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      FIVE YEARS AGO

      After more than six centuries of predatory dominance, it had come to this.

      Cargo pants.

      The vampire hadn’t been this depressed since the Great Famine, which mortals called the Black Plague.

      Yet here Vlad was, outside a Chili’s, wearing pants with far too many pockets, the majority of which were empty. His hunting skills had deteriorated to a point where camouflage, rather than a fangs-out assault, was his best option.

      There had been a time when this particular all-you-can-slay buffet would fly well below Vlad’s radar. Inside was the bland and tepid blood of those who spent weekends watching sports, washing cars, and screaming at kids. In a different era, he’d hunted only gourmet meals provided by the smart and the strong. Their fighting spirits enhanced their flavor, like sipping wine of an exquisite vintage.

      That was long ago and far away. For reasons hinging on both his abilities and morals (more the former than the latter, if Vlad was honest with himself), his diet consisted of small mammals, from squirrels and chipmunks to the occasional feral cat. He avoided raccoons due to their feisty nature and the cuts they left behind, now that even flesh wounds took days instead of seconds to heal.

      Still, Vlad needed a cheat day every few months, if for nothing more than to give him a reason to keep living. The centuries had taken their toll, and he had to make a few lifestyle adjustments to his aging body and powers when it came to enjoying a human dish.

      But a Chili’s? Now he knew how seniors felt joining those tours adapted to people with walkers. This was the vampire version.

      If he had to be here, Vlad was going to make the most of it.

      An hour before, he had donned his Ordinary Guy costume of blue oxford shirt, khaki pants, and loafers. It was one of the few times Vlad was thankful vampires didn’t cast reflections, though he remained curious as to what he looked like (not to mention how handy it would be to see himself when shaving).

      Though the sun had set an hour before, the heat and humidity slapped Vlad’s face as soon as he exited his apartment in a rundown duplex. At least it was biologically impossible to break a sweat, since his skin was either cool or flaming, based on the presence of UV light beamed directly from the sun.

      He walked the half mile without once looking skyward, bored more than a century ago with the planets and stars locked to the only world he knew. Soon he was outside Chili’s, where he was a lion visiting a watering hole filled with lumbering, dull-witted, and often intoxicated wildebeests. Vlad headed straight to the bar, the vampire deli counter. Casting about for the weakest in the herd, his eyes settled on the out-of-shape, forlorn gentleman sitting at the end. From the Crocs to the plaid shirt tucked into cargo shorts, the outfit screamed, “Prey here, get your prey here!”

      No need to open the menu, Vlad knew what he wanted. He nudged into a narrow gap and put his elbows on a wood surface that had likely absorbed a thousand spilled Bud Lights. He ordered just that, not wanting to upset the flock. Vlad pretended to take a sip every few minutes, figuring the patrons were oblivious to their surroundings and wouldn’t notice the always-full beer in front of him. He glanced down the bar every now and then, realizing he was definitely in the mood for Mexican (assuming, wrongly, his catch of the day was from Mexico).

      The vampire settled into what he called “Brad mode,” that genial guy who blends into the background to the point he fades away, sip by faux sip. Vlad liked to think it was related to his (dwindling) power to hypnotize, but in honest moments realized it was because he was just another poorly dressed white guy at America’s most generic bar.

      Vlad glanced over just in time to see his mark lay a twenty on the bar and push away. Vlad followed, maintaining a hunting distance of forty feet. He pushed through the front door just in time to see his dinner round the corner. The vampire hustled, hoping his target had parked his car away from the halo of lights in the parking lot. If this spot didn’t work out, there were other hunting grounds, starting with the Applebee’s just down to the street, then the Olive Garden, and ultimately the Red Lobster, in descending order of decent meals. As he rounded the corner, Vlad’s thoughts drifted to the last, hoping he wouldn’t be stuck there because he was not in the mood for fish⁠—

      WHAP! Two bodies collided, and Vlad reluctantly pushed away his dinner because nothing was more awkward than bumping into prey.

      “Excuse me,” Vlad muttered, eyes down. He wanted to add a quick apology, but the hand squeezing his throat made it impossible to talk.

      “I can smell the vampire on you,” his (not) supper growled, tightening his grip..

      Vlad caught a whiff of something too, an earthy scent behind the cheap cologne. Werewolf, Vlad thought. He’d dealt with them before. He was no match physically, not anymore, but he had other ways to deal with this unexpected encounter. Vlad gripped his foe’s wrist, met the wolf’s stare, boring down deep⁠—

      “Seriously?” the man said, digging his nails (bordering on claws) into Vlad’s throat. “You think you can pull that hypno-vampire bullshit on me? I should go full-on wolf and tear you apart, except this is my favorite Chili’s, and I don’t want to burn bridges.” The truth, as Vlad would learn in the coming days, was that this particular predator hadn’t achieved full-on wolf in years, lucky to achieve Goldendoodle and rarely getting past a member of the rodent family.

      At this point, however, Vlad felt at the wolf’s mercy. He tapped his assailant’s arm, motioning that he’d like to speak. Fingers loosened just enough for Vlad to stutter a clumsy apology to a meal starting to give him heartburn.

      The werewolf released Vlad with a look the vampire had never been the recipient of—one of pity.

      “Dude, I get it,” the man sighed. “It doesn’t get much lower than hunting at Chili’s. Unless it’s at Applebee’s.” He paused, seeing the defeated expression on Vlad’s face. “Oh man, you were going there next, weren’t you? Please don’t tell me Red Lobster is on that list.”

      All Vlad could do was nod.

      The man stepped back, analyzing Vlad in the dim light. “I’d say, five hundred and sixty-one years old? Give or take a decade.”

      “That’s oddly specific,” Vlad ventured, because he wasn’t quite sure himself.

      “The wrinkles, the liver spots, the creaky joints. Well, I’m guessing about the joints, though there was a time I could have heard them.”

      Vlad shook his head. “You’re not far off. It’s just that I stopped counting a long time ago. When I hit two hundred, I had a few friends over for an epic party that eventually led to a pretty horrific mural in Bucharest. There might even be a museum about it now. Since then, birthdays are just more math.”

      “I get it. My talents aren’t what they used to be. I had no idea what I was going to do if you’d gone for my carotid.”

      Vlad shook his head, lips curling into something resembling a smile. “You were bluffing.”

      “I was indeed. Good thing because that saved us the spectacle of two ancient dudes slapping each other before collapsing in exhaustion.”

      “In a Chili’s parking lot, adding insult to injury.”

      The man laughed and stuck out a hand with its stunted claws. “Luis. Sorry about starting to turn. Awkward, right?”

      “Vlad,” the vampire said, gripping the meaty half-paw. “Nice to meet a fellow supernatural. Don’t run across too many these days.”

      “Dying breed. Literally.”

      “The night is young even if we’re not. Care to join me for some fun? There’s a place not far from here that offers a younger, much fresher clientele with an ABV high enough to give you a nice buzz.”

      With that, two creatures of the night hopped into a rideshare to a prey-bearing watering hole teeming with pretty. The TGI Friday’s was bulging at the waistline with potential, a land of milk, honey, and cargo shorts. Settling in at the bar, the two ordered pastel drinks as camouflage and surveyed the menu that packed the seats. Vlad couldn’t quite settle on what to have until Luis offered to do the bulk of the hunting.

      “You mean give it to me on a silver platter,” the vampire grinned.

      “Yes. But don’t say ‘silver.’ It’s like mentioning ‘cross’ to a vampire.”

      “’Kryptonite’ to Superman.”

      “Subpoena’ to any politician.”

      The two were still laughing when they chose a boisterous and inebriated twenty-something hipster off the late-night menu, a happy meal indeed. Once the sky had changed from black to deep purple and brightening every minute, they stood in front of Vlad’s apartment.

      “I’d invite you in but…” Vlad paused, unsure where to go.

      “No worries. I’m not your type and frankly, you’re not mine. No offense.”

      “None whatsoever.”

      Luis gave the duplex a once-over and shook his head. “You live in this dump?”

      “Now I’m going to take offense,” Vlad said. “Yeah, this is where I live. Not nearly as nice as a castle, but that was centuries ago.”

      “I have a suggestion if you have a little time.”

      “Sure.” Vlad gestured to the eastern glow. “As long as it won’t take more than a few minutes. I burst into a fireball at sunrise.”

      Luis scribbled something on the back of a Chili’s napkin and shoved it into the vampire’s hand. “Come by Upton Arms some evening. Head to Building C and ask for Worley. She’ll take care of the rest.”

      Vlad had about a thousand questions, but held onto them when Luis pointed out how unhealthy it was to smoke. “Which is what your forehead is doing right now.”
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        * * *

      

      A week and seven rodent meals later, Vlad had nothing to lose. Little did he know it would be the start of a beautiful friendship.

      Until he met a particularly cranky rainbowchaser bent on taking the gold right out of the golden years.
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      It gleamed like a jewel, a thing so precious that it had no business being inside a decrepit industrial building with so little security. Yet now it was about to be his, this treasure bringing out the bloodlust Vlad hadn’t felt in far too many years.

      His heart quickened as he readied himself to pounce, imagining the taste of the crimson liquid that pulsed with life under translucent skin. Vlad felt his once-dormant fangs slide into place as he widened his jaws until the click of dislocation let him know he was ready. His victim, meanwhile, remained oblivious to the clear and present danger presented by an apex predator.

      At least that’s how it played out in Vlad’s mind until he couldn’t figure out the cap and get the damn pouch open.

      “Need help with that?” came a voice that didn’t sound helpful at all, especially since the offer was bookended by a low chuckle.

      Vlad looked his companion up and down, noting the uneven eyes and ragged patches of sparse fur that blemished the face. “Like you’re the one who should be laughing,” Vlad said. “You look like what happens when a wolf and a possum mate inside a reactor core.”

      “Fuck you and the bat you rode in on,” Luis glared. “Oh wait, you rode in on an Uber.”

      Vlad ignored the werewolf’s trash talk, having had the “wings vs. all fours” debate too many times when it came to transformations. Instead, the vampire focused on the task, and the pint-sized pouch, at hand. “Damn, this thing must have one of those caps, you know the kind?”

      “Child-resistant?” Luis grinned, his face approaching its gruff, hairless normalcy. “Or maybe it’s not that complex. Just vampire resistant.”

      When workers would watch the tape a few hours later, not long after discovering the break-in and theft at the blood-donation center, they would see a disfigured, perhaps homeless man talking to himself as a blood pouch floated nearby. Instead of informing police, management ordered the tape destroyed for fear of being accused of digital manipulation. An enterprising (and only) member of the security team made a copy as well as a few extra bucks peddling it to shows that included “inexplicable” and “paranormal” in their titles. It was soon taken down when viewers complained it exploited a housing-disenfranchised man of atypical features.

      But for now, Vlad and Luis were oblivious to the cameras, as well as the threat they posed. Vlad focused on opening the pouch of blood, and Luis on getting back to appearing as an ordinary man rather than one suffering from mange.

      “You know, at any time I could slice it open with my fangs,” Vlad said, flipping the pouch in his pale, long-fingered hands. “I choose not to because it could get messy.”

      “I know for a fact you haven’t had a fang-on in a very long time. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be at a blood bank during non-business hours to make a withdrawal.”

      Vlad could only groan, knowing that even if he could see himself in a mirror, he wouldn’t want to. He cut a majestic figure in the day, over six feet tall when the average size was a foot less. Thin but not skinny, the first thing people noticed were his piercing blue eyes set in perfect, milky skin. Jet-black hair, once swept back past his collar, was more salt than pepper, more mop than mane. Lines outlined his mouth and eyes, and the three creases along his forehead were threatening to multiply. It was even worse below the neck when a chest that demanded V-neck shirts was sallow and non-threatening.

      Time also had taken its toll on his slightly shorter lupine companion. Luis had made sure to show photos of his younger self, the one with a barrel chest and sloping shoulders. With deep-set eyes over a sharp nose and broad chin, Luis could easily have been taken for a linebacker. His ponytail was gray, his face jowlsy, and while he had a dad bod, he did not rock it.

      The problem at this point was that Vlad’s hunger was inversely proportional to his dexterity, thus finding the opening to the blood pouch was like discovering the entrance to a secret Egyptian tomb.

      “You realize the pouch is not designed for straws,” Luis wagged his head in shame. “I’d suggest packing up what fits in the cooler and getting back home where you can enjoy it in peace and relative quiet. Besides, at this rate, we’ll be here to sunup, and you know how that plays with your complexion, setting it on fire an all.”

      Vlad hated to admit it, but Luis was right. Messing with the pouch only made him hangrier, and while they were both pretty sure they hadn’t raised any alarms (they had), it was time to go.

      “Fine, but make sure you’re getting those with the latest expiration dates,” Vlad said, tossing the pouch back into the large, blood-packed refrigerator. He and Luis reached toward the back of the orderly rows, grabbing blood guaranteed fresh for two weeks. A minute later, Luis shut the cooler now heavy with several months of Sweet Neck-tar (Vlad’s term and no one else’s).

      Getting out was a lot easier than getting in, their entrance requiring Luis to turn into a small creature that looked vole-like, only more awkward. Had Luis still been capable of wolf-man with the requisite strength, it would have been easier to tear off the security screen blocking the back window. Neither one of them had that kind of strength, not anymore. Not for decades.

      Instead, Luis snuck through various ducts and unlocked the necessary doors, progressing slowly to make sure there were no cameras or silent alarms (there were). Then again, who monitors a blood bank? (The owners do.)

      Vlad was much appreciative, knowing how long it took Luis to rebound back to man. They each grabbed a handle and headed toward the exit when they heard the front door open, followed by shuffling footsteps.

      “I thought you said there were no alarms?” Vlad sneered.

      “None that I noticed,” Luis shrugged.

      “So much for your finely tuned wolf senses.”

      “If you remember, I wasn’t a wolf. And if you had any idea how sore I’m going to be tomorrow, you wouldn’t be giving me⁠—”

      “Hold on.” Vlad lowered the cooler as a flashlight beam danced at the end of the hall.

      “Fuck me.” Luis spun his head around. “We need to find another way.”

      Another way? Vlad thought. Are you joking? There was a time he could have taken on ten men leaving with nothing but a full stomach. Had it come to this, running from a couple of rent-a-cops? Yet even as his heart commanded him to attack, his brain (and face it, his body) told him a retreat was in order.

      “Was there another way?” Vlad spun in a complete circle, hoping Luis had a clue where they might be in the blood-lab maze.

      “No idea, but I suggest we reverse course⁠—”

      “Hold on there!” a voice screamed at the end of the hall as the flashlight beam found the culprits. Luis froze instinctively.

      Vlad shielded his eyes but could not make out the figure behind the beam. He was pretty sure of two things, however. There was just one man, and his voice suggested his age was long past “I’m going to kick your ass” prime.

      “What in the heck have you got there?” He aimed the light at the cooler. In the reflected glare, Vlad saw a man so close to his expiration date, he’d be half-off in the potential victims bin. The problem wasn’t the guard himself, but the mess he and Luis might leave behind. The man bent at the waist, eyes in a tight squint. “Is that a cooler?”

      “Could you put down the light?” Vlad felt a fang break the surface, happy he still had it in him but wary of following through since whoever was on the other end of the flashlight was likely no threat. “We’re not here to hurt anyone.”

      “Why would you want to hurt me?” The man lowered the beam to reveal a tactical vest with pockets, loops, and clips designed to hold any manner of weapon, both lethal and nonlethal. The body wearing the impressive display of might was definitely nonlethal. Vlad judged him to be in his mid-eighties, maybe five feet five with the vest weighing more than he did.

      “Because we broke in?” Luis wondered aloud.

      “You broke in to hurt me?”

      “No, we broke in to…” Luis looked at the cooler, Vlad knowing there was no way his slow-witted friend had a reasonable explanation in mind. “Actually, we didn’t break in at all, we took a wrong turn⁠—”

      “Now hold on,” the guard interrupted, patting himself as if to put out a fire. He searched six pockets before producing his phone, flipping the screen toward the vampire and werewolf. “I know you broke in, says so right here on my app. I’ll read it to you.” He turned the phone back around. “Break-in at 1939 Hawthorne.’ Came in at 1:19 a.m. That was about a half-hour ago.”

      “Took your time,” Vlad couldn’t help muttering.

      “Had I known it was a dang blood bank, I would’ve taken my time,” the guard retorted, his hearing of a quality that surprised the two of them. “Now what’s in the cooler?”

      As Vlad searched for a plausible lie, he asked the guard his name.

      “It’s uh…George.” He patted his pockets again.

      Looking for ID to double check, Vlad thought. “Well, George,” Luis purred, putting Vlad on alert because nothing good came when his friend flashed his lupine side. “The cooler is full of blood. Obviously.”

      Vlad shot Luis a look that screamed, “Don’t make me kill George,” a possible outcome now that the werewolf had come clean.

      Luis continued without missing a beat. “It’s a delivery. From the drive today. The one by the, uh…”

      “Girl Scouts,” Vlad chimed in. “They are just so darned helpful when it comes to getting people to bleed.”

      George stopped patting his vest pockets. “Good, because I have no idea where my Taser is. Let me show you where storage is.”

      The guard pushed past Vlad and Luis. “I was afraid you were trying to steal blood, and boy would I get in trouble for letting that happen. But who steals blood? Follow me, I’ll help you put it away. Sooner we get it done, sooner I can get home.”

      As Luis began to follow George, Vlad grabbed the werewolf’s shoulder and pulled him close. “What are you doing? Let’s go. This guy can’t stop us.”

      “Exactly. You know what happens after that? He gets fired and has to live on the street because if he’s working at his age, it’s not by choice.”

      Luis had a point. With shoulders slumped, Vlad grabbed his half of the cooler and followed George back to storage, where the pouches were (re)placed.

      Back at the front entrance, George let out a big yawn as he locked up. “Not to be rude, but I got a semi-warm bed waiting for me at Upton Arms, so good night gentlemen.”

      Luis and Vlad exchanged shocked looks. Upton Arms? That’s where they lived.

      “George,” Luis scratched his head. “Are you, um, enhanced?”

      “Rather personal,” George perked up. “And while I’m flattered, neither one of you are my type, even if I could still get it up.”

      Five minutes later, with George long gone, a vampire and a werewolf were still laughing out loud in front of a blood bank.

      “Guess he’s in the normal ward, filled with those with penchants for heart disease and pickleball.” Vlad wiped tears from his eyes.

      “You think?” Luis shot back. “Let’s give him another five minutes to beat us home. I know we came up short on blood, but damn if this wasn’t a night.”

      Back at the retirement home, Vlad raided the community fridge for the five-pound brick of ground beef he kept there for emergencies, squeezing it for every last drop. Still hungry, he headed back to his room and couldn’t help but conjure images of himself as a young man, a fearless creature of the night. As usual, he didn’t just wonder when his body might finally surrender to the ages, he hoped for it like a metaphorical stake through the heart.

      Little did he know that stake was on its way.
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      “Damn, people, can you keep it down, trying to get a little sleep here!”

      A rumpled, now-ravenous Vlad stood in his doorway, staring down the hallway toward the community room where a TV blared amid shouts. He scratched himself absent-mindedly, sharp fingernails nearly cutting through the pale blue boxers that held onto his thin frame for dear life.

      He shuffled toward the door at the end of the hall that was propped open by a ceramic urn whose ashen resident was believed to linger spiritually (though Vlad refused to believe in an afterlife, especially one used to explain faulty plumbing and uneven shelves). The cursed glare of daylight spilled through the opening, and amid the several voices bouncing off the walls, one stood out. It was Patrick, resident loudmouth, whose big voice could never compensate for his small body, not that he could be convinced otherwise.

      Such was life at Upton Arms. Vlad had had no idea such a retirement home existed for the allegedly immortal, or that one was even required. Immortals relying on assisted living was like Republicans voting for tax increases. It just didn’t exist.

      Yet here they were, a ragged assortment of beings who were very mortal indeed, but with expiration dates far exceeding that of the misguided majority who thought anyone who lived past one hundred was a miracle (though more of a curse based on their appearances and abilities, Vlad assumed). Upton Arms harbored those who had come to grips with their age-related shortcomings, from arthritic zombies barely able to lurch, to witches plagued with misspellings.

      No more than a half-century ago, Vlad would have scoffed at such a home, and particularly his need for one. During the ensuing years, he came to the slow realization that immortality was a broken promise. Being a creature of the night didn’t cheat death, it simply postponed it several centuries. “Late-onset mortality,” as Luis liked to call it.

      Thinking back on the day he met Upton Arms’ unofficial ambassador, Vlad was grateful indeed for the werewolf’s ability to spot creatures whose dwindling supernatural abilities made survival difficult in the mortal world. The werewolf often fetched the no-longer-abled,  and as pleased as Vlad was when he coined the pun, Luis made it clear there was a day such quips would have led to severe wounds. That time was long past, but Vlad respected the sentiment.

      Vlad had since settled in among legendary, mythic, or “imaginary” creatures dependent more on aspirin and stool softeners than their abilities to make it through each day. It was a pleasant place, one where Vlad could see himself live out his days, however many were left.

      Patrick’s continued screams shattered the pleasant reminiscing.

      “Everyone just needs to shut the fuck up now because they are about to reveal what crawled up there,” Patrick cried as the final minutes of his favorite TV show What Crawled Up There? ticked away. “I got twenty says it’s an insect.”

      “The size of that dude?” Beatrice pointed at the screen from the second row, her thin frame taking up most of a couch stained beyond most people’s comfort level. “I’m going with gerbil.”

      “No fucking way, crone.” Patrick peeked back at Beatrice, making a lewd gesture with his fist. “If you’d paid any attention, you’d know it was just Gerbils Week.”

      At that moment, a wriggling and soiled gerbil appeared on screen, off-screen medical personnel chattering away about how it may have gotten there as the patient had been less than forthcoming.

      “That’s twenty, ’chaun,” Beatrice leaned over Patrick’s recliner, sticking her palm under his nose. “Pay up before I fire my cauldron and wish you nothing but toil and trouble.”

      “Fuck you crone,” Patrick slapped away the offending hand, squirming deeper into the front-row-center recliner that nearly swallowed him. “We didn’t shake on it.”

      Vlad could only chuckle as he watched the scene unfold in the only way it could. Patrick was a tiny nuisance of a man who spent most of his days in Upton Arms’ community room, a space featuring a handful of vending machines, a ping-pong table and carpeting that, like most of the residents, was long past its expiration date. What drew most people was the TV, a relic built long before streaming shows and LED-powered screens. It was mounted on the far wall like a trophy of a past best forgotten, lord and master over a few rows of chairs and couches boasting upholstery from the shag-carpet era.

      Beatrice, a witch of questionable talents, was his constant foil. The two were a regular presence in the community room, a place by Vlad’s estimates was avoided by ninety percent of the resident monsters, cryptids, and fantastical creatures that, on the whole, weren’t believed to exist and thus remained invisible to the outside world.

      “What’s on the tube?” came a familiar voice to Vlad’s right.

      The vampire shrugged. “Something about stuff that crawls somewhere. But the better show is⁠—”

      “Oh, I know,” Luis stood with hands on his hips and a look of boredom on his face. “I always drop by when the screaming starts.”

      Beatrice rose and stood in front of Patrick, aiming a well-manicured finger at the leprechaun. “Produce the cash now or you’re going to be the face of Unlucky Charms,” Beatrice demanded.

      “Of all the things I’ve got in my pants, you chose the one thing that’s staying right where it is,” Patrick yelled back, twenty decibels louder and two octaves higher.

      It went on like that for a few minutes before Patrick noted the next program, Unsolved Proctological Mysteries, had started. “I’ll give you ten just to shut up,” he spat, the witch holding out her hand. “Jesus, woman, like I carry cash around this place. Come by my room later.”

      “Fine,” the witch blurted, turning on her chunky two-inch heels and stalking off.

      Luis shook his head, disappointed. “Not that I approve of witch-on-leprechaun violence,” he said, “but I was expecting some physical contact.”

      Vlad agreed. “Especially when trying to pry cash from Patrick. No way is Beatrice going to see that ten.”

      “She may have a spell in mind. Then again, remember what happened when she tried to cast an anti-fairy barrier around the gnomes’ weekly poker game?”

      Vlad did indeed. Instead of repelling the obnoxious sprites and their foul-smelling fairy dust, the spell simply made the fairies visible, revealing them to be hideous and far more numerous than anyone thought. It was like shining a black light on hotel sheets and seeing bodily fluids lit up like neon. As with vampires, it’s better to keep that stuff in the dark.

      He watched Luis saunter toward the ping-pong table where a mummy faced off against an eight-foot golem. The only loser was the maintenance crew, if only Upton Arms had had a maintenance crew. One side of the table was spattered with mud, the golem losing bits with each stroke. The other side was layered with dust and sand flying from the mummy’s frayed bandages. The mummy moaned each time the ball flew past him, putting his paddle on the table before slow-limping to retrieve it. The golem wasn’t much faster, so anyone waiting for the table had to have the patience of Job (who was not a resident of Upton Arms despite the rumors).

      Where else could a vampire not only blend in, but be so inconsequential? Even better, or so he was promised by management when he moved in, was how Upton Arms was protected by various spells, rendering it invisible to a public that, for the most part, didn’t believe in the inhabitants anyway. As stated in Section Twelve, Paragraph Three, “Upton Arms has been substantially Boy Wizarded, rendering it unseen to those lacking requisite abilities and/or supernatural DNA.”

      Vlad was sold, happy to live off the grid from the most fervent conspiracy theorists who refused to believe he didn’t exist.

      But for now, he’d settle for some much-needed sleep, the reason he came to the community room in the first place. Initially roused by Patrick’s incomprehensible shouting at the TV, Vlad now listened to the leprechaun screaming at yet another inanimate object, this time the vending machine that dispensed snacks meant to fuel obesity and premature deaths.

      “You drop those pork nuggets, or I will truly fuck you up,” Patrick threatened, pausing to see if the machine would capitulate to the threats of a man one-quarter its size. “Swear to god I will reach up your dispensing hole and deliver such wrath that⁠—”

      “Patrick!” Vlad slammed the side of the machine to get the leprechaun’s attention. “Can’t a vampire get a little shuteye?”

      The leprechaun’s hand froze in mid-strike as he made a slow and deliberate turn toward Vlad. “I don’t know, you fluid-seeking simp. Can you? The real question is, do I care? And I fucking do not.”

      The leprechaun refocused his ire on the machine, but Vlad wasn’t done.

      “Patrick, if you don’t shut up, I’m going to not only find your pot of gold but shove it so far up your ass you’re going to be shitting rainbows for weeks.” He smacked the machine again for emphasis.

      When Patrick’s eyes lit up in surprise, Vlad assumed it was partially out of fear. Instead, the little man reached into the machine and extracted his fried treasure, the vampire’s well-aimed strike prodding loose the sought-after snack bag. Patrick waggled the nuggets in Vlad’s direction. “Fuck off. You couldn’t find my pot of gold with turn-based directions from Siri. But you could sure as hell find my ass, I’ll bet. Still, thanks for the nuggets. Makes you good for something around here. I’ll call you the next time a vending machine tries to fuck me.”

      The dozen or so in attendance didn’t seem to notice the argument. A furry gentleman wearing a University of Oregon ballcap and (so it was said) size sixty-seven shoes strolled toward the soda machine, his long arms swinging like a pair of pendulums. The witches playing pinochle didn’t seem to notice, though Vlad was definitely getting bad vibes from the trolls, whose eyes glared at him from above their laptops (and how in the hell were they the only ones to get wi-fi?).

      Vlad summoned everything he had and psychically drilled into Patrick’s mind, searching for that switch that would turn the leprechaun into his slave. A few hundred years ago, mind control required focus and willpower. Nowadays, Vlad tried to convince himself that minds weren’t worth controlling even if he could. Besides, Facebook and X beat him to it.

      After a few seconds of roaming the vast wasteland that was Patrick’s mind, Vlad came away with nothing but a headache and the sort of resignation that had become more common in old age. He could hide neither from his antagonist.

      Vlad put his back to the machine and rubbed his temples, realizing too late Patrick would interpret his posture as a sign of weakness.

      As predictable as winter weather at the North Pole, Patrick took advantage.

      Before Vlad could come back with something clever, Patrick stepped in front of him and, with his non-nugget-holding hand, grabbed his crotch and made several unseemly thrusts. “I know how vampires must suck to live, so you can try this any time. But you’re probably past your bedtime, you casket-dwelling dick.”

      As Vlad mentally ticked the “Definitely homophobic” box on his Patrick checklist, he heard a few snickers from the back of the room. Trolls, probably, always feeding on the humiliation of others. Vlad smoothed his shirt and tugged on his sleeves as if preparing a clever retort, but Patrick wasn’t done.

      “No amount of preening is going to shed the indignities of someone who lives off the bodily fluids of others.” Patrick turned toward his audience, speaking louder than necessary. “That is if you’re able to open the sippy pouches that now make up your meals.”

      Even as he wondered just how Patrick knew about that particular humiliation—no way Luis would share it, one of the many who despised the leprechaun—Vlad heard the snickers turned to laughs. A few cursed princes high-fived one another with their frog hands. Fairies flitted over the ping-pong table throwing out streaks of glowing pixie dust. Within seconds, those plumes formed the letters “B-U-R-N,” and the high-pitched squeals indicated just how pleased the fairies were with their aerodynamic addition to the conversation.

      The skywriting encouraged Patrick further. He leaped off the recliner and stepped toward Vlad, standing stiff and straight as if he were six feet tall instead of three. “Speaking of ‘burn,’ that’s a pretty embarrassing Achilles’ heel, right? You come in here strutting and spouting as if you own the joint, yet if someone opened so much as a single curtain, you’d violate one of our most important rules.”

      Patrick paused, his audience leaning forward.

      “Smoking’s not allowed!”

      The room erupted in chortles and guffaws. Even the ogres joined in, a typically sullen bunch who never got over the “No mindless clubbing of residents including other ogres” policy.

      Vlad took a deep breath, trying not to take the bait. This was Patrick’s specialty, goading others to do something unseemly, like hurling small objects through windows (explaining the community rule prohibiting leprechaun-based defenestration, a regulation Vlad found odd until he got to know Patrick).

      “Nothing to say, oh prince of the night?” Patrick poked Vlad’s knee. “No? Then maybe it’s time to go back to the dark shadows from whence you came, you supernatural disappointment.”

      Vlad’s heart involuntarily quickened, black dots forming along the edge of his vision. Fangs clicked into place. He was going into hunting mode and was already past the point of no return.

      Before he knew what was happening, Vlad bent—no, swooped—toward Patrick, the vampire’s face inches from the leprechaun’s vulnerable throat. Instinctively, Vlad hissed, long and loud, a warning to his prey that it was about to have its life drained one swallow at a time.

      Only Vlad felt something shoot out of his mouth, that something landing at Patrick’s feet.

      It was small, white, and serrated. His tongue explored the gap along his gums, confirming the worst. The only thing to be drained here was his dignity.

      Vlad reached for the errant incisor but was beaten by a tiny hand.

      “Well, well, well, look what we have here,” Patrick held up the tooth for all to see. “Of all the fairies here, none of them are of the Tooth family, a shame because this would be worth at least five bucks, am I right?”

      Vlad froze like a vampire in ultraviolet light, seeing no way out of this ridiculous situation. The incisor would grow back, he’d lost hundreds over the centuries. But those had been embedded in bone or muscle, gone in the throes of feasting passion. He’d never spit one out, until today. All he’d wanted to do was get some sleep. Was that too much to ask?

      Patrick wasn’t done, shoving the tooth into his pocket. “Vlad,” he spread his arms theatrically. “’Fangs for the memory.”

      Laughter was interrupted by a gruff voice at the back of the room. “Can everybody just please shut up and let the few of us trying to sleep do just that,” Luis marched into the center of the room, arms bristling with fur.

      Vlad eyed his friend; the vampire mortified that Luis felt he had to come to the defense. Vlad shook his head. “Luis, trust me, I got this.”

      “Oh, I know you do,” Luis agreed, pointing a single claw at the vampire. “That’s why I’m here. As president of our community association, I’m here to make sure you neither maim, injure nor dismember another resident regardless how any rational person would consider the act reasonable, if not preferable. In other words, Vlad, fangs off the little person.”

      Patrick took a step forward, his mocking expression in full force. “Wolfboy, you have got to be shitting me.”

      “Not me,” Luis swiveled toward the leprechaun, aiming a slightly longer claw toward Patrick. “But give Vlad half a chance, and you might be taking up valuable space in his digestive tract.”

      No one knew at the time that the only thing about to go to shit was Upton Arms itself, thanks to Patrick. And there would not be a rainbow in sight.
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      “Seven-zip gentleman, and that’s a skunk.”

      Luis felt the hairs on the back of his neck sprout. He could let himself turn and take out his frustrations on his ping-pong teammate, but there were two problems with the imagined scenario. First, Luis knew he’d probably only get as far as were-possum. Secondly, even if he achieved werewolf and tore off his partner’s arms, Darnell would just snap them back in again. That was the problem with teaming up with zombies and their pathetic athletic skills. You can’t win, and you can’t kill them because they’re already dead.

      “That went by so quickly we have time for a rematch,” Henry remarked, flipping his paddle to imply his talents extended to juggling, ignoring his fumble, causing it to clatter to the floor. “Several in fact.”

      Henry wasn’t a bad guy, a shapeshifter whose powers were so depleted he couldn’t even change into a younger version of himself. Though hundreds of years old, Henry appeared to be in his mid-fifties with a baby face, narrow forehead, and unkempt mop of salt-and-pepper hair. He looked like a guy voted “Most Likely to Blend In,” not a terrible thing when you could change into almost anybody, which Henry could no longer pull off. Yet Luis fumed, not just at the loss but at things in general. He wasn’t even sure why. It was as if there was an undercurrent of tension at Upton Arms, something he couldn’t put a claw on.

      “Fuck off, Henry,” Luis said, flinging his paddle with its shredded rubber face onto the table. “Too bad you can’t change into something that isn’t such a douchebag.”

      “And too bad you can’t change into something that isn’t so shitty at ping-pong,” Henry taunted, retrieving the paddle so he could bounce the ball rhythmically, an easier task. “Or into anything that didn’t suck at everything.”

      Luis’s eyes bored into Henry as the shifter wandered off, knowing it was a bad idea to get between a couple of supernaturals, even those whose powers had bottomed out. Luis took a breath, told himself to calm down. That Henry would come at him like that was uncharacteristic of the shapeshifter he knew, a man whose company he frequently enjoyed.

      Until this second.

      “That may be true, Henry,” Luis said in a measured tone. “But at least when I change, it’s not into some of the most inconsequential people to have walked the earth.”

      A low blow, Luis knew, but on target. Henry winced, reminded that he was a pathetic shadow of his former self. He’d confided to a handful of others that his shapeshifting talents had narrowed to mimicking those in the Kardashian orbit, perhaps due to their ubiquitous presence in the pop culture landscape. Gossip being what it was, the revelation soon was known throughout Upton Arms, spreading faster than anything ending in “-itis.”

      Breasts began to stretch Henry’s pastel-blue polo shirt, a byproduct of the shapeshifter’s stress. Before it was clear which Kardashian was on its way to Henry’s body, he turned on his heel and scampered out as fairies placed their bets (Khloe was the favorite).

      “Henry!” Luis called out, waving his paddle in the air. “Please, I’m sorry. Henry!”

      It was too late. Luis ignored the neon yellow “Asshole” floating over the table, hating that he gave the fairies reason to display their dickish nature.

      A voice whispered in his ear. “Uncool Luis.”

      “Fuck you, Ralph,” Luis responded instinctively, tossing the paddle on the table. The invisible man was always inserting himself into uncomfortable situations, aided by the fact no one had any idea he was there.

      Ralph was right, of course. It was uncool. Luis had retaliated against basic trash talk with a precision-guided insult fired by the drone of callousness. What was wrong with him?

      The vibe also contributed to tempers as short as Patrick’s inseam. Arguments were sparked by incomplete jigsaw puzzles, clothes left too long in the dryer, and microwaving salmon in the common kitchen (seen more as an attack than ignorance).  While such tensions would result in little more than the shaking of fists at a typical retirement home, confrontations could lead to damage, injury or, in the case of a particular oracle who said she could summon the Grim Reaper, death. (The only power she was known for, however, was summoning farts that could clear the room, which encouraged everyone to stay on her good side.)

      It was the first time the werewolf felt uneasy within the comfortable confines of Upton Arms. Not that he ever thought he’d need such a place. It wasn’t all that long ago—or maybe it was—that Luis was the Alpha, leading a small pack comprised of Cuban immigrants looking to create a new life (if not more than a few livestock deaths) in America. He’d even discovered he could change into a werewolf at will, lunar cycle be damned. He struck out on his own, determined to fit into a world that often rejected his kind (his Latino self more than his werewolf self). The more resistance he met, the more likely he was to go wolf, leading to aching joints, a stiff back, and a monthly clothing bill.

      His addiction to lupine powers nearly destroyed Luis. His body crumbled under the weight of dependency, unable to tolerate frequent transformations that demanded bone, muscle, and sinew to grow and stretch in a matter of minutes. Each transformation took more time than the one before, as did recovery. Skin winkled and drooped, a paunch developing as if to take up the slack. Once an intimidating six-foot-two, the mirror reflected his reality of a five-foot-nine guy with a dad bod.

      The end as Luis knew it came on a self-pitying bender of domesticated fowl. After being kicked out by his latest girlfriend—relationships had been the only source of his income—he stumbled across a backyard chicken coop. As if to prove he still had it, though on a modest scale, Luis returned that night under a three-quarters moon. He transformed under the pale light and tore into the flock, feasting upon blood and raw flesh. Or so he thought. A few days later at a local watering hole, he heard a woman complain about a skinny, largely toothless mongrel that had gotten into her coop and injured two of her chickens. “Started to go after it with a broom until it started whimpering in a way to break your heart,” she said. “Gave him a few beef jerky treats before he took off.”

      That explained the non-chicken aftertaste when Luis woke up the next day in the alley where he shared a lean-to with another unhoused individual.

      It wasn’t long before his roommate kicked him out of the makeshift shelter (“I don’t want to spend any more time smelling whatever it was that died in your pants,” she said.) From then on, he was a lone werewolf, preferring a solitary life where he didn’t have to meet anyone’s expectations. He spent random nights transforming into creatures unrecognizable by nature, scaring feral cats, raccoons, and other creatures battling for scraps.

      

      Then, on an unseasonably warm April night, Luis stumbled across the city’s most dangerous playground, its ranking based on its syringe-to-swing ratio. Any parent bringing their kids would immediately show on the radar of Child Protective Services. Shortly before midnight, Luis noticed a crumbling castle spire, the perfect lofty perch for someone who’d hit rock bottom.

      Sun and vandals had conspired to fade and splinter the plastic tower’s façade. Luis was sure it hosted far more addicts than kids, thus an appropriate place to crash(land) for a night. Or two. All he had to do was cross a flimsy plastic bridge and scramble up a child-sized spiral staircase. A cozy niche, indeed, as long as he didn’t wake up at the bottom of the steep slide leading off the tower. That was a metaphor for life he could do without.

      Luis traipsed across the burning sand, pausing with each step to look for needles or glass shards reflecting the pale moonlight. His dollar-store sandals, the footwear of choice thanks to transformations that could shred shoes, didn’t offer the kind of protection one needed in a minefield of sharp objects. He hopped to the top step of a three-step staircase before starting across the bridge.

      “STOP!” a voice thundered from below. “The other side you shall not see, lest you answer these riddles three.”

      Luis froze. He peered over the edge to the sand two feet below. Nothing.

      “What the fuck?” he muttered, then louder. “Who’s there?” No answer. “Hello?” Pause. “Fine, fuck you.” Luis took another step, support chains rattling.

      The voice again, this time with a conversational, almost pleading, tone. “What was it about ‘The other side you shall not see, lest you answer these riddles three’ did you not understand? It’s pretty straightforward.”

      Something shuffled below. Luis took out his phone and shined its light under the bridge. All he saw were the remnants of a shattered beer bottle and what appeared to be cat feces.

      Something shifted in the shadows and Luis turned the beam toward it, the light catching a small, hunched figure, its (his?) head sporting hair in thick, matted clumps. Brawny, furry arms and legs poked from a stout torso wrapped in what appeared to be a badly tailored hotel robe. It reminded Luis of something he’d turned into a few weeks ago after several highballs on a moonless night.

      “What the fuck you staring at?” the thing rumbled, partially emerging into the light and shielding its eyes. “Get that magical light out of my eyes, adventurer.” The creature said, its face gnarled with a bad case of warts.

      “Who…what...are you?” Luis wondered aloud, ignoring the creature’s request. “And what are you doing under playground bridge?”

      “Who the fuck do you think I am?” the creature snapped, hurling a bit of sand in Luis’s direction. “Ruminate a bit. I’m short but could still tear you in half if I wanted. I live under a bridge. I ask people three clever, rather ingenious riddles to prove themselves worthy of passing. Any guesses, Einstein?”

      “If I remember my folklore correctly, I’d say bridge troll,” Luis pondered, rubbing his chin. “But to call this a bridge is pretty generous.”

      “A bridge is a bridge, no matter how small.” A pause. “Great, now you got me talking like Dr. fucking Seuss.”

      “Look, I don’t care who you are or why you’re here, but we’re done.” Luis took another step when a stubby-fingered hand shot from below, grabbing his ankle.

      “Riddles three first, asshole.”

      “I don’t think so,” the werewolf argued, lifting his leg. Or at least tried to lift it. The hand remained like a steel manacle. Luis winced when that cuff tightened. “OK, OK, give me the riddles, geez.”

      “The first,” the troll pronounced solemnly, releasing Luis’s ankle. “One look at my face and you know what time it is. What am I?”

      “Is this a trick question?”

      “It is not a question. It’s a riddle, one so devious as to cause⁠—”

      “A clock.”

      “Did you say a clock?”

      “I did.”

      There was a long pause before the scratchy voice returned. “That would be, you know, not it. The true answer I vow and will reveal to you now.”

      “Yes?”

      “A, um, watch. Yes, a watch.”

      “Same thing,” Luis retorted.

      “You’re saying a watch is a clock?”

      “A form of clock, absolutely.” Luis glowered at the troll, revealing his “I’m about to go wolf on your ass” expression, though it was a complete bluff.

      The troll folded. “When you put it that way…” The troll cleared his throat. “Number two. It has lots of eyes but cannot see. What is it?”

      Luis knew this one from his childhood. “A potato.”

      “Nope,” the troll said firmly, crossing his arms. “A cave full of bats.”

      “That’s stupid. And wrong.”

      “You’re stupid and wrong. Have you never heard the saying, ‘Blind as a bat’?”

      Luis shook his head, trying to wrap his head around such an inane conversation. “Bats can see, just not very well. Here, I’ll prove it.” The werewolf pulled out his phone and tapped the screen a few times and handed it to the troll, who scanned it for several minutes before handing it back.

      “I am not sure how or why your magical slab knows so much about bats…” the troll trailed off again. “Never mind, for my third question is truly diabolical.”

      “I hope so because the first two have been lame.”

      “If only you knew me in my youth. My riddles were known to turn brains inside out. I lost count of the quests that ended with brave seekers being flung off bridges.”

      “I’m sure,” Luis agreed, hoping it didn’t sound as patronizing as it was.

      “Don’t patronize me. That just makes me want to give you a real brain buster, a puzzle with a side of enigma.”

      Luis was about to correct the saying but this had already gone on too long. He waited quietly for the third riddle.

      “Here it is,” the troll began.

      Silence.

      Luis waited, tapping his foot with impatience. “Go on,” he prodded.

      “Don’t you know a dramatic pause when you hear one? It’s like you’ve never been asked riddles three by a bridge troll before.”

      Silence.

      “Oh, a dramatic pause in return,” the troll applauded lightly. “Well done. Last riddle: What’s in your wallet?”

      Luis was pretty sure the riddle was more a slogan but answered. “Three bucks, a dollar-off coupon at Stan’s Sandwich Stand, and a punch card giving me my next car wash free, if only I still had a car.”

      “I’ll take your word for it. You may pass to the Forbidden Tower.”

      “Forbidden?”

      “If you knew what happened up there just a few hours ago, you wouldn’t question that.”

      Equipped with that valuable bit of insider knowledge, Luis changed his bedtime plans. “Mind some company?” he said, moving to join the troll.

      “This is a one-troll bridge,” was the answer.

      “Good thing I’m not a troll, nor is this really a bridge.”

      “You know why this is a bridge? Because a troll lives under it. Case closed, wolf-boy.”

      “You knew I was a wolf?”

      “Of course. I’m the bridge troll, not the village idiot.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.” Luis hesitated, wondering how in the hell this creature knew his secret. He was far too tired to ask, and to find a better place to sleep. He curled up next to a merry-go-round held together by rust and determination. Sleep came quickly, limbs twitching as the wolf in his dreams took down a grizzly bear before cracking a cold one and browsing Lupine Love, a dating app that existed only in his mind.

      Finding the perfect match, he swiped right. The woman on the screen reached out and pushed his shoulder. “We need to leave,” she insisted, giving him another shove. “No fucking joke, man, time to get a move on.”

      “What?” Luis opened his eyes, then closed them since they were not ready for so much sunlight.

      Hands wedged themselves under Luis’s shoulders and lifted him into a sit.

      Sand. He was sitting on sand.

      The playground, the troll. It all came back. And he was sore as hell.

      He opened his eyes, quickly raising his hands to block the rising sun. He looked around, saw the merry-go-round, the tower, the troll.

      “Let’s go, hombre,” the troll insisted, slipping his hand under Luis’s armpits as he had any hope of lifting the werewolf. “People tend to call the police when they see trolls, especially when those trolls are not under a bridge.”

      “It’s not a bridge,” Luis said, pushing the troll away.

      “At this point, I don’t give fuck all what you call it. We just need to be gone.” The troll nodded past the merry-go-round. Luis twisted around to see two—no, three—cop cars and several officers talking to a group of twenty-somethings in the process of emptying their pockets. “Drug bust,” the troll explained. “In a minute or so, those officers of the realm are going to search the Forbidden Tower for substances forbade by authorities. They will see us and will find our presence very suspicious. Especially yours given your current look.”

      “What?” Luis was offended until he discovered his clothes were in shreds, but his sandals in fine form. He wasn’t sure what was more disappointing, experiencing a werewolf version of a wet dream or having one of his best transformations in years and not being aware of it.

      The two stumbled out of the park, the troll leading the way. “I know a sewer not far from here. I use it to travel between the many bridges I call home.”

      Luis looked at him quizzically.

      “Long story,” the troll muttered. “Let’s just say when you live under a bridge five feet long and two feet high, you’re easily spotted.”

      “What about a freeway underpass or something?” Even in bringing up the obvious, Luis wondered why he cared at all.

      “Good spots all belong to troll millennials. Just because they’re only a thousand years old, they think they rule the goddamned planet.”

      The troll pulled Luis into some shrubs as a car went by.

      “Anyway, we need to get out of here before we attract attention, which is what a troll and an elderly man wearing shredded clothes tend to do.”

      “Fuck me,” Luis blurted, now down to one set of clothes and a pair of mismatched Crocs. “I appreciate the help, but I’m not very good with sewers.” He held out his hand. “Luis, by the way.”

      “Tony. Before you leave, mind if pose one more riddle?”

      “Shoot.”

      “I’m an aging, unhoused werewolf with performance issues. Where do I go?”

      “Uh…”

      The troll put his hand in his pocket and withdrew a crisp white business card, handing it to Luis. “Trust me on this,” he said before trotting off.

      The werewolf looked at the card. “Upton Arms: An Active Lifestyle Home for the Supernaturally Enhanced.” Below that was an address and phone number.

      “Active lifestyle home?” Luis knew that was code for old folks’ home, and he’d be damned if he was ready to give up.

      He would change his mind two days later when, after an intimate night with a bottle of tequila, he woke up in the wolf habitat with an angry alpha staring at him.
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