

  




  [image: cover]




  LIQUID DIET & MIDNIGHT SNACKS:


  2 VAMPIRE SATIRES




  by




  MICHAEL McCARTY




  TORRID BOOKS


  www.torridbooks.com




  




  Published by


  TORRID BOOKS


  www.torridbooks.com


  An Imprint of Whiskey Creek Press LLC




  Copyright © 2011 by MICHAEL McCARTY




  Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.




  Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.




  No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.




  ISBN:978-1-61160-135-0




  Credits


  Cover Artist:Noel Hall


  Editor: Melanie Billings




  Printed in the United States of America




  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  LIQUID DIET & MIDNIGHT SNACK:


  2 VAMPIRE SATIRES





  




  “Liquid Diet is required reading for horror fans, Goths, and even soccer moms who dream of being nibbled by elegant, pale gentlemen in black silk capes.”




  Mark McLaughlin, author of Slime After Slime and Pickman’s Motel




  




  “Liquid Diet is smart, sexy and silky smooth…you’re in for a treat. I loved it!”




  Nate Kenyon, author of Bloodstone and The Reach




  




  “What a tasty read. Liquid Diet supplies all the fiber you need.”




  Linnea Quigley, Scream Queen, Return of the Living Dead and Night of the Demon




  




  “I did not foresee that Yours Truly would be a part of this bizarre tapestry.”




  The Amazing Kreskin




  




  “Michael McCarty, a Bram Stoker Finalist, and author of over 15 books has released his latest book, Liquid Diet. It’s the ‘Drink of the Year.’ Reality becomes suspended as you take an exciting journey where the undead reign and The Count is counting his blood-siphoned lovers with a vengeance. If you liked Twilight be prepared for something steamier as romance and satire merge in a unique mix.”




  J.R. LaGreca, author of Suburban Weird and Seduction




  




  “The Vampire sub-genre has been done to death, every week there is a new novel, film or television series that has their own take on the mythos of Vampires. Some of us are a little fed up with them, others cannot get enough.




  “I thought that the entire sub-genre was coming to an end the magic was running out that is until I read a little novel called Liquid Diet: A Vampire Satire but the unfairly little known author Michael McCarty, his wonderful novel has revitalised hope for the sub-genre and helped me realise that there are people who don’t just want to explore the same age old mythos they do want to take a different path, which is definitely courageous.




  “The novel concerns Bella Donna, a radio presenter for a late night radio show that deals with the strange. Her guest tonight is Andrew Bloodsworth, a vampire who delves into his past and reveals dark secrets. Most of the listeners are Horror and vampire enthusiasts, except for the right wing organization the OTTO (The opposition to the occult) who aren’t best pleased about Andrew’s appearance…




  “Vampire lust/fear is a very Freudian response. Much like most things in the Horror genre. The unconscious desires that are supposedly driving us are having their way with our emotions when it comes to just about anything. We as a race do fear death but there is something in the unconscious mind that wants to experience it but not having to actually die, Vampires are the perfect solution for this problem. These things have all been carefully thought out by McCarty.




  “Andrew Bloodsworth is such a fun character he oozes sexual appeal throughout, men will envy him and woman will lust over him, I can only imagine how much fun McCarty had creating him. He is fascinating and it is nice to see the entire persona of a vampire once again, not since Interview with a Vampire have I found a vampire’s back story so fascinating. Of course there is a slight unease with the vampirical characters but there is more unease when it comes to the human characters, which is a nice little ironic touch to already sardonic novel.




  “The story is quite basic and to be fair the characters are the reason it holds together so well and it is not just Andrew but also Bella Donna who I found to be very likable and witty and she never once performs an action that is completely out of character or place she is the realism that is perpetuated throughout the book, without her I doubt the realism would have been kept so intact.




  “The satire is ripe for the picking especially in the era of the Vampire we live in; there are little witty and sometimes scathing retorts about new age vampires. Not just one or two in particular even though people are bound to draw conclusions to things like The Twilight Saga.




  “However, I do have a little complaint that is directed at the satirical nature of the novel.




  “The book is subtitled A Vampire Satire but that isn’t wholly true. It is more obvious than satire; satire should be subtle whereas here it is more overtones and obvious I would much rather call it a sardonic satire which I feel is more relevant.




  “I for one don’t have fun reading a satire that glaringly obvious I have fun hunting for the satire and then making the connection. If it is there in front of you I think it loses its purpose. But that is just my own humble opinion, to be fair I can’t see many people caring about that too much.




  “The Opposition to the Occult are fundamentalists and it is a satirical attack on fundamentalism in general but more so domestic fundamentalism which McCarty seems to think is more of a problem than international fundamentalism and I can agree.




  “Maybe the message here is that America have more issues at home to sort out rather than trying to sort out others because if you think about it, you can’t solve others issues if you haven’t even solved your own what happens if your infrastructure collapses during the problem solving? You can’t then stop helping the others, well you could but it would be completely pointless. There are also some sarcastic remarks about journalism not so much attacks and their sometimes extremist ways and there are even little remarks about British journalism which did make me chortle.




  “All in all the novel is a very fine piece of work that wholeheartedly recommend to just about anyone who wants to read a novel that is a) well written and b) a nice little change from your usual run of the mill vampire lore, not just vampire lore but the use of radio as a medium which is definitely a nice change to see.




  “Simple yet fantastically detailed. Michael McCarty’s work deserves to be praised by fans of not just Vampires but of the Horror community as well.”




  Phantom Review, England




  




  “Andrew Bloodsworth is a fascinating character that reveals how he became a vampire. This is my first Michael McCarty book and I loved it! Unique idea and a must read for vampire lovers”




  Horror author Sheri A. Gambino




  




  Five Star Rating:




  “Readers who enjoy a sardonic bloody good vampire thriller will want to go on a Liquid Diet.




  “He has been a vampire for a decade turned at a fan convention at twenty-five years old. Andrew Bloodsworth has abstained from drinking blood for a month as he prepares for an interview on Chicago's Wolf 99.9 FM where he will discuss his writings and get more sales for his books. The hostess is Goth Queen Bella Donna who is fascinated with this man who seems to ooze out of the shadows. She wants to hear his story of how he became a vampire and what it is like to possesses supernatural powers.




  “Andrew tells lher how his change came about and Bella’s fans go wild over a live vampire (pardon the oxymoron) except for outraged OTTO fundamentalists (Opposition To The Occult) who believes it is their divine right to cleanse the world of the occult, the paranormal and those connected to the supernatural. After being attacked by the Otto, Andrew and Bella go through a mirror and end up with her soul in his body and his soul in hers. Neither likes the gender change so the The Count helps them return to what they were; which also means another battle with the Otto when the pair appears on Harry Winger’s tabloid TV show.




  “Michael McCarty describes his thriller as a ‘vampire satire’, which is somewhat accurate as there is a biting sting to the plot, but is much more as he nukes the mythos and takes jabs at always right tabloid reporting and even more right fundamentalists. Andrew is a fascinating character who can love or hate with passion and can control his appetite; the reaction to him by Bella's fans is a fabulous lampooning of hero worship. Readers who enjoy a sardonic bloody good vampire thriller will want to go on a Liquid Diet.”




  Book Reviewer Harriet Klausner




  




  “Michael McCarty’s Liquid Diet is an awesome tome!




  “While the Russian Doll or Chinese Box metaphor might be used to describe the plot and all its labyrinthine complexities. I’d like to bring the term and concept of ‘coffin’ tale into the mix. It’s a coffin within a coffin within a coffin. Open one lid, and you have the story of Andrew Bloodsworth a successful horror writer who happens to be a vampire. Open up the coffin inside the coffin, and you have Bella Donna, the Goth radio hostess pf WOLF 99.9 FM, who is sure to fall under Bloodsworth’s spell If this is satire, it’s poking fun at those unbelievers and peeling back layers of skin, flesh and bone to reveal the pulsing heart of goth culture, the media, and all those other creatures that dark obsessions spawn.




  “Liquid Diet feels and sounds like a live performance…with Bella Donna interviewing Andrew Bloodsworth with station breaks, great one-liners, and bands with awesome names and lyrics. As to the satire label, clearly McCarty is spoofing his favorite writers, however, I see this more as a hats off to them rather than actual satire. From Anne Rice’s Interview with a Vampire inspired chapter by the same name, to the many references of Dracula, True Blood, to a variety of anti-Hollywoodism, vampire cons and their fans, this book will leave you drained—but in a good way. There is magic afoot here, as well as the dietary—and culinary tastes of ‘real’ and ‘reel’ vampires.




  “And who wouldn’t love a cappuccino-clove smoking vamp? I’d go out with him in a heartbeat … even if it will prove to my last.”




  Terrie Leigh Relf, lead editor for the vampire magazine Hungur and co-author of Blood Journey.




  




  “Michael McCarty is on the right beam with Midnight Snack, the rays that leave squirming rats inside the digestive tracks of readers are bubbling and frothing up just fine!"




  C. Dean Andersson, author of I Am Dracula and The Bloodsong Trilogy




  




  “Midnight Snack is guaranteed to satisfy readers’ bloodlust… Vampires will never be the same!”




  Amy Grech, author of Blanket of White and Fallen Angel




  




  “(McCarty) is given full rein, and off he goes on a bizarre trip of the imagination, all stops out, no limits, Hell-for-leather.”




  William F. Nolan, author of Logan’s Run
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  LIQUID DIET




  Introduction




  





  Vampires And The Sexy Beasts




  By Michael Romkey




  





  Vampires are sexy beasts. By now, that is a well established element of the canon.




  It is easy to understand why.




  Even in the tradition’s early, pre-Freudian ur texts, vampires do not attack their victims but seduce them. A wild beast may chase down its prey and rip it to bloody shreds, but the vampire smoothly insinuates himself with the mortal society he—or she—preys upon.




  The central act of vampirism—the passionate bonding of two bodies and exchange of vital essences—is sensual and packed with erotic overtones. Drinking blood is a deeply intimate act. The fact that it goes beyond anything we experience in ordinary biology does not lessen its power. The vampire lives within each of us on a primordial level. Stories about vampires well up from forgotten archetypes that are no less potent for our inability to identify their source.




  Michael McCarty explains it perfectly in his new novel, Liquid Diet, when one of his characters says: “Vampires are bathed in the waters of magic. When you throw blood and sex into the mix—our magic becomes very powerful.”




  McCarty, a prolific writer with a fascination for horror in general and vampires in particular, pays homage to the world’s favorite vampire stories in his new novel. Strains from Stoker to Rice and everyone in between reverberate down the darkened streets and dank stairwells in his story. In this book, McCarty is the literary equivalent of Brian De Palma paying tribute to Hitchcock in Sisters and Blow Out.




  Liquid Diet could qualify as a doctoral dissertation on popular themes in vampire fiction, but McCarty has too much fun for this to be a scholarly treatise. There are flourishes of vivid creativity and over-the-top interludes with the Amazing Kreskin that bring to mind the wacky imagination of Ed Wood. The novel is subtitled, “A Vampire Satire,” so that gives McCarty license to throw convention over the rail and celebrate all that is blood-red and bigger than life in the universe of vampire fiction.




  There’s also plenty of sex. But to end as we began, vampires are sexy beasts.




  Prologue




  The vampire stood outside the radio station. Thirty days had passed since he had last fed.




  The Hunger forced him to lean against the side of the brick building. His head spun, his blood on fire. He clutched the sides of his stomach. His Hunger, like a ravenous beast, slithered in his guts, chewing up his intestines.




  He lit up a clove cigarette and deeply inhaled the burning tobacco and spice. It felt good to have the warm smoke in his lungs. His stomach still growled furiously.




  The vampire looked up at the titan radio tower on top of the building. The sprawling transmitter pointed toward the heavens. It reminded him of the Tower Of Babel—that brought a smile to his lips. Babble, an appropriate thought before appearing on a talk radio show.




  The vampire’s words would be broadcast on this thousand-watt station. The show had a cult following made up primarily of Goths, the children of the night, dread fans, horror freaks, and the doom and gloom worshippers of the Chicago metropolitan area and suburbs. The signal, especially at night, could be reached as far away as the bordering states in Wisconsin and Indiana.




  His agent, Curtis Ballinger, had arranged this gig to help plug his new book and sell some copies from his backlist. The vampire, however, was more concerned with his troubled soul than any book sales.




  It was hard not to notice the neon signs on the side of the building; they practically blinded him. The biggest lights were in bright red that read: THE CHICAGO MEDIA AND RADIO GROUP. Under that was a blue musical note with WXYZ 81.5 FM, a yellow WLIT 101 FM, and next to that was green tubing in the shape of a wolf baying at the moon, with the words WOLF 99.9 FM blinking underneath.




  “Who is the sheep tonight; who is the wolf?” he mused.




  Tonight would be magical, and vampires were creatures of dark magic. He took one last drag of his cigarette, dropped it and ground it underfoot.




  PART ONE:


  DEAD AIR




  

    

      “It’s been thirty days now




      Since I last fed my desire




      My head was spinning




      My blood was on fire




      The moon propelled me




      Into streets darkened by night”




      





      “Dusk” by The Count


    


  




  Chapter 1


  The Lost Boys




  Working the graveyard shift had turned Bella Donna into a caffeine addict. Her nights were spent drinking coffee, espressos, lattes, energy drinks and sodas. She’d guzzle down anything that gave her a buzz, a boost or any kind of adrenaline rush so she could stay awake until the dawn. She sat with her steaming mug of cappuccino, waiting for her guest to arrive, contemplating if Andrew Bloodsworth was going to be more or less handsome than his author jacket photo.




  Bella concentrated on the large soundboard with its rainbow-colored lights, various buttons, levers and gadgetry—she felt more like an air traffic controller than a radio interviewer; she only knew what about half of them did anyway, the other half she could only guess. She turned the volume down.




  A cold breeze caught her attention. She looked up and saw someone standing in the doorway. He was tall and dark, blending perfectly with the shadows.




  “Good evening,” he said, his tone tomb-deep.




  “Andrew Bloodsworth?”




  “I am Bloodsworth.”




  When Andrew stepped out of the darkness, she decided that he was too handsome for his own good. His pale features seemed so perfect she felt he must have been sculpted by dark angels.




  “Cool entrance,” Bella said, shaking his frigid hands. “You’re just in time.”




  Andrew took off his black leather jacket. He wore a black wool sweater, tight black leather pants and snakeskin boots. He was more attractive in person than even his airbrushed author photo.




  He took the seat next to hers, which gave her goose bumps—the good kind.




  “Do you want some headphones?” she asked.




  He shook his head.




  “Okay, we’re going to be on the air in a few minutes. As part of station policy I have to inform you of all our guidelines. It sucks, but I have to go over them with you before we do the show.”




  He nodded.




  “There are certain words that our station and The Chicago Radio And Media Group do not want broadcasted. In fact the words are the exact same list as part of George Carlin’s ‘Seven Words You Can’t Say On TV.’ Are you familiar with the routine?”




  Andrew shook his head no.




  “I’m not much of a comedian, here’s my best Carlin impression,” she said. Then talking in a quick, lower voice, “Seven words that you can’t say on television. They are: shit, piss, fuck, cunt, cocksucker, motherfucker and tits.”




  He grinned.




  “The words are on that sign.” She pointed to a big sign on the left wall. “Our station manager also doesn’t like anything relating to bodily functions, which is pretty much the same list, shitting, pissing, farting and to cum—use climax instead. I will bleep any of those words if you say them. You won’t hear it bleep; it will be bleeped over the radio. The radio show is broadcasted with a thirty-second delay. I hear everything that goes over the airwaves and will bleep out questionable words.




  “The Federal Communications Commission is more lenient on open mike shows like this one because of freedom of speech. The FCC say they are not in the business to censor.” She chuckled. “But the station could be fined if they get too many complaints. That isn’t very likely because I have a pretty wild audience. Anyway, the interview is live—even with the delay—and I still have to try to bleep out questionable words and phrases, it’s part of my job. I’m pretty quick with the switch for having so many bands on my show. With all those formalities aside, are you ready?”




  “Yes, of course,” Andrew said.




  She looked at the digital clock on the console. “Are you ready?” she asked.




  “Of course.” He smiled.




  “Okay. It’s showtime,” she said and turned on the microphone. “Greetings, children of darkness. Welcome to After Hours with Bella Donna. If you can hear my voice, then your dark dial must be set to WOLF 99.9 FM, Chicago’s only Goth radio station. Tonight’s guest has returned from the abyss of death to be here. So, let’s give a decadent welcome to horror writer and real-life vampire, Andrew Bloodsworth. Before we begin our stygian sojourn, is there anything you would like to say to the listeners?”




  “Darkness, sweet darkness,” he said hauntingly into the mike. “I live by the night and sleep by the light of the day—the sleep of the undead. As the sun sets, my Hunger for blood begins to rise. This lust for blood is all-consuming. My heart, my body and my entire soul aches for blood. I am a blood junkie. I am a vampire.”




  Bella was surprised by the passion behind his words. She regained her composure. “The phone lines are open till dawn, so grab a stake or some garlic and give us a call at 1-888-CRY-WOLF. We’ll return after a few words from some of the generous souls who pay our bills around here.”




  She stuck in a cartridge with a commercial for a tattoo and body-piercing studio that ended with a “buy one tattoo and get the second one for half-price.” Then an ad for some new dance club played. She surveyed Andrew up close. His eyes are fascinating. Big, beautiful and catlike. I could get lost in those green eyes.




  “Welcome back to the abyss,” Bella said, then let out a low, eerie laugh. “There are a lot of ways to describe tonight’s guest: horror writer, vampire, angel of darkness, pale lover draped in the moonlight. He’s the wordsmith behind The Count, one of my favorite nosferatu novels. He also penned the vampire epic Liquid Diet. His latest book is The Vampire Files, a nonfiction account of vampires living in modern America, published by the Coven Publishing Company. Andrew, you must be glad my show is on so very late.”




  “Yes,” Andrew said, gazing out the dirty window overlooking Lake Shore Drive. “I can’t do morning radio. But this time and this particular evening are perfect for this interview. It’s March 15th—‘beware of the ides of March.’ My magic is at its strongest right now. I can see a full moon casting a luminescent glow over Lake Michigan on this deliciously warm evening.”




  He paused, and gave Bella what passed for a smile.




  “The dark waters from the lake are stirring roughly in the distance,” he continued. “Since we’re going to be talking about vampires, can we turn the lights out and burn some candles and incense? Or maybe we’ll do the interview by the red glow of the ‘On The Air’ sign.”




  Andrew’s smile widened, revealing white, pointed teeth.




  “Is Andrew Bloodsworth your real name?” she asked.




  The smile quickly disappeared from his face. “Yes, it’s my real name. Is Bella Donna yours?”




  Dead air was his only answer.




  His green eyes glimmered with annoyance. He shot her a cool, evaluating expression and replied, “That’s the name I answer to.”




  Bella decided to ask something less confrontational. “What was the first vampire movie you ever saw?”




  “The Lost Boys,” Andrew recalled. “The film was like mind candy, with its weird camera angles and marvelous visual effects. It changed my perception of vampires. During my mortal youth, I viewed vampires as creatures that lurked in darkened castles, trespassing into the bedrooms of scantily dressed, well-endowed ladies and drinking their blood in a frenzy of desire.”




  “Yes. The old Hammer Films stereotype.”




  “The Lost Boys broke all of that. These vampires didn’t roam ruined moors. They were teen bikers with leather jackets and spiky hair. Since I was also a teen, I could relate to that. I even modeled myself after them. I got a punk haircut and wore dark sunglasses, chains, studded gloves, and a slick black leather jacket. I did my parents proud.”




  “We have our first caller on the line,” Bella said. “It is Nikki from Niles.”




  “Hello, Andrew,” the young female voice said over the intercom. “I’m a big fan of The Count. Are there any plans for a sequel?”




  “Well, Nikki, you have the same sentiments as my editor,” he said then chuckled. “She keeps on bugging me to do a follow-up.




  “But at the end of the book, The Count was staked by a fanatical religious group called Opposition To The Occult, or OTTO for short. I fiddled with the notion of removing the stake—the same solution used in the film Return Of The Vampire. When I mention this at conventions, the fans all applaud wildly. So I’m tempted—the idea is definitely on the back burner.




  “I’ve also been toying with the idea of writing a book of The Count’s poems. In the next novel, he might develop a taste for Goth poetry. Coven is quite receptive to that idea, too.”




  “Can you do a reading from The Count for us?” Nikki asked.




  Bella handed him a hardbound copy of the book, but he pushed it gently aside. He then pulled a ragged paperback edition from a pocket of his jacket.




  “The vampire entered the darkened church,” he read. “Father Morrow was preparing to retire for the evening when he saw someone standing in the darkness. The stranger stood motionless by the altar. The clergyman was startled, for he knew the front doors had been locked up for the night.




  “‘This is a night that will test your faith,’ the vampire said. His hauntingly beautiful voice reverberated through that holy place. The crystal in the chandelier above chimed lightly—a faint, terrified reply.”




  Andrew paused for effect. He added, “Now you know why I didn’t read the audio cassette version of The Count.”




  “That was fantastic, Andrew,” Nikki said. “I’m going to get The Vampire Files soon.”




  “Thank you.” Andrew smiled. “I’m glad you’re going to seek out The Vampire Files. News like that makes my agent, editor and publisher all sleep more easy at night.”




  “But back to The Count,” Bella interjected. “What was your inspiration for the book?”




  “I had vivid nightmares in college about a punk vampire who wanted to be just like Count Dracula,” he said. “I had these dreams for months and eventually began writing them down.”




  “Our next caller is Roman from Chicago,” Bella said.




  “Hey,” Roman said. His voice was high-pitched and nervous. “Can vampires really hypnotize their victims, like in the movies?”




  “This can be traced back to the character Dracula. Stoker’s vampire was created in the late nineteenth century and it was during that period that hypnosis was discovered. But of course, it already existed under a different name: mesmerism. According to that theory, someone could influence a subject through a kind of animal magnetism.




  “Mesmerism developed into the theories of today’s hypnotism, but it still revolved around the notion that a person goes into a trance state. Those in the trance were found to have reduced powers and abilities. In other words, their will was being controlled by an outside source.




  “The concept of vampires controlling the minds of victims was a natural device by writers in vampire books and films. I hope that answers your question, Roman.”




  “Yes, it did,” the caller said eagerly. “Thanks.”




  Bella raised an eyebrow. “Do you have such powers?”




  “Yes. I have the ability to foretell the future, cast hypnotic suggestions, perceive people’s thoughts and emotions, and probe inside the most private areas of the mind.”




  “Would you care to give us a demonstration?” Bella asked.




  “I would be glad to,” Andrew said. He unhooked a silver necklace he wore. “I picked up this bat pendant when I was in Italy.” He handed it to her. “Now lift the pendant with your left hand, high above your head.”




  “Okay,” she said, lifting the necklace up.




  “When I count to three you will drop the pendant,” Andrew said in a low, resonant tone. “Free your mind, Bella. Your skepticism burns my brain like acid.”




  The silence within the studio grew. Then Andrew began counting. “One, two, three—”




  The pendant slithered from Bella’s fingers and fell to the counter.




  “How did you do that?” she asked, stunned.




  “Magic. A very crude form of magic, at that. Vampires are bathed in the waters of magic. When you throw blood and sex into the mix—our magic becomes very powerful.”




  “That’s amazing,” Bella said, picking up the pendant and holding it out to him.




  “No, you can keep it as a little memento.”




  “I’m sorry.” Her wilting smile was replaced by a frown. “I can’t keep this. It’s too expensive.”




  “I insist,” Andrew said soothingly. “Besides, I think he likes you.” He pointed to the shining bat on the chain.




  “On that note, we’re going to take a quick break. I’ll be playing some selections from Switchblade Symphony’s Serpentine Gallery CD for your listening pleasure. I’m Bella Donna and this is WOLF 99.9 FM.”




  





  

    

      “I walk into the sunless glade, alone




      And filled with dread.




      I yearn to see your figure loom,




      My gate to the Undead.




      





      I come to you unfettered,




      Though they tried that before.




      I come to you with pupils wide




      Like some belladonna’s whore.”




      





      “Where The Nightshade Blooms” by Susan Leabhart


    


  




  Chapter 2


  Interview With The Vampire




  Bella could easily have been mistaken for a Barbie Doll From Hell. Her long hair was golden and she had a pearly smile complete with dimples. A bit thin for her own good, her slim physique only accepted her large bust and shapely bottom. She offset her doll-like looks by wearing dark blue lipstick, pitch-black eye shadow and thick mascara.




  The haunting melodies of Switchblade Symphony filled the room.




  “Thanks for the necklace,” she said, putting it around her bare neck. The bat pendant nestled between the cleft of her breasts.




  “Do you mind if I smoke?”




  “Vampires smoke?” she teased, brushing her blonde hair to the side of her face. Her nose-ring gleamed in the light.




  “Yes. I’m just a creature of habit.”




  “We’re not supposed to smoke in the studio. The station is smoke-free. Since we’re the only two here, what the hell—let’s enjoy a cig.” She dug through her purse, found a pack of Misty Lights and joined him.




  “How long have you been working here?” he asked.




  “For about three years.” She blew a smoke ring from her full, pursed lips. “I’ve been in radio for some time now. I started deejaying back in high school. Would you like something to drink?”




  Andrew broke out in laughter. “Well, since you asked—” He ran a finger gingerly against her neck.




  She snickered. “I said something, not someone. Coffee, cappuccino or generic soda?”




  “Cappuccino would be nice.”




  “The pay here sucks like a Hoover.” She went into a connecting room with a cappuccino maker. “But I have to admit, the station spared no expense on keeping us supplied with coffee—sleep no more!”




  She poured the gourmet coffee into two mugs with the station’s logo on them. Adding the steaming milk, the java gurgled. She brought their cappuccinos into the studio.




  After another bittersweet song finished playing, she returned to the air. “Prepare for the new Dark Ages. This is After Hours with Bella Donna. The enchanting music you just heard was by the San Francisco duo Switchblade Symphony. Don’t touch that Bat Channel because we’re proceeding with our interview with Andrew Bloodsworth. How long have you been a vampire?”




  “Ten years. I was twenty-five when I entered the world of the undead.”




  “How did that come about?”




  “That is a complex and complicated question. It would take a long time to explain.”




  “We have all night,” Bella said with a hint of a smile.




  “Okay, you asked for it. Well, I began working on my second novel. Coming off the success of The Count, I felt invincible. So for my next project, I planned a very ambitious novel that would take up another three years of my life. Liquid Diet ended up being twice as long as The Count, but it only sold half the copies.”




  “Why do you think Liquid Diet didn’t fare as well?”




  “People wanted another book like The Count.” Andrew took a puff of his clove cigarette. “They were expecting punk bloodsuckers and I wrote a six-hundred page novel about magical vampires.”




  “Why did you write such a big book?”




  “When I was working on The Count I was still a college student. I didn’t really start to take the book seriously until my junior year, when it was almost completed. On the other hand, I wrote Liquid Diet with a more professional frame of mind. I ended up working on the book for twelve hours a day, seven days a week.”




  “I didn’t get a chance to read Liquid Diet. Can you give us the low-down?”




  “It’s a story about an old rabbit-in-the-hat, card-up-the-sleeve magician named Delsar The Dazzling. He had some actual magical powers years ago, but they are not strong enough to help him during any of his stage shows. Delsar is in his early seventies and all his meager sleight-of-hand tricks are dying on him.




  “He has been doing magic for so long that it’s hard for him to face failure. One night, after one of his shows, a mysterious woman wearing a black hood appears and says she can give him back his magic in exchange for some of his blood. The desperate magician has been drinking, so he agrees without thinking.




  “Delsar’s magic is restored beyond his wildest dreams. He is performing mind-blowing tricks, stuff that no other magician could possibly duplicate. Not only does this bring him fame and fortune, but it also supplies him with the groupies he needs to feed on to keep the magic going. You see, the mystery woman’s bite has turned him into a vampire.




  “One day, while visiting a magic shop in a run-down part of town, he comes across a large red leather trunk, which he buys for his act. At home, he finds out the secret of the trunk, and uses it to enter the world of the dark demons. The monsters capture him and take him prisoner to their underground dungeon.” Andrew paused. “Of course, you’ll have to read the rest of the book yourself to find out what happens next.”




  “The book sounds fascinating. Were you disappointed that it wasn’t a bigger hit?”




  “Yes. It was like having a stake driven through my ego. I began to feel that The Count was a one-hit wonder and I had lost the magic in my writing.




  “Liquid Diet left me drained. I would sit at home, staring blankly at my computer screen for hours. For the first time in seven years, I didn’t know what to write. I fell into the routine of smoking pot, drinking gin and watching MTV. My life was quickly slipping into oblivion.




  “I would have probably ended up a burned-out basket case if it wasn’t for my agent. Curtis Ballinger called me on a stifling August evening, ten years ago. He said, ‘Andy, you’re not going to believe this. The organizers of the World Vampire Convention want you to be a guest panelist.’




  “The World Vampire Convention is one of the most prestigious events in the horror field. Orchestrated by Horror Wordsmiths of America, the Count Dracula League and the Chicago Area Vampire Society, the WVC is the crème de la crème of vampire writers.




  “It was planned for Halloween weekend and was going to be held at the Hyatt Regency O’Hare in Rosemont. Just a hop, skip and a jump from where I lived. Things were going so fast that my head was spinning.”




  Bella stuck in a cartridge that was marked ‘Dixon’s Home Brew Fixens.’ “We’ll find out more about the World Vampire Convention and how Andrew first became a vampire after this short commercial break.”




  While that was playing, she selected another CD. The program returned to more music of the night.




  “If you’ll excuse me for a moment, I have to visit the little Goth girl’s room,” she said.




  Bella crossed the hall to the bathroom. She freshened her make-up—her lipstick had almost worn off—and then headed back to the studio. Before entering, she turned away to recheck her eyeliner in her compact. The small mirror reflected the whole studio, but there was no image of Andrew—only a WOLF cup floating in midair.




  She dropped the compact and the mirror splintered to shards on the hallway tiles. She started picking up the broken pieces.




  Andrew came to help her. “You’d better be careful not to cut yourself,” he said. “Blood is such a precious commodity these days.”




  He continued picking up the pieces of broken glass. “Listen, listen to the beautiful night.”




  For a moment she just listened. “I don’t hear anything.”




  “The sounds of the night are crystal clear. Outside the station, a slight wind blows against the windows, lightly rattling the panes. Down in the basement, some rats are crawling on loose boards, looking for scraps of food.”




  The vampire stopped to listen more closely.




  “I hear the beating of your heart. I hear it beating louder. I hear the blood flowing quickly through your veins, rushing into your pounding heart. I hear your loud breathing, the lungs craving more oxygen. I feel the beads of sweat rolling down the back of your neck. I smell your fear. You are very afraid—don’t be frightened, Bella. I didn’t come here to harm you, but to tell my story.”




  Andrew laid his hand on hers reassuringly. Even after drinking a cup of coffee there was no warmth, he had the cold touch of the dead.




  “I’m frightened,” she said.




  Bella and Andrew’s eyes locked together. The vampire’s eyes changed to a brighter shade of green. He whispered, “You’re no longer afraid of me.”




  Suddenly her mind eased. “Let’s go back to the studio.” She dropped the pieces of broken glass into a wastebasket.




  She sat down in front of her microphone. “Because the Devil’s work is never done, I’m Bella Donna and this is WOLF 99.9 FM. And now we’re going to continue our dark conversation until the dawn, so give us a call toll-free at 1-888-CRY-WOLF. We have Martin from Willowbrook on the line.”




  “Hello, Bella, I think you are so cool,” Martin said. “I listen to your program all the time.”




  “Thank you,” Bella said. “Do you have a question for Andrew?”




  “With all this talk about vampires and stuff,” Martin remarked, “I was wondering what blood actually tastes like?”




  “Blood tastes sweeter than any mortal’s kiss. It is more exquisite than the finest of wines.”




  “How much blood do you usually drink?” Martin asked.




  “Not much—a cup or two.” He tapped his mug. “Just a few drops will do other times.”




  “But in the movies, the vampires always drain their victims dry,” Bella interjected.




  “That’s Hollywood for you,” the vampire said with a sigh. “Vampires in movies and books are often portrayed badly. The idea of one vampire draining a victim completely dry of their blood is next to impossible. The average male has about seven pints of blood. To drain someone to death would require about three or so pints. The stomach can’t hold more than one pint of blood. To hold seven pints of blood, a vampire would have to be a walking stomach—with teeth, of course.”




  “So vampires don’t require a lot of blood?” she asked.




  “Some vampires require more blood than others,” Andrew said. “Novice vampires also go through a lot of blood because they are a little sloppier in their blood-drinking techniques. The neophytes spill blood unnecessarily—but I’m getting ahead of myself.




  “Vampires like to drink in packs; two, three, four or more vampires will band together to drink blood. It’s safer that way.” Smiling, he added. “No one likes to drink alone.”




  “Why do vampires have to drink blood in the first place?” Martin asked.




  “Blood is life. Drinking blood keeps us alive and is the source of our magic. Blood is more addictive than heroin, crack and nicotine combined. Blood keeps us from becoming a rotting corpse.”




  “Thank you for calling, Martin. This would be a perfect spot for one of our blood donor public service announcements,” Bella said then laughed. “But seriously, before the commercial break, you were talking about the World Vampire Convention.”




  “The WVC was on Halloween weekend,” the vampire recalled. “The gathering was bigger than they expected. Major book companies and horror publishers like Coven, Weird Wolf and Transylvanian Transcripts were all pushing their vampire books.”




  “How did your panel go over?” Bella asked.




  “Fabulous. The discussion was called ‘Vandalism and Vampirism,’ but it went beyond that. The lecture was my homage to both vampire and horror movies and books. It included my thoughts about childhood fears and my philosophies on writing. About a hundred people showed up and were crammed into a small conference room. The audience was fantastic. They had great comments and questions.
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