,” Dracula said, sipping his tea. “I’d offer you some, if I thought you’d enjoy it. Go ahead and try your tea.”

			Olivia held her cup, wondering if the tea was laced with anything harmful.

			“It’s not laced with anything harmful.”

			She wondered if he was reading her mind.

			“And I’m not reading your mind.”

			She wondered how he kept doing that.

			“There’s not really a trick to what I’m doing,” Dracula said. “You’re in an unfamiliar environment against your will. We’ve only just met, and all you know about me is that I’ve abducted you and, under a specific set of circumstances, I’m willing to kill you. And now there’s a cup of tea in front of you that—for all intents and purposes—was prepared by me. So, it’s perfectly reasonable for you to be concerned. Despite the circumstances of our current arrangement, I really do want you to feel at ease around me. I know that the tea will help with that. Unless I’ve misread the situation, the only thing stopping you from enjoying it is the fear that I have tampered with it in a covert effort to bring you harm. And while I can spend the rest of the morning telling you that the tea is harmless and only meant to bring you comfort, the only way you’ll know for sure is to drink it and find out.”

			Dracula sipped from his tea.

			“Do I have to drink it?”

			“No, dear,” Dracula said. “Whether or not you drink it is completely up to you.”

			Olivia held the cup in both hands, looking down into the steaming tea. She began to think that, even if it were poisoned, it might not be the worst thing in the world. She could potentially feel some significant discomfort or it could all be over in an instant—either way, if Dracula was going to kill her anyway, it might be better to get it over with. It wasn’t like suicide, either, she reasoned. It was just tea. And if she died, so be it. She brought the cup to her lips and drank from it. And then she waited for something to happen, perhaps stomach cramps or blurry vision, something to signal that her instincts had been correct all along. When nothing came, she brought the cup to her lips again. And she waited. And, again, nothing happened, except for the realization that, not only wasn’t the tea poisoned, it was delicious—and it did, in fact, make her feel better.

			“You see?” Dracula said. “It’s only tea.”

			Olivia nodded and smiled before sipping again from her cup.
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			A loud knocking on the front door woke Jesus up. He was groggy and unsure of where he was. Sitting up, he found an envelope with his name on the front on his pillow. The knocking continued as Jesus picked the envelope up, turning it over. It was sealed with a disc of red wax the size of a quarter with a large “D” pressed into it. Breaking the wax seal, Jesus opened the envelope and pulled out the letter. The knocking continued in the background as Jesus read it:

			Dear Jesus,

			I do hope this letter finds you well. Let me say first that it was a pleasure meeting you yesterday and discussing your mission. Speaking of which, while I know you’ve just woken up and are probably in need of hydration (drink plenty of water today!), I do hope you and Adam will get to work as soon as possible. Although I’ve given you a week to complete your mission, you’d be best served not to put it off. Despite his large frame and rambunctious nature, Frank isn’t the easiest individual to track down. I’ve left you Adam’s home address on the back of this letter. I suspect you’ll find he lives a convenient distance from yourself. In any event, this letter represents the last correspondence you and I will ever have, unless you somehow manage to kill Frank.

			Best of luck,

			D~

			The knocking continued on Jesus’ door as he read the letter a second time—and a third. When the knocking finally stopped, Jesus’ phone rang. It was Nick.

			“Are you home?”

			“Yeah,” Jesus said. “I just woke up.”

			“Let me in,” Nick said. “I’ve been knocking on your door forever.”

			“Be right there.”

			Jesus read the letter one more time before getting out of bed to let Nick in. He opened the door, said a quick hello, and then went into the kitchen to get himself a can of coconut water. Nick followed him.

			“You ready to hit the road?” he asked.

			Jesus was in the middle of chugging his coconut water, and while he had every intention of being a polite host, he couldn’t bring himself to stop drinking until the can was empty. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand before replying.

			“Where to?”

			“Las Vegas,” Nick said. “Remember? I drove straight here from George’s place. He’s looking forward to meeting you.”

			“I sort of forgot,” Jesus said. “I had a crazy night.”

			“What happened?”

			“I don’t think you’d believe me even if I told you.”

			“Well now you have to tell me.”

			Jesus took a deep breath.

			“First, I caught Olivia and that guy Adam together at the park.”

			“He’s the asshole from Corky’s, right?”

			“Yeah,” Jesus said, “and it turns out he’s a vampire.”

			“I knew we should’ve killed him.”

			“When I found them, he was feeding on Olivia.”

			“That fucker,” Nick said. “Tell me you killed him.”

			“I started to,” Jesus said, “but then Olivia stopped me.”

			“Why would she do that?”

			“Apparently, she was letting him feed on her,” Jesus said. “I think she liked it.”

			“What a freak,” Nick said. “Did you kill him anyway?”

			“No.”

			“You must really think this girl is something special if you let her talk you out of killing a vampire,” Nick said. “What happened next?”

			Jesus hesitated.

			“What is it?” Nick asked.

			“This is the part where it gets strange.”

			“You mean it hasn’t gotten strange yet?”

			Jesus shook his head, no.

			“Well, then,” Nick said, “tell me what happened next?”

			“I want to tell you,” Jesus said. “I’m just worried you’ll think I’m crazy.”

			“Dude,” Nick said, “I’m a vampire hunter. What can you possibly have to say that’ll make me think you’re crazy?”

			“I was kidnapped by Dracula.”

			Silence.

			Nick burst into laughter.

			“But, seriously,” he said, “what happened next?”

			“I told you,” Jesus said. “I was kidnapped by Dracula.”

			“Yeah,” Nick said, “and I’m the fucking Batman. What are you hiding? Did you guys have a freaky three-way or something? That’d be weird, but I wouldn’t be mad at you.”

			Jesus went to his room and picked up the letter, showing it to Nick. Nick read it, then laughed some more before handing it back to Jesus.

			“That’s good, man,” Nick said. “I like the red wax, too. Nice touch.”

			“I’m being serious,” Jesus said. “Dracula kidnapped me, Adam, and Olivia last night. He had us tied up in chairs in a big, shiny room. He told Adam and me that we have to kill a vampire named Frank.”

			“So, Frank’s a vampire?” Nick said, laughing. “Got it. Listen, dude, I think maybe I woke you up too early.”

			“It’s true.”

			“Why would Dracula ask you to kill a vampire?”

			“Because he feeds on other vampires.”

			“Listen, I’m not calling you a liar,” Nick said, “I’m just thinking maybe you had too much to drink last night.”

			“I’m not crazy,” Jesus said. “I saw Frank with my own eyes. Two nights ago. I watched him kill two vampires right in front of me. When he was done, they turned into humans.”

			“Now you’re just making shit up.”

			“I swear,” Jesus said, “I’m telling you the truth. I know what this sounds like, but you’re the only person I know who might actually believe me.”

			Nick looked hard into Jesus’ eyes.

			“You’re not kidding, are you?”

			“So, you believe me?”

			Silence.

			“I’ve seen enough crazy shit in my life to know I shouldn’t close my mind to your story,” Nick said, “but, you have to admit, being kidnapped by Dracula is a tough one to swallow. But, if what you’re saying is true, then I think George should know about it.”

			“I can’t go to Las Vegas,” Jesus said. “I’ve got to stay here and figure out what to do about Frank.”

			“If you’re telling the truth,” Nick said, “then come to Las Vegas with me. There’s nobody in the world better at figuring these things out than George.”

			“You think he’ll help me?”

			“Maybe,” Nick said. “There’s only one way to find out.”

			Without bothering to pack anything, Jesus hit the road with Nick and headed for Las Vegas. He was a little concerned about not talking to Adam before he left, though he was also somewhat relieved. Obviously, he wanted to save Olivia, but just thinking about the sight of her and Adam in the middle of Memorial Park made him angry all over again. Jesus figured a day or two in Las Vegas would be the right combination of distance and distraction to help clean the slate so that he and Adam could work together.

			Nick drove until they reached Barstow. Jesus could tell the road was wearing him down, so he offered to take the wheel. Nick happily accepted. He told Jesus to wake him when they got to Stateline, so they could stretch their legs at Buffalo Bill’s. Jesus enjoyed the hour or so he had behind the wheel, just him and the desert, mile after mile of nothing but solitude and silence. He woke Nick at Buffalo Bill’s, as he had asked, and they went inside to grab a bite to eat and lose a few dollars at the blackjack table before hitting the road for the homestretch to George’s mansion.

			George’s property was big and sprawling, surrounded by a beautifully manicured lawn that cost a fortune to upkeep in the Las Vegas desert, probably more than Jesus paid to rent his apartment every month. There was a large gate at the front of the property, which opened up as soon as Nick pulled in front of it. Driving down the long driveway, they passed immaculately sculpted hedges and marble statues, all of which struck Jesus as the sort of purchases one makes when they have more money than they know what to do with.

			Nick parked the car in front of George’s mansion, and seemingly from out of nowhere, a servant appeared, opening Jesus’ door and letting him out. Jesus didn’t quite know how to act with such service, while Nick seemed perfectly comfortable with it. The servant got in the car, driving around the far side of the property. Nick was already halfway up the concrete steps to the front door when Jesus stopped watching the car. He caught up with Nick just as he was about to punch in a code on a keypad beside the front door—but, before he could, the door opened. Standing on the other side was a young woman with auburn hair and cutoff jean shorts.

			“Welcome back.”

			“Thanks,” Nick said. “This is Jesus.”

			She smiled.

			“I’ve heard a lot of good things about you.”

			“This is Whisper,” Nick said. “She’s the witch.”
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			Adam woke up in his bedroom in the middle of the night several hours after being dropped off by Dracula’s servants. As soon as his eyes were open, a deep and urgent hunger washed over him. While he’d fed a little bit on Olivia the night before, he lost a lot of blood on account of Jesus stabbing him in the neck with his silver knife. Vampires could generally go for several weeks without feeding, so long as they kept their activity level to a minimum, but when vampires lose blood, they need to replenish as soon as possible. Unlike humans, vampires didn’t generate new blood; the only blood that was ever in their system was that which they fed on from humans. So, while his general thoughts were with Olivia, Adam couldn’t really think about anything else until he fed.

			Sitting up in bed, Adam noticed the envelope with his name on it resting on his pillow. On the back was a disc of red wax the size of a quarter with a large “D” stamped into it. He opened it, removing the letter inside:

			Dear Adam,

			I do hope this letter finds you well. Let me say first that it was a pleasure meeting you yesterday and discussing your mission. Speaking of which, while I know you’ve just woken up and are probably in need of sustenance (drink plenty of blood today!), I do hope you and Jesus will get to work as soon as possible. Although I’ve given you a week to complete your mission, you’d be best served not to put this off. Despite his large frame and rambunctious nature, Frank isn’t the easiest individual to track down. I’ve left you Jesus’ home address on the back of this letter. I suspect you’ll find he lives a convenient distance from yourself. In any event, this letter represents the last correspondence you and I will ever have, unless you somehow manage to kill Frank.

			Best of luck,

			D~

			As hungry as Adam was, the letter put Olivia right at the front of his mind. He could still taste her on his lips, her blood pulsing into his mouth, running down his neck. The memory of their night together stirred his hunger even more, compromising the part of his brain that knew it should be focusing on more pressing matters. It was his fault Dracula was holding Olivia hostage, his fault he’d been given an impossible task to set her free. He knew all along that he was breaking the law by socializing with Olivia and, perhaps worse, sharing secrets about vampires and their community. Adam let his affection towards her sway him into believing that it was okay to break the law, that no consequence would come of it. And even if—deep down—he really did believe there might be a punishment coming his way, he never, ever, thought it would affect Olivia.

			Adam was sufficiently motivated to get on with the work of hunting Frank so that Olivia could get on with her life, but he needed to feed first. Setting the letter back down on his pillow, Adam headed out for the Barbershop. Olivia had parked in his driveway the night before when she arrived for their date; her car, however, was no longer there. Adam suspected she hadn’t driven it away herself. Getting into his own car, Adam drove the ten minutes it took to get to the Barbershop, and when he arrived, he found the door had been boarded up. Nobody was inside, either— neither Donald nor Eighteen nor any other vampire.

			For as long as he’d been a vampire, the Barbershop was the only feeding post Adam went to, and while he knew it wasn’t the only feeding post around, it was the only one that he actually knew of. This was a problem, as he could feel himself growing weaker as the night went on. Adam stood with his back to the boarded-up door of the Barbershop, staring at the sidewalk and trying to figure out what to do next, when a vampire he’d never met before turned up in front of him. They looked at each for a few moments, each of them quietly working out that they were both vampires.

			“Did you hear?” the vampire asked.

			“Hear what?”

			“There was some sort of massacre in there,” the vampire said. “I guess some rogue vampire went crazy and killed a bunch of people. Anyway, it’s shut down for good.”

			“When did it happen?”

			“A couple nights ago,” the vampire said. “There’s a feeding post in Fontana if you need someplace to go. A guy name Norman runs it with his daughter. They asked me to hang around here and direct traffic their way. You should check it out.”

			“Maybe I will.”

			“The name’s Truman, by the way.”

			“Adam.”

			Adam headed back to his car.

			“You need the address?” Truman asked.

			“I’m sure I can find it.”

			Obviously, it would’ve been far more beneficial for Adam to let Truman give him the address to the feeding post. Adam, however, didn’t actually want to know. Long ago, while she was still around, Adam’s maker, Cherry, taught him that vampires weren’t allowed to hunt humans for their own personal benefit—which was to say, Adam couldn’t feed on a human just because he was hungry. Vampires had to either deliver the hunted human to a feeding post where other vampires could feed from him (or her) or they had to turn the human into a vampire.

			“In the case of an emergency,” Cherry told him, “a vampire is allowed to do whatever is necessary in order to feed.”

			“So, if it’s an emergency,” Adam asked, “then there would be no consequences?”

			“None.”

			“What constitutes an emergency?”

			“If a vampire can’t find a feeding post,” Cherry told him, “I would most definitely call that an emergency.”

			Because Adam now knew about Dracula and had a pretty good handle on what he was capable of doing—which, so far as Adam could tell, was anything he damn well pleased—he wasn’t looking to exacerbate his current punishment. On the other hand, Adam figured he was already in trouble, so how much worse could things really get for him? And, besides—Adam reasoned—a starving vampire who didn’t know where to find a feeding post most definitely constituted an emergency worthy of breaking the law.

			Before hunting for blood, Adam decided to go to Corky’s for a slice of pie. He expected to see his favorite waitress, Darlene, when he got there, but she wasn’t working. He asked the hostess about her, and she told him Darlene had called in sick. Adam took a seat at his usual booth, troubled by the thought of Darlene not being there to take his order. Aside from the pie, she was the primary reason he was putting off his night of hunting, as sitting down at Corky’s and seeing her smiling face was meant to bring him a sense of normalcy in the face of his impending doom. Without Darlene there to take his order, however, it just didn’t feel the same.

			The waitress who wasn’t Darlene took Adam’s order without bothering to ask if he wanted his pie à la mode, which of course he did. He also ordered a cup of coffee, which would help warm him up, as the loss of blood dropped his body temperature. The only other customer in Corky’s that night was the heavyset man with the sad eyes. So many nights, Adam found himself alone in Corky’s with this stranger, a man he’d never once spoken to. The heavyset man always came in alone, and Adam had never seen him talk to anyone except for Darlene. Adam and the heavyset man caught each other’s eyes and exchanged polite nods, a quiet recognition that they were kin in their disappointment of Darlene’s absence.

			Adam ate his pie, drank his coffee, and thought about Olivia. He worried that he would never see her again. Even if that turned out to be true, there was still the matter of hunting Frank, which he knew he couldn’t reasonably do until he’d had a proper feeding. He settled his bill after finishing his pie, leaving a generous tip for the waitress who wasn’t Darlene. As he headed for the exit, Adam nodded a goodbye to the heavyset man with the sad eyes—he, in turn, nodded back.

			Adam drove east along Foothill Boulevard into Fontana, passing pizza parlors and coffee shops, rundown motels and trailer parks, abandoned gas stations and empty plots of land, before eventually parking on a desolate street corner. This was where he would hunt, he’d decided. He got out of his car, the cool night air chilling his skin, and looked around. Now that the moment was before him and Adam had officially given in to temptation—insofar as deciding to do what he was going to do—he wasn’t sure he wanted to do it anymore. The reality of hunting a stranger was far more daunting than the fantasy.

			In his life, Adam had always tried to be a good vampire, one who always followed the rules, one who always abstained from doing those things he wasn’t supposed to do—well, almost always. He did, of course, hunt Olivia, but even then—for what it was worth—he still took the law into consideration. He knew as he stood on that poorly lit street corner that, more likely than not, he was well within the boundaries of the law to do what he’d intended to do. But, as he stood on that corner in the middle of Fontana, waiting for some unfortunate stranger to come along, Adam was forced to think about the reality of what he’d have to do. According to the law, he only had two choices.

			He could feed until his prey was dead.

			Or he could turn his prey into a vampire.

			Adam had never turned anybody into a vampire before, and truth be told, he never really saw himself as being someone’s maker. On the other hand, he’d never walked up to a stranger on the street with the intention of killing them. Adam found himself thinking about the heavyset man with the sad eyes. What if he lived in Fontana? What if he was the unfortunate stranger to cross Adam’s path? Would Adam be willing to turn him into a vampire? Would he be willing to kill him? Who was he anyway? What was his history? What was his name?
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			Peter Tallook had been overweight for as long as he could remember. His mother was overweight and his father was as well. It was never anything that seemed strange at home when he was growing up. It was only when Peter went out into the world that he was made to feel abnormal. All of his childhood memories seemed tainted with the emotional pain of being teased by the other kids. He never understood their animosity towards him. He knew that he was fat and that they weren’t, but it didn’t make sense to him that being a different body type should make him the center of their ridicule.

			Peter was always happiest when he was home after school, away from the awful kids who made him feel so bad about himself. He lost himself in television for hours at a time, watching most any syndicated sitcom that came on in the late-1980s, from Diff’rent Strokes and The Facts of Life to Three’s Company and Good Times. Peter’s attachment to television eventually led him to his lifelong love affair with professional wrestling. The world of the WWF seemed the only place where he saw men who were heavy like him. Rather than being teased and ridiculed, these men were cheered and celebrated.

			All of his favorite wrestlers were the heavyset men, such as King Kong Bundy and “Adorable” Adrian Adonis and Kamala and Yokozuna and Earthquake and Rikishi and Tugboat and Bam Bam Bigalow and Vader—but his absolute favorite wrestler of all time was “The American Dream” Dusty Rhodes. Despite being a rotund man, Rhodes was nimble and athletic, moving about the ring with the sort of speed and agility that was usually seen in wrestlers half his size. But, even more than his wrestling ability, Rhodes was funny and articulate; he spoke with a lisp and a charming cadence, like a Baptist preacher. Peter dreamed of growing up to be a professional wrestler, just like Dusty Rhodes. But, as he got older Peter figured out he wasn’t much of an athlete and wrestling wasn’t going to be in the cards for him.

			Along with his obsession with wrestling, Peter also loved video games. Just as it was with television, he could get lost in the world of Super Mario Brothers and The Legend of Zelda and Duck Hunt and Excite Bike and Kung Fu and whatever other games he could get his hands on. He loved playing these games not only because they were fun but also because he could do so alone. Peter didn’t have any friends growing up, and by the time he was a teenager, he’d developed neither the ability nor the desire to create any social bonds in the outside world.

			This inability to engage with other people would be most frustrating for Peter when he reached a point in his young adult life where masturbating in his bedroom wasn’t sufficient enough to satisfy the very natural urge to have sex with another person. The fact that he lived in a body that was deemed unattractive by most Western standards of beauty—in conjunction with his severe inability to engage in a comfortable conversation with just about anybody, let alone someone of the opposite sex—put Peter at a severe disadvantage where it concerned getting laid.

			The rapidly evolving efficiency of the Internet helped matters a bit, as Peter gained access to more porn than he’d ever imagined existed. For a time, he even engaged with webcam models, who, for a per-minute fee, would perform sexual acts for Peter to watch on his computer screen. His favorite was an intoxicating redhead named Ginger Falls, but, after she’d disappeared from the Internet, Peter lost interest in webcam models altogether. Ultimately, it was his longing for human contact that tormented Peter.

			Throughout his twenties, Peter was a college student, first attending Chaffey College and, after earning his two-year degree, attending Cal State San Bernardino where he earned his bachelor’s degree in computer science. He lived at home with his parents throughout college, speaking to his professors only when it was necessary—and speaking to his peers even less. He looked on with envy at the other boys in his classes talking to girls, holding their hands, and making them laugh. He knew what happened when they went on dates, in the back of cars, in the closets of fraternity parties, in the privacy of their dorm rooms. When Peter sat at the dinner table with his mother and father, eating homemade meals and going through the motions of small talk, he was able to think of little more than all of the sex he wasn’t having.

			At night when he lay in bed, eyes closed, Peter imagined what it might be like to have a girl beside him, spreading her legs, welcoming him in. He wondered about the anatomical logistics of sex with a woman. He couldn’t quite picture in his head what angle he was supposed to enter in nor how far he was supposed to lean over. Was he supposed to move straight up and down, or was it more of a horizontal motion? And he worried about the girth of his belly, wondering to what degree it would affect his ability to engage in sexual intercourse. He worried that, should he ever have the opportunity to have sex with one of his classmates, he would inevitably ruin it by not knowing how to do it.

			When Peter graduated from college, he got a job as an IT technician, primarily because it allowed him to work from his bedroom at home. The work was easy and the money was good. He could’ve easily moved out on his own, but, by that point in his life, Peter had little interest in assimilating into the world any more than was absolutely necessary. He bought a car and drove almost
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