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One: The Witch Boys of Sunset Boulevard

SOMEONE SMELLED DELICIOUS.

Felix really ought to have been sated. He had fed that night already, but in spite of his satiety, the new aroma tempted him like nothing before. It was the same dark tang that normally inspired his appetite, but with a sweet note buried in the scent—like an orange at the peak of its sweetness, right on the cusp of rotting. It didn’t take him long to discover the source of the aroma; it was a young man in a hooded sweatshirt, making his way down Sunset Boulevard. He walked with remarkable confidence for being on his own at two o’clock in the morning. Felix grinned. He liked the confident ones; their shock when confronted with the likes of him was always amusing.

He raced ahead of the young man with superhuman swiftness, jumping in front of him with his fangs bared. Felix loved this part, right before the attack—the moment when human confusion and animal terror mixed together as his victim realized their fate. Any moment now, he would scream. Or at least, he would try to. By then it would be too late.

The young man jumped and inhaled sharply at Felix’s sudden appearance. But once he’d given Felix a good once-over, he let out his breath in a relieved puff. There was no screaming, no futile attempt to flee or freezing in terror. In fact, it was Felix who froze in place, confused by the young man’s strange reaction.

As Felix tried to gather his wits to think of what to do next, the young man brushed past him and continued on. Felix shook himself out of his muddle. He brought a hand up to his mouth, feeling to make sure his fangs were still bared. They were. Perhaps the young man hadn’t seen him clearly; the lighting here was particularly poor, and mortal vision was not very good.

He zipped ahead of the young man and jumped out at him again, making sure he was directly under a streetlight. He raised his arms and hissed for good measure.

“You can stop doing that,” the young man said. “I’m not afraid of you.”

“Oh really?” Felix sneered, although in honesty he was taken aback. “We’ll see if your bravery lasts when I sink my fangs into your yielding flesh!”

He attempted to pounce, but nothing happened. He tried again, but his limbs just wouldn’t cooperate. As he stood there in confusion, the young man stepped around him and continued walking.

Once Felix had collected himself, he set out after the young man again, this time trotting beside him. The young man paid him no attention.

“Have you put a spell on me?”

“No.”

“Then why can’t I attack you?”

“Because I’m not afraid of you,” he said. He wasn’t even looking at Felix. “Vampires can only attack people who fear them.”

Felix scoffed. “That can’t be true.”

“Think about it. Can you ever remember a time when a potential victim wasn’t afraid of you?”

“Not that I recall.”

“Then if you only ever confronted people who were afraid of you, how would you have found out you couldn’t attack someone who wasn’t?”

Felix turned that over in his mind. It did make a certain amount of sense.

They continued to walk together. Felix tried to startle him a few more times, hoping it would raise enough fear for Felix to strike, but it didn’t work. The young man’s face remained expressionless, as if Felix weren’t even there. He was a remarkably good-looking fellow, with sandy-blond hair and blue eyes. He was so pleasant to look at that Felix eventually ceased his efforts to frighten him in favor of simply gazing at him. His sweatshirt was not zipped all the way, but the T-shirt underneath was too baggy to give even a suggestion of the body it concealed. He wished the young man would take it off, or at the very least remove the hood.

After some time, they came to an apartment building. The young man approached one of the doors on the first floor. “Well, I would say it was nice meeting you, but it wasn’t, really,” he said as he took out his keys. “Good night.” He unlocked his door.

Felix blocked the door with his body, preventing the young man from entering. “You’ve led me straight to where you live,” he said in his scariest voice. “I could strike when you least expect it, in your very home. Certainly that will frighten you enough for me to attack!”

“Vampires can’t enter a home unless you invite them. Did you really think I wouldn’t know that?”

Felix scowled. “How do you know all this?”

“None of your business. Now unless you want to stand around here until dawn, get your hand off my door and go away.”

“Maybe I do want to stand around here,” Felix said. “You can’t make me leave.”

The young man rolled his eyes. “Fine.” He leaned on the wall a few steps away from the door and took a pack of cigarettes and a silver lighter out of the pocket of his hooded sweatshirt. He perched a cigarette between his pink lips and lit it.

Felix remained where he was. The young man didn’t even spare him a glance as he smoked his cigarette, gazing instead at the smoke as it left his lips and dissipated into the night air. Felix felt annoyed; surely he was more interesting than a cloud of smoke!

“Why are you out alone so late?” Felix asked. “While you may not be afraid of vampires, you are still vulnerable to mortal attackers.” An idea flashed through Felix’s mind. “What if I got a gun? Would you be afraid of me then?”

The young man rolled his eyes again. “Why are you so intent on killing me?”

“I don’t want to kill you. I want to drink your blood.”

“And that’s not the same thing?”

Felix had to think about it. “No, I don’t think it is,” he said. “It’s true that my victims swoon, but I’m fairly certain they survive.”

The young man raised an eyebrow. “You don’t know for sure?”

“There isn’t much reason for me to linger after I’ve fed, is there?”

“I guess not.” He took another long drag of his cigarette. “So why do you want to drink my blood? You’ve already fed tonight.”

Felix looked at him with surprise. “How did you know that?”

“You’ve got blood on your chin.”

Felix wiped his face with the hand that wasn’t holding the door shut. Sure enough, it came away red. “Doesn’t that make you feel at least a little scared?” he asked plaintively.

The young man finished his cigarette with one final inhale, dropped the butt on the street, and then stubbed it out with his toe. “Sorry to say, but it takes a lot to make me feel anything at all.” He pulled out his pack of cigarettes again and took another one. “Would you like one?”

The young man offered the pack and his lighter. Felix stared at the cigarettes and then back at his face. The young man put his hand forward farther. “Go on. Take one.”

Felix frowned, wondering at the young man’s sudden generosity. John stood just out of reach, so Felix had to step closer to him to accept the pack and the lighter. Felix’s fingers brushed over the skin of the young man’s hand. It was so warm.

“Thank you,” Felix said, a little dazed.

“No problem.” The young man’s smile was dazzling.

Felix smiled back and turned his attention to the pack of cigarettes, pulling one out and readying the lighter—

—and then, quick as lightning, the young man slipped inside his apartment and slammed the door shut behind him.

“Goddamnit!” Felix shouted after him, pounding on the door. “Come back out here!”

There was no answer. Felix stomped around in a circle, cursing. Once he composed himself, he went back to the door. “Well, I’m keeping your cigarettes! And your lighter! And you’ll never get them back!”

This also failed to get a response. Felix examined the lighter. On one side there was a figure etched into the metal: a dragon, or a demon. Some mythical creature, at any rate. On the other side, there was an engraving: To John. Love, Rob.

A gift, then. Perhaps he could use its sentimental nature to his advantage. “I really mean it!” he shouted. “I’ll throw this lighter in the sewer!”

Still no response.

With a huff, he zipped away. His preternatural speed meant he only had to travel a few moments before he reached the estate in Beverly Hills where he resided with his sister, Cat, and her husband, Richard. The sprawling wrought iron gates were shut, but unlike the young man’s closed door, the gates posed no barrier to him. He launched himself upward and over the curled letters that spelled out the name of the estate: HAPPY ENDINGS. Under it was the image of a boar, cast in iron. The sign’s rusted state made the promise of the words ring a bit false. Nevertheless, it was the only home he had, and he had no desire to meet the dawn.

 

THE MANSION WAS dark and silent when Felix entered. His footsteps echoed through the marble foyer as he made his way to the stairs. Normally, he would go straight to his room after such a feed, but the events of the night had him riled. He decided to seek out Cat, although she was in torpor the last time he checked. She might be cross with him for waking her up; Cat held no great love for the waking world. But he had something interesting to tell her, which was a rarity. Perhaps it would put her in a better humor.

He went into her room, which was decorated in bold Art Deco patterns of black and gold. There was a grand vanity in one corner of the room with an equally impressive bureau in the other. An enormous television took up most of the south wall. Most impressive was the four-poster bed, surrounded by thick black and gold curtains that were drawn.

As he made his way to the bed, he passed bookshelves and end tables that held remembrances from her days of movie stardom long past. There was the veil from her debut role in The Deathly Lover; a ruby encrusted dagger from Hatshepsut: Queen of Egypt; the famous mermaid photo spread promoting her movie Mermaids of the Blue Lagoon; and of course her crowning achievement: the Oscar, won for her role as Ophelia in 1948, which was her last role. Her husband hadn’t been able to coax her into another role after that. It was a source of much contention between them. He’d attempted to recreate his past successes with other starlets, but his greatness as a producer declined, until they both deteriorated into mere memories of an age past.

Felix parted the curtains of the bed and climbed in. Cat lay there in her silk nightgown, with a frilly pink sleeping mask covering her eyes. Her dark hair was twisted up in curling papers.

“Cat,” he whispered. She was usually rather cranky when she was woken, so he tried to be as gentle as possible. He gave her a little nudge. No response.

He lifted the mask and peeked at her face. Despite the fact that they’d been undead for over a century, it still bothered him to see her so pale and still. He wondered if she felt the same way when she saw him in torpor.

“Cat,” he said a little more forcefully. When that still didn’t get a response out of her, he grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. “Cat!”

She shot up suddenly, letting out a screech. It startled Felix so badly that he fell off the bed. As he got to his feet, his sister threw the curtain open. She tried to remove her sleeping mask, but it got caught on her curlers.

“What’s happened?” she asked, her voice panicked. “Are you all right?”

Felix sat down beside her and helped untangle the mask. “Nothing’s happened. I’m all right.”

She crossed her arms. “Then why have you awoken me?” The concern had left her voice, and now that she was unmasked, Felix was subjected to her formidable glare.

Felix rubbed his neck. “Well—I had a very curious encounter.”

She gave him a look. “And?”

“And I’d like your opinion on the matter.”

“Couldn’t you have waited until I had woken up on my own?”

“How much rest do you need? You’ve been out for nearly three months!”

Cat blinked rapidly. “Three months?” She grabbed the remote control on her nightstand and turned the TV on, switching immediately to the DVR. Her mouth dropped into a silent O as she examined the screen. “I’ve missed half a season of the Real Housewives of Beverly Hills.”

“Do you still want me to leave?”

Cat shook herself out of it and turned back to him. “No. You’re right. I should get up. Fetch my dressing gown.”

Felix went to the bureau and selected a leopard-print robe with large, feathery sleeves and brought it to her. They made their way to the vanity. Two things were unusual about it: the first was that there were two stools rather than one. The second was that there were no mirrors in the frames. While vampires could appear in photographs, they lacked reflections, so mirrors were pointless. They wouldn’t have been visible anyway; there were stacks of beauty products piled all over the counter. Cat was a Home Shopping Network enthusiast.

Once she was seated, Cat reached for one of the papers on her head and began to undo it. Felix sat down beside her and reached for a curl as well. Soon her whole head was a mass of silky, dark springs. He’d always helped her with her hair. A long time ago, it had been down to her waist, but she’d cut it all off when she met Richard. It hadn’t grown back since.

Cat sorted through the mess on the vanity until she found a brush. “So?” she asked as she brushed the curls. “Tell me about this ‘curious encounter.’”

“I met a man I couldn’t feed on. Every time I tried to attack him, I found myself frozen in place.”

“Now that is strange,” she said. She held out her hand. “Hair spray.”

Felix shifted through the mess until he found a can and handed it to her. “I think he might be a witch.”

Cat stopped midspritz. “A witch? Are you sure?”

“I don’t know. I couldn’t get a straight answer out of him.”

“Are you saying you stayed to converse with him after your attack failed?”

“Yes. He told me vampires can’t attack anyone who isn’t afraid of them.”

“Why wasn’t he afraid of you? Did you jump out at him from the shadows, catching him completely by surprise?”

“Yes.”

“Did you bare your fangs and hiss at him?”

“Of course I did!”

“That is indeed a puzzle.” Cat shuffled through the clutter on her vanity. “Now where on earth is that blasted contraption?”

Felix slid the phone out of his pocket. “Here, allow me.” He snapped a photo of her and then handed the phone to her.

She examined the picture. Her hair was the height of fashion, circa 1943.

“Satisfactory,” she concluded. “Now help me put on my face.”

Felix searched around for some foundation, combing through boxes of makeup, anti-aging creams, and blemish concealers, which were useless since she neither aged nor blemished. Why she kept buying them was an enduring mystery. At last he found her favorite foundation and some sponges, and then he set to work.

Felix had always done Cat’s makeup. Since she didn’t have a reflection, she couldn’t do it herself, and any makeup artists would have been very startled at said lack of reflection. She had experimented with using the laptop computer when web cameras were invented, but found them cumbersome. Besides, it was the comfort of the ritual that was important. It wasn’t as if she was going anywhere.

Felix did fine with the rouge but fumbled with the eyeliner, accidentally poking her in the eye. She jerked back with a cry. “Watch what you’re doing!”

“Sorry.”

Cat peered at him. “You’re bothered by this mortal, aren’t you?”

Felix scoffed. “No!”

Cat just gave him a look.

“All right, yes. He was just so unimpressed! Like I was a stray dog who followed him home.”

“Why does it matter? It isn’t as if you’re starving—I can smell the blood in you.”

“It’s the principle of the thing. He ought to have been afraid.”

“Well, if he is truly a witch, you should count yourself lucky that you escaped with no further rebuke than his disdain. Let it go. Nothing good can come of dealings with witches.” She took the phone from his hand and snapped another picture. “I almost look alive, don’t I?”

“Almost.”

Cat gave him a look. She got up from her stool and glided over to the sofa without a backward glance. Felix sighed inwardly; she could be so sensitive. He joined her on the sofa. Cat turned on the television again and queued up her show. Angry orange women filled the screen. Cat poured them both a glass of wine from a dusty bottle that had been sitting on the coffee table.

“You know, I really don’t understand the appeal of this,” Felix said after they’d been watching for a while.

“I’m curious about mortal life nowadays,” she said. “And this is reality television—not pretend like those other shows.” She watched for another few moments. “They don’t seem particularly happy, do they?”

“I suppose not.”

Cat settled back on the couch and took a long sip of her wine. “That’s what I thought.”

They’d just finished their second bottle of wine when he felt it—the dawn. He and Cat shivered. Even in their shut-up old manor with dark curtains covering every window that wasn’t bricked over, he could feel the sun creeping above the horizon.

He left Cat and went to his own suite, where he peeled off his bloodstained clothes before dropping them on the floor as he made his way to the shower. He laid his forehead against the tile as the warm water washed over him. Afterward, he dried himself, stumbled into bed, and drew the curtains behind him.

But he didn’t fall asleep right away. The events of the evening nagged him. He got out of bed and found his discarded trousers, and then reached into the pocket and pulled out John’s lighter. He crawled into bed, flicked it open, and lit it. He stared into the dancing flame for a long time as consciousness began to fade. There was something about the way it danced that made him reluctant to put it out. He succumbed to an impulse to wave his finger through the flame. He noticed with triumph it didn’t hurt, but the second time he did it, it stung. Strangely, he didn’t mind. It was a feeling, even if it was a bad one. It had been quite some time since he’d had a real feeling. He wasn’t going to give up on this John yet, although what exactly he wanted and how he was going to get it remained a bit hazy.

He shut the lighter and stuck his smarting finger in his mouth. The lighter was still curled in his other hand as he drifted into darkness.

 

FELIX WOKE UP suddenly.

He always woke up suddenly, with a great gasp, even though he was long beyond the need to breathe. It was as if all at once, his body forgot it was dead and jolted back into animation, spurred by whatever dark magic made him possible in the first place.

His fist flexed around something in his hand—the lighter. It took him a moment to remember John and that strange night. He knew he hadn’t dreamed it, because he didn’t dream. Still, the memory felt hazy, as memories often did for him; he was nearly a century and a half old and events tended to blur together. He gripped the lighter firmly. He wouldn’t forget this.

He left his room and went to his sister’s. She was reclining on her sofa, watching television. In her hands, she held a candy dish full of pills. “Are you up already?” she asked without turning from the television.

Felix stretched. “How long has it been?”

“I don’t know. A week or so.”

Felix lay back on the sofa, putting his feet on his sister’s lap. On the screen, a British man yelled at some people in a restaurant.

“Why is he so angry?” Felix asked.

“Oh, mortals are very particular about food nowadays,” Cat said knowledgeably. “If they don’t get it exactly right, everyone will be poisoned. He will summon the police if they continue to cook badly, although it hasn’t come to that yet, thank goodness.”

They watched the show in silence until the commercial break, although Felix didn’t pay much attention. He couldn’t stop brooding about John.

“Perhaps I simply did not try hard enough to scare him.”

Cat turned from the television to look at him. “Who?”

“John. The witch boy.”

Cat raised an eyebrow. “‘John?’ I hadn’t realized you had made introductions.”

“We didn’t, exactly.”

“Then how did it go, exactly?”

Felix avoided looking his sister in the eye. “It doesn’t matter. By the end of this night, he will tremble before me!”

“You can’t seriously be considering going after him again?” Cat asked with equal parts disbelief and disdain. “Do you have no sense? Leave him be!”

Felix scowled. “I am not entirely helpless. I am a fierce creature of the night! Besides, he lives in a hovel. If he’s a witch of any real power, surely he would keep himself in better comfort.”

“Perhaps his seeming poverty is a ruse,” she said. “You can’t trust witches.”

Felix rolled his eyes. “And what, pray tell, do you imagine he’ll do to me? If he were powerful enough to end me, I would not be standing here.”

“He could ensnare you.”

“Yes, well, he’d need my consent for that, wouldn’t he? I’m not foolish enough to give it to him.”

He regretted his words immediately. Cat always had a lost, wounded look about her, which grew even worse at his unkind words. He knelt in front of her and took her hand in his.

“Forgive me,” he said.

She sighed. “For what? Speaking the truth?” She encouraged him to stand up. “If you are determined to be a fool, I suppose I cannot stop you. Just—be careful.”

Felix kissed her hand. “I will.”

He left her to her television program, retreating to his room to change into some suitably sinister yet also alluring clothing, and then he was off to John’s place.

But when he got to John’s apartment, he wasn’t home. Should he come back later? After a moment’s thought, he decided against it. He didn’t want to miss any opportunity. He retreated to the bushes across from the building, waiting for his return. Several hours passed. He dozed a little. At last, around two in the morning, he spotted John walking down the street. Felix rubbed his hands together in glee; his campaign of terror could at last begin! Unfortunately, he hadn’t thought of what exactly to do yet. Before he could think of anything, John had entered his apartment.

That was fine, though. He would make him feel unsafe in his own home. Felix racked his brain, trying to think of something unsettling. Perhaps he could rattle the windows and run away? He knew he himself would be unsettled by inexplicably rattling windows.

He tapped on the window and then hid in the shadows. A few minutes later, he did it again, and then once more. On his fourth trip, however, the window opened just as he was about to rattle it, and he came face-to-face with John. He froze under John’s gaze, distracted for a moment by how very attractive he was. His hair shone like sand on the beach in the summer, and his eyes were dark blue, like stormy ocean waters.

“What are you doing?” John looked more annoyed than unnerved.

Felix felt somewhat deflated, but he soldiered on. “I am stalking you.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m a fierce creature of the night.”

“So you think you can annoy me into being frightened of you? Is that your plan?”

Felix didn’t say anything; when he heard John say it out loud like that, it sounded stupid.

“You’re wasting your time. I will never be afraid of you. You have a whole city full of people to terrify. Go bother them.” He made to close the window.

“Wait!” Felix said as inspiration struck him. “I will kill your family! All of them!” He crossed his arms smugly. That would surely frighten him.

“I don’t have any family.”

“Oh.” Felix thought for a moment. “What about your friends?”

“I don’t have any of those, either.”

“What about Rob?”

John did look surprised at that. “Rob? How do you know about—” He stopped. “The lighter. You still have it.”

“Yes!” Felix said with a surge of triumph. “I will find and kill your Rob! What do you say to that?”

“Rob lives in Cincinnati.”

Felix’s face fell. He was all out of ideas.

John sighed. “Look, it’s nothing personal. You’re a scary guy. Really. But even if you did manage to scare me, you wouldn’t be able to kill me.”

That was a rather extraordinary thing to say. “How can you be so sure of that?”

“I just know.”

Felix scoffed. “The arrogance of witches.”

John once again looked taken aback. It wasn’t the same satisfaction as having him trembling in terror, but Felix would take it. “And how did you know—” He cut off. “Never mind. I’m done with this conversation. Get out of here before I call the police.”

Felix laughed. “The police? Do you really think they can stop me? I could kill them easily!”

“You could kill one easily, maybe,” John said. “But there will probably be two of them, and while you’re killing one, the other will shoot you.”

“Mere bullets cannot kill me.”

“Maybe not, but I bet they can knock you out if they put enough bullets in you. Then it’s off to the morgue, where you’ll be trapped. If you manage to escape, you’ll be stuck in a hospital, and you’ll eventually stumble into the sunlight, and then you’ll be burned into ashes.”

As Felix tried to think of a response to that, John shut the window. “I’m not leaving!” Felix shouted through the glass. “You shall know my wrath! Your life will become a living nightmare!”

He kept it up until he heard the sirens. He scowled; he was certain he could evade capture, but had to admit that the scenario John had laid out was not beyond the realm of possibility. Best to retreat for now.




Two: Half in Love with Easeful Death

THE VAMPIRE WAS still stalking him.

To his credit, he was subtle about it. John probably wouldn’t have noticed if he hadn’t taken the precaution of creating a warning crystal. He’d enchanted it to turn red in the vicinity of supernatural creatures, and it had glowed each and every night. He’d look casually over his shoulder and see an abnormal shadow out of the corner of his eye, which vanished as soon as he got it in sight.

John figured he’d get bored of it in a few days, but he didn’t. By the tenth day, John started to get worried. He swapped shifts with one of the other waiters for a couple of days so he could work during daylight hours—maybe if the vampire never got a glimpse of him, he’d leave him alone. It didn’t work. The crystal remained red. Despite himself, he was starting to feel unnerved, which in turn made him annoyed. As if he didn’t have enough shit to deal with.

He entered his apartment and bolted the door. His cat, Astray, trotted up to meet him, rubbing against his legs.

“Just a minute,” he told her. He went to his dresser and pulled out an old flannel shirt and then put it on. After he was properly dressed for a cuddle session, he sat down on his ratty armchair. The cat jumped up and settled on his shoulders, gnawing at the well-chewed collar as she purred in bliss. She’d been half-starved when he found her—he could have taken her to a shelter, but she was so sweet that he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He hadn’t meant to get a cat; the whole reason that he moved to LA was to sever connections, to make it easier for things to come. But Astray had wandered into his life and refused to leave, and he didn’t have the strength to get rid of her.

“Can I ask you a personal question?” he asked the cat.

Astray ignored him, too lost in the delights of flannel gnawing.

John forged ahead anyway. “I assume that before you got this cushy gig with me, you had to hunt for your food sometimes. Tell me—did you ever develop an interest in one particular mouse?”

Astray ceased her chewing and jumped into his lap. She butted her head against his hand, encouraging him to pet her.

“I bet you didn’t,” he said as he stroked her. “I’m sure if one mouse got away, you went and found yourself another mouse. You didn’t go looking for that same mouse ever again, right? I mean, that would just be crazy. Unprecedented, even.”

Astray just closed her eyes in contentment.

John put the cat down for a moment so he could get one of his three-ring binders of spells and lore out of the closet. He returned to the chair, and Astray jumped back on his shoulder as he opened the binder. He flipped through the laminated pages until he found what he was looking for: the curses of vampirism.

Vampires was actually a term for several distinct varieties of undead creatures, each the victim of a different curse. There were the “low” vampires of the Old World. The curse that made them was fairly easy to cast, which meant the results weren’t that impressive; they were little more than shambling corpses. The modern age had pretty much driven them to extinction.

Then there were “high” vampires, who were more like what people thought of nowadays, with deadly beauty and incredible power and a lot of existential angst. But they were rare; most of them were witches who cursed themselves into immortality back in the eighteenth century, thinking they’d found a clever way of beating death, only to discover that the side effects did not exactly make for easy living. Lots of them ended up killing themselves, and the ones who didn’t tended to keep a low profile. That definitely didn’t apply to the creature stalking him.

That left the variety in the middle, who existed because of a misguided curse laid out by the infamous Raimundus Waldram, otherwise known as Mundy the Mad. All powerful magic users tended to be on the eccentric side, but Mundy was out there even for them. Although undeniably powerful, he was also kind of stupid, in the way that power-mad people often are, and the vampiric curse was the crowning “achievement” of his career. It was a piece of magic both immensely powerful and incredibly shortsighted and was held up as an example of exactly what not to do when crafting a spell. For instance, the curse was twenty pages long. The best spells were concise; there was less room for error.

It also helped to have a clear aim in mind, since magic was the focusing of will. Whatever inspired Mundy to write this particular curse was anyone’s guess, as was what exactly he hoped to achieve. It began “O Wretched World, the foul domain/Of the wicked and the vain/I would cleanse humanity/Of every villain that I see.” It went on in that vein for another page or so; he seemed to have a special hatred for good-looking, wealthy people who, John inferred, did not invite him to their parties. He spent a lot of time insulting his enemies’ intellect—a prime example of how loss of focus could have unintended consequences.

After airing his scattered grievances, he got around to the actual cursing, condemning the individuals he found most loathsome: “Living corpses, they will be/Their empty-headed vanity/Will curse them to ne’er know peace/Instead of food, on blood they’ll feast.” He set up some “torments” John was sure Mundy thought were cleverly ironic. For instance: “These vain monsters will ne’er more see their reflections/And the sun will burn their fair complexions.”

He then seemed to have some second thoughts about releasing such monsters upon the public at large, because he added “Only the wicked need fear their bite/Those with conscience clear will escape this blight.” The phrasing was obviously unclear—who qualified as “wicked?” Although vampires were often attracted to people with dark auras, there was nothing to really stop them from attacking anyone they wanted to. Because of the lack of clarity, the practical application of the curse worked in reverse—anyone who wasn’t afraid was assumed to have a clear conscience, and thus immune to vampiric attack. That was good news for those who were already well informed, but not so good for innocent victims who didn’t know any better.

He went on for several more pages, adding in not only some seemingly random weaknesses, such as an allergy to garlic, but also inadvertently gave them superpowers. Most of it was just sloppy wording; he emphasized their “flightiness,” which accidentally gave them the powers of flight and speed. He also railed against their “bewitching charms,” which gave them the ability to compel people into doing their bidding. Many savvy vampires had coaxed mortals into keeping them in style—that way they had not only a place to escape the sun, but also an unlimited food supply. Not that it would necessarily stop them from going on the prowl. Like house cats who still went after vermin, they couldn’t help themselves. It was their nature.

What Mundy failed to realize was that his earlier rants against the subjects of his curse’s intellect made it so that vampires were much too vapid to appreciate their supposedly cursed state. And his fixation on their “heartlessness” left them with no compassion for their victims, anyway. Mundy added the provision of immortality under the delusion that it would prolong their torments, but his curse had rendered them so heartless and callous that they were incapable of remorse.

It was all very interesting, but there was nothing in it that gave John any more insight to the strange vampire who had taken a liking to him.

“Is he looking for a new thrall?” he asked out loud. “He’s got to realize that witches can’t be enthralled.” He gave Astray a scratch. “Besides, I’m done with taking in strays. No offense.”

Astray did not look offended. She rubbed her head against the hard, pointy corner of the binder and started to chew on it. John took the binder back to the closet. After a moment’s thought, he reached for a sketchbook and pencil. He didn’t sketch as much as he used to; it was something he did back when he had feelings to work through, and he tried very hard not to have feelings anymore.

He sat back down on the bed and opened the sketchbook. Carefully, he brought his pencil up and began to draw. The vampire was tall—at least four inches taller than John, who was not that diminutive at five foot nine. John drew the figure looking down, his arms held up as if he were about to pounce. Dark hair framed his face, blocking everything but his sneering lips and protruding fangs. Oh yes, very scary. He was an A-plus loomer. He drew a pair of high heels on him, because it annoyed him when people were tall for no reason.

John turned the page and began drawing again, this time bringing his mind to when they’d been standing in front of his apartment. He drew the vampire in portrait now, with his shoulders slumped and his expression no longer drawn into a sneer, but instead slack with bafflement. John tried to remember the details of his face. Unnaturally smooth skin—no hint of a beard. High cheekbones, a long sloping nose. His lips formed a perfect cupid’s bow when his fangs weren’t out. His eyes were the stand-out, though—unusually round, almost childlike. He’d actually seemed—well, cute. And there was something about him that seemed vaguely familiar, although he couldn’t quite put a finger on it.

With a sigh, he closed the book. That had been more confusing than enlightening. He put the book away and went to shower and change his clothes. He might as well switch back to the night shift. It suited him better, and it clearly wasn’t helping with the vampire. He made sure Astray’s food and water dishes were full.

“Sorry, kitty,” he said. “I’m going out tonight. I’ll be back in the morning. Well, maybe,” he amended. “Unless I find my dream man tonight.”

He had an understanding with his landlady that she would find a place for the cat if something bad ever happened to him. She’d been alarmed by that; hopefully she would keep her promise. After giving the cat another scratch behind the ears, he grabbed his smokes and a book and headed out.

He took a bus to Echo Park. After buying a hot dog from a stand, he sat on a bench to eat and read. He’d picked up a light book today—a book of funny essays—but it failed to cheer him up. In general, his despair ebbed and flowed, and it was flowing thick and heavy today. He gave up on the book eventually, placing it on the bench beside him. He reached for his cigarettes and began to smoke, cigarette after cigarette, watching people as they passed him by. He liked people watching—all the hustle and bustle of those who had lives to live. He often wondered how many of them thought about their impending demise.

An old woman with a tiny dog stopped in front of him. “Those things will kill you,” she said as her dog stopped to take a shit.

John took a deep drag and let it out. “Unfortunately, they won’t. But thanks for your concern.”

The woman just shook her head, although John wasn’t sure if it was pity or disgust. The dog finished its business, and the woman scooped it up in a plastic bag and hurried away. John stood and stretched. He slid his phone from his pocket. It would be another couple hours before the clubs opened. He lit another cigarette and wandered the park for a while, past the empty children’s playground and the fountains, which were lit up in fantastic colors as the night fell.

He made his way to Whiplash, one of his regular clubs, just as the doors opened at eight. He got a drink at the bar and then another as people gradually arrived. When the dancing started in earnest, he slipped into the crowd. He didn’t enjoy dancing, exactly, but he did like the way he could lose himself in the throbbing mob. Someone pressed up against his back, hands snaking around his waist. He ground his ass backward; he felt a kiss on his neck. He spun around, and the man smiled at him. John smiled back, but it wasn’t the person he was looking for.

The man bought him a drink. They exchanged names, but John forgot it the moment he said it. It didn’t matter. They went back to the dance floor. As the man ground against him, John searched the crowd, looking for him, the man of his dreams—or well, his nightmares, really. But it was hard to distinguish faces in the crowd.

Not that it mattered. He would find John, one way or the other—the man who was destined to kill him. John just wished it would be sooner rather than later. He was ready—more than ready.

His cousin Abigail had died in a nightclub. Some drug deal went wrong and the whole place was shot up. She hadn’t even been the target; afterward, everyone said she had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. In actuality, she had been in the right place at the right time. She would have seen her killer’s face, if only for a moment. That was the way the curse worked. Was it just moments before, or did she see him well before the shooting? Whichever it was, she didn’t try to run. That was smart. Her death was instantaneous.

John danced some more. Things began to blur together—the music, the crowd, the lights in the dark. The man took him by the hand and escorted him out of the club. The two of them stumbled through the streets, stopping in the occasional dark alley to grope and kiss one another.

John’s Aunt Mary had been killed in an alley. It was a mugger. John had a feeling the man of his dreams was also a criminal; he had a shifty look about him, a cruelty in his eyes. That’s why John walked the streets alone at night, hoping to find him. Mary’s death had been a good one, too. A single shot to the heart. No pain.

John’s hookup for the night actually giggled as he fumbled with the keys to his apartment. He was cute, too—red hair, freckles, thick-framed glasses. Belatedly, John realized that he had chosen someone who looked a little like Rob. John was apparently as adept at torturing himself subconsciously as he was doing it on purpose. It was a lousy talent to have.

They stumbled inside. While his date went to pour them a couple of unnecessary drinks, John woozily took in the surroundings. The place was nice; whatever the guy did for a living paid well. There were pictures of his family on the walls. John imagined, very briefly, what being this man’s boyfriend might be like. Meeting the parents. Getting together with friends for brunch. They’d probably get a dog, although Astray wouldn’t like it.

His date returned. The drinks ended up on coasters on the coffee table, untouched, because John immediately pulled the man into the bedroom to do what they came here to do.

They fucked. Afterward, John grabbed his jeans from the floor.

“Where’re you going?” his date slurred sleepily.

“Going for a smoke.”

“You can do it here.”

“It’ll stink up your place.”

“I don’t mind.”

John shrugged. If he wanted his bedroom to smell like an ashtray, that was his prerogative. He pulled his cigarettes and lighter out of his pocket and lit up.

His date got out of bed. “Don’t go anywhere,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

He returned a few moments later with their forgotten drinks and a ramekin. “Voila,” he said, handing the little dish to him. “Your ashtray.”

“Thanks.” He set it on the nightstand. His date seemed livelier than he’d been a minute ago, which was unfortunate. John just wanted to get some sleep. The man handed him his drink and got back into bed, his own drink in hand. John was a little ashamed of himself for being so antisocial with someone he’d just slept with, so he took a sip. It was whiskey. He hated whiskey.

His date just watched him smoke for a little while, sipping on his own drink. “If I tell you something, do you promise not to be weirded out?”

John repressed a sigh. “Sure.”

“I’ve actually been watching you. Not like a stalker or anything,” he added quickly. “I’ve just seen you at the club a lot.”

John had absolutely no idea how to respond to that, so he went with a vague. “Oh yeah?”

“You’re just so different. Like, everyone is having fun and you just look so miserable.”

John gave him a look.

His date laughed. “Sorry, that came out wrong. You’re just…everyone’s looking to get laid and have fun, but there’s something sad about you. Like you’re a character in a Shakespearean tragedy.”

“Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

He laughed again. “Yeah. Sorry, I’m drunk. I just mean, you’re like real, you know? Like, deep. Most guys are so shallow. I’ve got this one friend who posts the most inane ‘inspirational’ shit on Facebook all the time; I know I should probably just filter him out, but it’s actually kind of funny how dumb he is. I think people who are happy all the time are probably pretty stupid, don’t you? Like when I was at the grocery store the other day, and this one lady…”

By the time he was finished talking, John had smoked three cigarettes and choked down the rest of the whiskey. He’d managed to tune him out after a while; listening to a long list of reasons why this dude was so much smarter than everyone around him, especially his ex, was not exactly the lullaby he’d been hoping for. But he couldn’t go home in the dark since the vampire would be waiting for him, and he didn’t feel like sleeping on a park bench somewhere.

The man ran out of steam eventually. He gave John a sloppy kiss before falling into the deep, snore-filled slumber of the self-satisfied. Rest didn’t come so easy for John. He managed to doze for a little while. As the sun crawled over the horizon, he got up. He put his clothes on and sneaked out the door, leaving his companion still snoozing soundly.

It took a moment for John to figure out where he was. He found a bus stop; thirty minutes later, he was home. He checked the crystal; it was blood red. The vampire must have just left.

John went inside and collapsed facedown on the bed. Astray climbed on top of him, purring as she kneaded the blanket over John’s butt. He shooed her off and tried to make himself comfortable. But even though he was bone-tired, sleep wouldn’t come.

When it became clear he wasn’t going to sleep, he flipped on the TV to the classic movie channel. West Side Story was on; Natalie Wood’s beatific face filled the screen as she and Richard Beymer sang “One Hand, One Heart.” Or well, as they appeared to sing it; Marni Nixon and Jimmy Bryant actually did the vocals. Not many people knew that. He shut it off after the song was done; he wasn’t in the mood for love stories—particularly not doomed ones.

A sense of dread began to gnaw at him, like a dog on an old bone. His date’s inane chatter bothered him more than it should. He’d called John deep. He said he was “real.” But the truth was, John was nowhere near real. He barely even existed. There was only one place to go when he felt like this. He called Uber to arrange a ride—he was going to visit Forest Lawn.

 

THE UBER DRIVER was a young guy with dreadlocks and an open, honest face. He seemed like a talker, but fortunately he refrained from trying to engage John in conversation. Maybe he could sense that he needed some space. John told the driver his destination. With that done, he slumped in his seat, his head resting on the window. As the scenery rolled by, he began to relax. It was a nice day. It was always a nice day in southern California. That was part of the reason he’d moved here.

By the time they reached Forest Lawn Memorial Park, John was significantly calmer.

The driver gave a low whistle at the sight of the enormous iron gates. “Wow. Those are pretty impressive.”

“They’re the largest iron gates in the world, actually,” John said. “Bigger than Buckingham Palace.”

“I had no idea this park was here.”

“It isn’t a park, really. It’s a cemetery.”

“It’s a pretty fancy cemetery.”

“Probably the fanciest, but there are some other really good ones here. Hillside Memorial has this one really amazing tomb—it’s black marble and has an enormous dome and six Roman columns. The best part is the six-story waterfall.”

“Whose tomb is it?”

“Al Jolson.”

“Who?”

“He starred in the first talking picture,” John said. “All the great tombs are old Hollywood people. Over at Hollywood Memorial Cemetery, Douglas Fairbanks has this big sarcophagus surrounded with Roman columns and a portico. It’s got a picture of him in bas-relief. I thought that was kind of genius; you can actually look at his face while you’re looking at his grave.”

“And who was he?”

“Silent film star. The King of Hollywood, actually.” John paused. “It’s funny how no one remembers them anymore. That’s the way of things, I guess. Everyone’s forgotten eventually.”

“So are you just a cemetery enthusiast, or is someone you know buried here?”

“Yes,” John said. “And not yet.” He gestured forward. “Just follow the signs to the right; you can drop me off at the Great Mausoleum.”

The car peeled away as soon as John stepped out of it. He took a moment to look at the fifty-foot Builder’s Creed inscribed on one of the walls of the Great Mausoleum. The Creed was the testament of Dr. Hubert Eaton, who in 1917 had a vision for death that John found extraordinary. It was sentimental, grandiose, and a little naive, but it comforted John more than he cared to admit. He knew it by heart. Under the massive inscription were two marble statues of a little boy and girl, with a puppy on a wagon beside them. They were gazing at the creed with eternal fascination. John gave the kids a pat on the head before continuing onward.

Jane, a big friendly woman in her fifties, was on guide duty today. She greeted him with a smile. “Hey, John. How are you today?”

“I’m fine.”

His answer must not have been convincing, because her smile faltered. “Well, you just let us know if there’s anything we can do for you.”

John took his time walking through the building, its grand architecture more in line with the great cathedrals of Europe than the modern architecture of Los Angeles. Replicas of famous old-world statues and paintings were everywhere. He had spent whole days at the park, walking through the three churches and the museum, admiring the beautiful stained-glass windows and statuary. There were over fifteen hundred statues scattered throughout the park. He’d seen them all. His favorite was the replica of the statue of Hans Christian Anderson’s Little Mermaid. It probably compared poorly to the original, since it sat in a small artificial lake instead of perched grandly in a Danish harbor, but he still found it charming.

He made his way out of the mausoleum to the expansive grassy hills behind it. There were no looming tombstones; all the graves were marked with small, flat placards. He thought about the Builder’s Creed as he made his way across the lawn: I believe in a happy Eternal Life…

The view of the city below was spectacular; it was a lot prettier than being in the city itself. He stayed to the path, careful not to tread on any of the graves. I therefore know the cemeteries of today are wrong, because they depict an end, not a beginning…

The park was huge: over a quarter of a million people were buried here. It was quite a ways to where he was headed, but he didn’t mind the hike. I shall endeavor to build Forest Lawn as different, as unlike other cemeteries as sunshine is to darkness, as eternal life is unlike death.

The park was organized into sections: Eventide, Graceland, Inspiration Slope, Babyland (a heart-shaped plot for infants), Slumberland (for children and adolescents), Sweet Memories, Whispering Pines… He hiked until he reached Vesperland. Settling down on the grass, he took out a cigarette. You weren’t supposed to smoke, but the staff never bothered him about it. They all thought he was dying, which wasn’t a lie, exactly. Everyone was dying. He finished his cigarette, stubbed it out, and then tucked the butt into his pocket. He lay back with his fingers laced behind his head. The sky was so clear and so big; he imagined himself as a balloon, floating away.

His mother had been cremated in Cincinnati, a place she hated, and scattered halfheartedly over a lake she had never seen on a gray day in March that didn’t seem to belong to any particular season. His grandmother had been tight-lipped and grim as the ashes were dumped. John was old enough that he was able to remain as stone-faced as she while he watched the last of his mother disappear. He didn’t think he had any tears left in him, anyway. His grandmother had never forgiven his mother for trying to break the curse. Her gruesome end was her own fault. It could have been so much easier if she just let it happen.

When the curse took his grandmother, she was also burned and scattered with as little ceremony. The curse should have died with her. They had all assumed John was immune, since he was a boy. It turned out he wasn’t. When he had his first vision, he picked up what little he had and moved to Los Angeles, spending the bulk of the inheritance his grandmother had left him to buy himself a plot at Forest Lawn.

Forest Lawn shall become a place where lovers new and old shall love to stroll and watch the sunset’s glow, planning for the future or reminiscing of the past; a place where artists study and sketch; where school teachers bring happy children to see the things they read of in books…where memorialization of Loved Ones in sculpted marble and pictorial glass shall be encouraged…

It wasn’t a bad place to spend eternity. He could think of worse places to end up.




Three: The Five Star Diner

FELIX BURST INTO the mansion, slamming the door behind him. The dawn had nearly caught him that time; he’d waited until the last moment before abandoning his post outside John’s apartment.

He’d been unsuccessful yet again. John had failed to appear. He gave the door a fierce kick out of frustration. Unfortunately, he kicked a little too hard; the door burst off its hinges, forcing Felix to sprint away from the encroaching light.

He ended up in Cat’s room. She was at her usual perch on the sofa. “Another unsuccessful night?”

“He has vanished!” Felix wailed. “I haven’t seen a trace of him in weeks.” He sat on the opposite end of the sofa, grabbing a throw blanket and wrapping himself in it. He hadn’t fed in a while, so he was cold.

“Perhaps he no longer lives there.”

“I don’t know. I tried peeking in the windows, but the blinds were shut tight.”

Cat sighed and put her show on mute. “This is getting ridiculous. Do you even know what you want from him?”

Felix shrugged. “I just want to talk to him again. I had this…I don’t know. This feeling. It’s been such a long time since I’ve had one of those.” He paused. “I’m going to ask Richard to help me find him.”

“Oh yes, because adding another witch to the situation is exactly what you need,” Cat said with annoyance. “Give up this foolishness. Go find someone to eat, for God’s sake. Maybe that will clear your head.” She turned back to her show.
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