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A
NOTE
ABOUT
THIS
BOOK
 
 
I’M ONE OF THE THREE hosts of a podcast called Better Off Undead, and on episode 6 of that podcast, we asked the question, “If a vampire offered to turn you into one of his kind, would you accept?”
Dave, our resident “fat guy and proud of it,” said that he’d take the deal. 
My co-host Sean and I said that maybe that wouldn’t be such a great idea for Dave, because if you’re out of shape when you’re turned, you might stay out of shape for all of eternity. 
So I wrote a book about that single dumb idea. What you’re about to read is the fifth (and next to last) book in that series.
 
If you’d like to catch up on the prior books in the series,
you might want to get the Fat Vampire Value Meal, which contains books 1-4 at a 33% discount. 
 
Enjoy.




 
HOUSE
OF
VAMPIRES
AND
LEAVES
 
 
REGINALD GOT THE FIRST COMBO caught on his fang by accident while he was eating them in front of the TV. He added the second, to the other fang, to be hilarious. 
“That’s not hilarious,” said Maurice, who was reading. He was sitting in a La-Z-Boy with his feet up, a desk lamp on the endtable beside him. He was reading slowly, like a human reads, and was spending several minutes on each page. It was so far beyond inefficient that it was stupid. But when Maurice was asked, he replied with the stock answer so many of them gave when asked about all of their stupid inefficiencies: What else do I have to do?
“Come on, Maurice, what am I?” said Reginald, crossing Maurice’s dimly-lit study with the two hollow tubes of pretzel wedged around his fangs. In order to not ruin the effect, he had to keep his mouth wide open. Doing so made him drool, just as the cheese filling that used to be inside the pretzels had made him drool before he’d eaten it.
Maurice laid a finger down the spine of his book, closed it, and looked up with tired eyes. “I don’t know, Reginald. Tell me. What the hell are you?” 
“I’m a walrus who tried to open two wine bottles at once.” 
Maurice looked at Reginald for a long moment, then opened his book and resumed reading. 
“Because the empty pretzel rings look like corks. On my fangs,” Reginald explained. 
When Maurice didn’t respond, Reginald crunched the pretzels and swallowed them. He made sure to chew them well because for empirical reasons too disgusting to think about, he knew that human food did not, in fact, get digested in a vampire’s dead digestive system. When Reginald ate pizza, pizza came out. It came out looking like it had been packed tightly for storage, but was otherwise unmolested.
He walked to where Maurice was reading, glanced at the words on the page, and recognized the book immediately. Reginald had read literally everything in the house, and had done so at vampiric speeds. His perfect recall would have allowed him to tell what Maurice was reading with the smallest glance, but this book was particularly easy. The text on the page was in a spiral and Maurice kept turning the book to read it. It was House of Leaves by Mark Danielewski. 
“This book doesn’t make any sense,” said Maurice.
“It’s a book about a manuscript about a movie about a house,” said Reginald. 
“What’s this bit about spelunking in the basement?” 
“They’re investigating the house’s interdimensional spaces like cave explorers.” 
Maurice flipped until he reached a page that had a single word on it. “And what’s this bullshit?” 
“The book’s typography is part of the story,” said Reginald. 
Maurice’s composure snapped. His arm became a blur as he threw the book across the room. It struck the wall and fell open, face-up. 
Reginald looked over at his two-thousand-year-old maker as he stared after the offending book, frustration radiating from him like heat from a coal. The chair seemed to swallow his small frame. It occurred to Reginald that to most people, Maurice’s menacing stare would have come off as n goth kid with bad skin who was embarrassing himself by trying to look impressive. 
“Thousands of books to read in this house,” he said, “and all I can think about is how they’ll never be enough to keep me occupied. Everything is too slow. I feel like a caged animal.” 
“That’s how you’re supposed to feel,” said Reginald, still thinking of House of Leaves. 
“I can’t leave my own goddamn house because there’s a war about to erupt and nobody even knows it’s happening. We can’t tell the world that Timken is planning to unleash Hell on the humans, and we can’t fight him. We can’t take him down. We can’t rally support, other than the little group here in the house. I used to be Deacon of the Vampire Nation. I never wanted to be in charge then and I don’t now, but this sense of impotency is intolerable.” He looked up, almost pleading. “What can we do, Reginald?” 
Reginald sat down on an ottoman opposite Maurice. “The same thing we’ve been doing. Wait.” 
“I can’t keep waiting.” 
Reginald nodded. He could sympathize. It had been nine months since Nicholas Timken had pardoned Reginald and publicly forgiven him for attempting to rig the Vampire Nation election. Since then, the election had been re-held, supervised by even more watchdogs (including a few assigned by the human authorities and William Erickson’s office), and predictably, Timken had won. All the underground information Reginald could find suggested that below the veneer, Timken was building his Sedition Army and changing vampire hearts and minds via the Young Seditionists movement, and that on the other side, the humans were doing the same. While the vampires were building their armies, the humans were quietly building theirs… but the bubble hadn’t yet popped, and until it did, there was really nothing they could do but wait and see. It was maddening to the impotent few who knew of the catastrophic danger the world was facing. 
“There’s nothing else to do,” said Reginald. 
“We should blow the whistle on Timken.” Maurice sat up, inspired. “And Claude! I’ve heard some horrific things about what Claude has been doing as Timken’s number two. He’s my brother, so I have insider information on him. Wouldn’t the population be interested just from a gossip perspective? I could do an exclusive interview and talk about how he’s secretly an Annihilist, bent on turning Human Earth into Vampire Earth.” 
“Just get on the cover of US Weekly?”  
“Hey, it works for the Kardashians,” said Maurice. “We could blow two whistles at once and go all mainstream like in True Blood. Think of it: ‘Vampires: They’re just like us.’ Get some paparazzi photos of you to go with it and label them like, ‘They eat taquitos! Even though doing so is fucking retarded!'"
Reginald laughed — not because it was funny, but because Maurice seemed to need it. Then he told Maurice what he already knew: “We can’t blow the whistle. If the humans get wind of what Timken and Claude have planned, there’ll be war.” 
“There’s going to be war anyway,” Maurice countered. “At least this way they’ll be prepared… before it’s too late. I say we find a big outlet, go public, and tell everyone what the president and his crony are up to.” 
Reginald shook his head. The past nine months had been plenty of time for the most advanced vampire mind in history to think out his options. Ever since they’d bunkered in at Maurice’s estate, holding down an isolated fort in a world where everyone on both sides of the conflict hated them, Reginald had done very little other than gather data and think through the permutations. He’d read every word in the house, spent untold hours scouring public and secure areas of the internet and the vampire network, and had spent entire days sitting in a chair, sipping from a blood pouch, letting his wheels spin. All of the options he could imagine forcing now were no-win scenarios. 
“What do you think will happen when, instead of having ten or twenty thousand trained human troops as enemies, we suddenly have seven billion civilian enemies too?” said Reginald, leaning in. “You tell the human world that vampires not only exist but that they are plotting to exterminate the planet and there’ll be chaos. Villagers these days have much better resources than they did back in your day, Maurice. They won’t come at us with pitchforks. From dawn until dusk every day, it’ll be open season with stakes and fire… and, given time, some fancy silver bullets.” 
“So what?” 
“You want to die?” said Reginald. 
“I can die,” Maurice muttered, his lip curling as he stared into the corner. “I’ve lived long enough.” 
“What about me, then?” said Reginald. “What about Nikki? What about Brian and Talia?” He could go on, but Maurice got the point. Brian had turned his wife Talia when they’d collectively lost their need to hide, and Talia, in turn, had turned their oldest son. Recently, as anti-human sentiment had started to percolate through the vampire population, restrictions on creation had all but vanished. Pretty much anyone could be turned into a vampire these days, and pretty much every type of person was. There were countless vampire children now, and countless vampire elderly who had been too feeble when turned to hunt well on their own. This wasn’t just about human troops versus vampire troops; there were huge populations of innocents on both sides. Maurice wanted to make an omelette, but in Reginald’s mind, there were just too many eggs that would have to be broken to do it. Regardless of who needed whose blood to live, the truth was that the lines couldn’t be drawn in life as easily as they could be in movies. There were good guys and bad guys on both sides — and when war came, all of them would suffer. 
Maurice sighed. “I can’t just sit here reading.” 
“Your only other choices are to join Timken and Claude’s side or to join the humans’ side. One option makes you a murderer and the other makes you a traitor to your own kind.” 
“What does Claire say?” said Maurice. 
“She doesn’t know what to think.” 
“She’s supposed to be a prophet.” 
“She’s a twelve-year-old girl,” said Reginald. 
That was increasingly easy to forget. Every vampire in the house had, by now, heard the story of Claire’s encounter with the angel Balestro on the mountaintop in Germany. Despite the fact that she spent inordinate amounts of time lying in a bean bag chair watching SpongeBob SquarePants while eating Froot Loops, the vampires regarded her like an oracle. They kept asking her things she could never know, like whether such and such friend of theirs was okay and when the cold war outside would finally turn hot. Claire took it all with good humor, but it bothered her to be treated like a freak. She didn’t understand the things she could do, and her prescience, such as it existed, almost never obeyed her conscious control. She could change the channel on the TV without touching the remote and could “push” a secure video connection across Maurice’s laptop to Deacon Karl Stromm in Luxembourg, but otherwise she was just as clueless as the rest of them. 
“A twelve-year-old girl who can absorb the internet like a sponge.”
“Sure,” said Reginald. “But she can’t do anything with all of that information. Being Claire is like being in a library, but not being able to read.” 
“Claire can read.” 
“That’s not what I meant.” 
But Maurice couldn’t possibly understand. He’d had been around since BC became AD, but between the two of them, Reginald’s intelligence was far superior. Reginald could vacuum up information, recall it all perfectly, parse it, collate it, analyze it from every possible angle, then spit out the best options like a room full of networked Crays. What Reginald did was nothing Maurice or any of the others could understand — not just the ability itself, but its mysteriousness. Reginald didn’t know how his mind worked; he just knew that it worked. 
But as good as Reginald’s facility with information was, Claire’s was orders of magnitude better. Over the past year, she seemed to have developed an affinity for manipulating electronic signals that bordered on spooky. But like Reginald, Claire didn’t understand the things she did. She could unlock unlockable doors online, but she thought of her abilities as being more like swimming than hacking. She claimed she’d seen most of the internet already (including the parts that were supposed to be off-limits), but when asked for specifics, she could only give vague feelings and impressions: the internet and the information it contained was, to Claire, overwhelming, ordered, red, blue, hot, cold. If Reginald were to turn her into a vampire, that could change, and they’d become an unstoppable team. Claire could gather data — and then Reginald, via his mental connection as her maker, could make sense of it. But he wouldn’t turn her, no matter how many times she asked. She was just a child, he said, and she had years of growing up ahead of her.
“Reginald,” said Maurice, “the other day Claire thought it would be funny to allow me to conduct a ten-minute talk with Karl that didn’t actually exist. I was on Skype with a ghost for ten minutes, and I didn’t know it until she started laughing in the other room. She just made it all up.”
Reginald wasn’t amazed by Maurice’s claim. He was irritated. Claire’s father was an absentee asshole incubus and her mother still hadn’t totally recovered from a near-fatal vampire attack last year. Reginald was, for better or worse, the best parental figure Claire had — and he’d told her to knock that kind of thing off. 
He stuffed down his annoyance, mentally reminding himself to talk to Claire later about it. “That doesn’t mean she can tell the future on command,” he told Maurice.
“Telling the future is what she’s supposed to do!” Maurice blurted, raising his hands into the air. “That’s what saved every vampire in existence from the Ring of Fire!” 
Reginald shook his head. “The fact that her father is an incubus and some quick bluff work saved us. But be my guest. Go into the living room and ask her what’s going to happen. Hell, ask her what’s going on right now! She’s absorbed all of the vampire internet, including every post ever made on Fangbook. So ask her how many members there are in the Sedition Army. Ask her for the percentage of the vampire population that is actively ready to reap the human population versus those who seem likely to just hide and wait it out. Ask her about human preparations. I’m sure she’s delved into classified areas and can give you the Anti-Vampire Taskforce’s deployment numbers and the technologies they’re using. So go on in, Maurice. Find the girl in the PJ’s reading Harry Potter, and ask her what we should do next. But when she gives you an answer, I just hope you enjoy swimming metaphors and vague, color-based analyses that won’t help you worth dick.” 
Maurice shook his head. He looked across the room, into the corner where he’d thrown the book. 
“I hate that book,” he said. “I hate all of these books. The next time we make a run, I’m going to a Best Buy to pick up a Kindle so that I can at least download some new stuff.”
“Nikki has a recommendation for you, then,” said Reginald. “It’s about a gunslinger who rides a unicorn.” 
That was when they heard the explosion out on the grounds, at the east edge, where the perimeter fence was its weakest.




 
SIEGE
 
 
MAURICE LOOKED AT REGINALD. REGINALD looked at Maurice. Then there was a blur and the pages of Maurice’s discarded book, in the corner near the door, riffled. Reginald, now alone, turned to follow. He had another nine months of vampirism under his belt and, feeling stronger and more confident, sprinted hard to follow. He struck the doorframe, which cracked and tossed splinters into the hallway. He grasped his face and felt blood trickle into his palm. Reginald actually felt pleased. He must be getting stronger. It wasn’t uncommon for him to run into doorframes (not his fault; he had less clearance than anyone else), but this was the first time he’d broken one. 
He found the others in the marble foyer of Maurice’s house. Brian was in his boxers, bare-chested, wearing his pointless invisible-rim glasses, looking enormous. His wife Talia was beside him, regrettably not bare-chested, wearing a comfortable-looking set of short sleep clothes. Nikki was bare-chested. She slept topless, and apparently hadn’t thought of modesty when she’d heard the noise. Reginald pulled off the sweater he was wearing and handed it to her. Then there was a crashing sound from the outside and Nikki blurred toward the front door. She yelled and returned to Reginald’s side, her face and hair black and singed. 
It was daytime.
“I forgot,” said Nikki. 
“You forgot.” 
“Well, just listen to what’s going on out there!” she said.
Reginald listened. He’d thought it was quiet save the explosion and crash, but as he concentrated he realized he could hear a sort of animal chattering, like vampires made when circling a kill. It was an ominous sound — the sound of approaching doom. He’d seen humans cower from it. For vampires sadistic enough to make the chattering noise in front of their prey, human cowering was just validation, so chatters were inevitably combined with laughter. Outside, Reginald could hear laughter, too. 
“You thought it was vampires,” he said. 
“What else would it be? That’s who we’re hiding from.” 
“According to Timken, who ‘forgave’ us, we’re not hiding at all,” said Reginald. He could hear the chattering outside, circling, coming closer. 
“Humans,” said Brian. His fangs were out. So were Talia’s. So were Maurice’s, when he walked in from the east wing, the direction from which the explosion had come from. 
“The Swedes are dead,” he said. 
Maurice said it like he was announcing the score of a sporting event, but Nikki and Talia’s hands went to their mouths. Reginald felt his undead heart sink. Bjorn, Gert, and Paul had been part of their little bunkered-in family for almost six months, ever since Karl had sent the Swedish refugees — vampires without allegiance, like the rest of them — to Maurice’s mansion to wait out the coming storm. 
“Dead?” 
“Ash. The explosion took out the fence and several windows at once. The humans left the stakes they used to kill them in their beds, almost as if to taunt whoever found them. They seem to have staked and retreated. They must have been afraid of who they might meet deeper in.” Maurice put a hand on his hollow chest, silently adding that their fear was justified.
“Cowards,” said Brian, his menace growing deeper. 
Maurice looked back toward the east wing. “They’ve put the sun behind them,” he said. “Smart. Even if we wanted to risk running out and sticking to the shadows, we couldn’t get at them.” 
Beside the front door, one of the blackout shutters shook as something struck it. There was a sound of breaking glass, and a sliver fell to the floor from the other side of the shutter. 
“Stay away from the east-facing windows,” said Maurice. “The sun is still very low.” 
“Won’t the shutters protect us?” said Talia. 
“They’re just shutters,” said Maurice.
They stood on the marble floor, listening. The chattering became a sort of mumbling, and there was more laughter. The voices moved around. Reginald listened hard, trying to catalogue all of the nuances of what he was hearing. One voice had a lilt to it. One had a guttural sound around the R’s. At least two were female. He listened, taking notes on a mental tally board. 
“I hear eleven of them,” he announced. 
“What if there are some who are being quiet?” said Nikki.
Reginald shook his head. “I’m counting their footsteps.” 
“And I can hear them breathing,” said Brian. He said it with contempt, his mouth open and his fangs out like an animal. Breathing was a human thing. Technically they all did it too — but barely, and it wasn’t terribly necessary. 
“This is why you need familiars, Maurice,” said Talia. She’d mentioned it again and again in the past, urging Maurice to find some trustworthy humans to watch the grounds while the sun was up.
“So that when they find out what Timken is up to, they can stake us in our sleep?” Maurice spat back. 
“Then use the humans we have here,” she said. “Like Nikki’s sister.” 
“My sister is not a soldier,” Nikki said, her eyebrows creased. 
“Not now, Talia,” said Brian. 
Maurice had his hands on his hips. “There are only eleven of them. They can’t hurt us.” 
But then they heard a new noise, this time coming from the west. Some of the humans had circled around in that direction a moment ago, and now Reginald could hear a popping, cracking sound. 
“Oh shit,” said Maurice.
It was the sound of fire.
Maurice’s wife Celeste blurred in, either having slept through the initial tumult or having run around the house, assessing. Soon after, Nikki’s sister Jackie jogged into the foyer and took Nikki by the arm. Jackie was an inch shorter than Nikki and had lighter hair, but otherwise the two might have been twins. 
“What is it?” she asked. 
“Fucking humans,” said Nikki. 
Reginald looked from Jackie to Nikki, who had her fangs bared, like Brian. 
“No offense,” Reginald added, because Nikki wasn’t going to add it. 
“Oh,” said Jackie, exhaling. “Should we go back to bed?” Jackie kept the same schedule as her sister, sleeping during the day and staying awake all night, making only one obligatory excursion into the sun each day to soak up some necessary Vitamin D. Most of the other humans — Claire, her mother, Brian’s human kids — did the same. When you lived inside a sun-tight mega-mansion with vampires, time of day didn’t matter much. Only Reginald’s mother kept to her usual pattern, but that was mostly so that she could complain that nobody paid attention to her. 
“Sure, you can go back to bed,” said Brian, “if you’re into burning alive.” 
“They set a fire?” 
Nikki nodded. 
“Can we call the fire department?” said Jackie. 
“Interestingly, yes,” said Maurice. “But ironically, the first thing the firemen will do when they show up is to pull us outside — so that we’ll be safe.” 
“We could hide in the house when they come,” said Talia. “Let Jackie meet them out front.” 
“With the people who are trying to kill us, you mean?” said Nikki, her animosity at Talia clearly visible. Nikki was the younger sister, but she was as protective of her human sister as a mother bear of her cubs, and this was the second time Talia had suggested throwing Jackie into danger. 
“And then when the arson squad shows up, they’d come in and find us anyway,” Maurice added. 
Reginald looked at his maker. “You’re so negative,” he said. 
The humans outside were beginning to taunt and shout. Reginald heard slurs he recognized from pop culture vampire movies and shows (eg: “fangers” from True Blood; humans were so damn unoriginal) and a few more general epithets like “cocksuckers” and “motherfuckers.” One man with a country-fried accent was yelling “faggots” and “niggers,” thus establishing that the group considered its hate endeavors to be more or less interchangeable. 
Jackie was at the shutters, trying to look out without letting the sun in. She shouted, “These are the good ones in here, you assholes!” 
“Jackie!” Nikki hissed. 
“These vampires are trying to help you! Go kill some of the bad ones!” 
“Jackie!” 
From outside, the loudmouth yelled, “Shut up your ass, faggot!” 
“That guy,” said Brian, “will need to die painfully.” 
Reginald could feel minutes bleeding away. The west end of the house was on fire. The east end was awash with sun. They couldn’t go outside. They couldn’t call the authorities. All of their vampire allies in the area, if they’d had any (which they didn’t) would be incapacitated. They had no local human allies. Their attackers were outside in the sun, beyond reach. The humans inside were too few — and of them, only Jackie would be worth anything in a fight. The people outside would be armed. Waiting was the wrong choice, but it was all they could do. 
“Bunker in the basement,” said a voice behind them. “Wait for night, then waste them.” It was Claire, leading her dazed mother by the hand. 
Reginald looked back. He didn’t like Claire’s casual use of the term “waste them,” but the girl had seen plenty of blood in her short life and would need to prepare to see much, much more in the coming months and years. 
“Even if they don’t come in after us, breaking through the floor and letting the sun shine below,” Reginald told her, “you and the other humans would suffocate in the smoke.” 
“Let us walk out. We’ll pretend you were holding us hostage. Like… keeping us as blood slaves or something.” 
“Show of hands from everyone who thinks that’s a good idea,” Reginald called across the foyer. No hands went up. Reginald shrugged at Claire. 
“They weren’t listening,” Claire said, rubbing the tip of a pink slipper against the marble floor. 
“Come out, you fucking coons!” yelled the hillbilly voice from outside. 
“I am not going to be done in by the cast of Hee-Haw,” Maurice grated. He marched away into the hallway behind them, furious. 
“Let’s run outside holding sheets of cardboard over our heads,” said Nikki. 
It wasn’t a serious suggestion, but Nikki didn’t crack a smile. Using the proverbial parasol for protection would buy them a bit of time, but Reginald had baked even in the shade during his first week as a vampire. Obstructions didn’t stop all solar radiation. Enough came through and bounced around to cook you wherever you stood. The youngest vampires in the group might make it into the shadows, but they’d be weak and vulnerable once exposed, and the humans would take them in minutes.
Reginald moved to the unbroken north-facing window beside the front door and peered out, already feeling his eye warm up. The glass was coated with a UV protectant, but he still wouldn’t be able to look out for long.
“Can you see them?” 
“A few of them. But they’re getting blurry.” 
“Because of fire haze? Did they light the front of the house too?” said Talia, alarmed. 
“Because my eye is melting,” said Reginald. He switched to his left eye so his right could heal. He could only see five of them. They had settled in and were standing in direct sunlight. Reginald wanted to rip them apart for their cruelty and complacency… if they weren’t in the sun and if he were able to catch them. He felt fairly sure that the man who’d been yelling out the wrong slurs was the short one among them, because he was the only one in a Dokken T-shirt with cut-off sleeves and a mullet haircut. 
Reginald jumped at the sound of a long, low rumbling, then staggered again as the second story of the house’s east wing seemed to explode. Returning to the peephole, Reginald was in time to watch as a silver Mercedes was briefly airborne. The flying car struck the five human men like lined-up bowling pins. Then Reginald heard a hoot echo down the staircase behind him, followed by Maurice’s voice yelling, “BULLSEYE!” 
Turning, Reginald almost laughed as he watched Maurice blur down from the second story and into the basement. But before he could, he heard an enormous popping sound, then another, and then another. 
Whatever was happening was happening in the east wing. 
“Let’s go!” Reginald yelled, and took off in that direction. 
Everyone ran. Reginald ran too, but he was immediately left with the humans. This seemed unfair, seeing as he’d been the one who’d tried to rally them. 
Jackie ran past Reginald, who was moving at top speed. She yelled back at him, saying, “Let’s go!” 
It wasn’t far. Reginald’s eyes had healed; he peered through the shutters from his new vantage point and saw the six remaining humans standing as the others had, eyes up and carefully watching for flying automobiles. Maurice had plenty of cars in the attached garage to throw, but the humans were too spread out, and they’d see them coming.
The humans outside jerked with each loud popping sound, but the pops were harmless, like shots fired in the distance. Nothing was coming at them. After witnessing the flattening of their compatriots, they looked like they were willing to call it a draw and run, but they didn’t know which way to go.
“What is that noise?” said Brian. It sounded like grenades. 
But Reginald had already figured it out. 
“It’s the foundation bolts,” he said. 
“What?”
The entire east wing of the house began to move underfoot as Maurice, somewhere below, shoved the frame forward against the blocks that comprised the foundation. Reginald heard the house crack behind him, splitting open at the rear as the entire east wing pivoted ninety degrees. A warm draft came from their backs as sun spilled into the house, but the split was yards back, and they were well sheltered in the east dining room. 
Reginald was still watching the humans. They were starting to stir and panic, but they seemed unsure where to go. The house had been in front of them. Now, thanks to Maurice’s spontaneous architectural rearrangement, it had folded around them, with the far wing at their sides, now perpendicular to the rest of the house. 
Blocking the sun in the east, thereby putting the humans in the shade. 
“Get ‘em,” said Reginald. 
Nikki and Brian blew through the front wall as if it were the tape at the finish line of a race. Both were young enough that a few seconds of shade wouldn’t slow them down much, and a few seconds was all it took for the two vampires to blur out and grab all of the people on the lawn. Nikki gripped two of them by the arms. Brian slammed into the remaining four in a line, his arms open like a giant claw. Then they hauled the humans back into the house, ducking into a kind of anteroom beside the dining room where the walls were still intact. 
Brian didn’t hesitate. He ripped three of the humans’ heads from their shoulders as they tried to run, then bit into the fourth and drained him dry. The body that hit the ground was no more than a husk. Brian’s face was dripping with gore, and blood from arterial spray had coated the walls. Maurice arrived just in time to notice a huge glut of red that had splashed across an original Monet on the far wall and say, “Fuck.” 
The two remaining humans, watching, were battering against Nikki as she held their wrists. Both were men. Moreover, both seemed deeply offended that they’d been subdued by a woman. They were following the lead of their dead compatriot’s colorful and misguided epithets, calling Nikki many things that in one way or another related to her having a vagina. So she broke their wrists. 
“MOTHERFUCKER!” yelled one of them. 
The other collapsed to the floor, gripping his forearm and marveling at the way his hand refused to stand erect. Nikki judged him to no longer be a threat and allowed him to lay down, where she kicked him. 
The other man was more vocal, beating on Nikki with his unbroken wrist, so she punched him in the teeth. Then he went down, crab-crawling backward wearing a mask of blood. He stopped when he met the wall, and once he’d settled, Maurice moved to his one side. Brian moved to the other. 
“Fucking vamps!” the man blurted, looking up. He spat at Maurice, judging him to be the lesser threat. A glob of red saliva struck Maurice’s pants. 
Maurice seemed disturbingly calm. He looked down at the quiet man, then the one who’d spat on him. “What did we do to you?” he said. 
“You fucking eat us!” 
“I’ve never eaten you,” said Maurice, still calm. 
“People don’t believe that… that fucking monsters are causing all of the killing!” the man gurgled through his throat full of blood. “They will, though! We took video of those three we killed! It’s already uploaded to YouTube! Those motherfuckers blew right up into sparks and ash! That video’ll go viral; you just watch! Shit has gotten too weird. You goddamn bloodsuckers think you can fuck with us forever? Fuck you! We’re not going to take it!” 
Maurice looked at Reginald. Reginald stooped in front of the man, squatting down on his hams. The ability to squat had come with vampirism and his odd balance skills. In most ways, gravity was still Reginald’s enemy, but squatting was one thing he could do. Woe be it to the vampire or human who challenged him to a squat-off. 
“Hey,” said Reginald. 
The man’s head flicked to the side, away from him. 
“Look at me.” 
The man kept his head turned away. Brian reached down and easily turned it back, but the human rolled his eyes to keep them averted. Reginald tried to stay ahead of his eye-flicks but couldn’t, so Nikki, who was much faster, squatted to join him, blurred her head around until she caught the man in a glance, and then handed him over to Reginald. 
“Better,” said Reginald, meeting the man’s pupils. 
“Better,” the human echoed. 
“Don’t tell him anything, Sam!” shouted the other man.
Reginald looked at the other human. “No, you want Sam to tell me all about it,” he said. 
“Tell him all about it, Sam!” the man said. 
Reginald turned back to the first man and said, “Sam, listen to me. Not all vampires are your enemies. How did you find out about us?” 
The man, his gaze vacant, said, “Everyone knows.” 
“Everyone knows?” 
“The big house with all the land is full of monsters. People come and go there, confused. You never see the owners during the day. Folks never met the neighbors. They garden at night, and never seem to leave to shop, for anything.” 
“We could be recluses. Human recluses.” 
“There are rumors. People say there is something wrong here. They are afraid of you.” 
“So you came to kill us.” 
“Exterminate the nest,” he said, nodding.
Reginald looked up at Maurice. “This is your house. What do you want to do with them?” 
“I’m hungry,” said Nikki, a remorseless look on her face. “I’m told that the moment when the heart stops is exquisite.” 
“Nikki,” said Reginald. “They’re humans. We were humans.” 
“That didn’t stop Brian.” 
Brian shrugged and said very practically, “You kill my people, I kill you.” 
Nikki was staring directly at the men, nodding. “Brian has a point.” 
“They killed three of ours,” said Reginald, “and we killed nine of theirs.” 
“Yes,” said Nikki, “but they wanted to kill all of us. You, me, Maurice and Celeste, Brian and Talia and their son Jeremy. And the humans, too. Jackie. Reginald’s mom. Victoria. Claire and all of the other kids.” 
“But they didn’t.” 
“This is war, Reginald,” said Brian, wiping blood from his chin. Then he raised his big hand and flipped it so his thumb was pointing down, like a Roman emperor conveying a death sentence. 
“It’s not war yet.” 
“Soon.” 
“Not yet,” Reginald repeated. He looked at the three headless bodies and the drained husk. He couldn’t bring himself to feel bad about any of it. The humans had drawn first blood. 
Or had they? Sure, the vampires in the house had behaved, but what about the rest of the population? How many humans were being picked off in town every single day? It was only a matter of time before people started hanging crosses on their doors at night, painting hex signs, and carrying holy water. If he were still human, he’d want to defend himself and his people too, and often the best defense was a good offense. These people had killed three innocent vampires, yes. But now that the two who remained were glamoured and vacant in front of him, Reginald couldn’t imagine the idea of killing them in cold blood. 
He looked to Maurice. It was his house, his rules. 
“What do you think, Reginald?” said Maurice.
“It’s a tired cliche, but I don’t know that it helps anything to stoop to their level. We’re bunkered in here because we don’t want to fight on either side. So I vote we blank them and let them go.” 
“What about their friends?” said Nikki. “Their friends will come back for us. And people will wonder about the nine dumbshits who didn’t come home.” 
Reginald gave her his “No problem” look. For quite some time, he’d been able to glamour humans and make them extraordinarily influential to other humans. He might not be able to get the dead people’s families and friends to forget them entirely, but he could probably send the last two home with enough of an influence bomb that those who encountered them would come to believe the missing had simply gone off on a long trip.
Nikki shook her head. “You can’t make all of them forget. He said, ‘everyone knows.’ So what happens when the next batch comes for us? If just a few of them see through your glamour, they’ll put two and two together and find themselves with an even better incentive to ‘destroy the nest.'"
“The only alternative is to fight,” said Reginald. He felt stupid advocating the closest thing to a pacifist position that was currently possible, but right now the world was like a constellation of soap bubbles. Soon, those bubbles were going to start popping, and anyone caught in the middle would have to choose sides. Reginald didn’t want to choose sides because there seemed to be no way to win. He couldn’t put the decision off forever — side with the vampires to appease the angels or side with the humans and become traitors — but by sparing these two men and sending them back with heads full of poison misinformation, he could put it off for another day. 
Nikki shook her head again, but Maurice nodded. Maurice was their de facto leader because he was the oldest, had been the Nation’s Deacon, and because they were all living in his house, but he didn’t like the crown of authority. Maurice’s leadership style was simple: Reginald had the most powerful mind vampirekind had ever seen, so whenever Reginald had an opinion, the group would accept it. 
Reginald turned and began his work, filling the men’s heads with an elaborate, multi-layered lie. He told them that they came to the house to assassinate vampires, found and killed three of them, then were swayed when others came up from the basement and started crying. Luckily, the evil vampires’ sorrow turned out to be genuine and the humans came to realize that not all vampires were evil. The end.
“What about the dead people?” Maurice asked. 
“They never existed,” Reginald said, still staring into the humans’ eyes in turn. “And in a pinch, those that did die died in a fire they set themselves.” 
“That’s some pretty shitty arson,” said Brian. Reginald suddenly remembered that the other half of the house was on fire and that maybe, perhaps, possibly that should be addressed when they were done here.
“Yeah, well, they’re shitty arsonists,” said Nikki. “They also died crapping in their pants, then rubbing their faces with poo.” 
“Why would they do that?” 
Nikki kicked one of the headless bodies, apparently still holding a grudge over the slain Swedish family, and didn’t respond. 
Reginald fed the men the lines, omitting the fecality. 
“Why didn’t we bite them?” he asked the others.
“You all have a blood substitute like on TV,” said Claire. “You prefer it. Blood is gross.” 
“Well, it’s true that it’s gross,” said Reginald. He told the men about the blood substitute used by these benevolent, fun-loving vampires they’d encountered. He told the men that the vampires and humans had parted on good terms. Then he piled on layer after layer of influence-boosting glamour, none of it conveyed in words, and sent the men off. They milled off across the grounds, making their way toward the destroyed section of the fence. 
“They’ll never buy it,” said Brian. 
“Oh, they believe it all right,” said Reginald, watching the men vanish through the shutters.
“I meant the others. Their cockroach friends.”
“Those two men are going to be very, very, very believable and convincing.” 
“We should have killed them. To send a message.” 
“Violence begets violence, Brian,” said Reginald. “If the humans knew we’d killed the others who came here, they wouldn’t ‘accept the message.’ They’d gather more friends, then come back with flamethrowers and tanks and bombs.”
“Bullshit. Humans have always been sheep.” 
“Yes, they have been,” said Reginald, nodding. “But they aren’t any more.”




 
BUNKER
 
 
FUELED BY REGINALD’S WARNING THAT today’s in-the-know humans had been pushed a bit too far, all of the vampires in the house stayed up for the rest of the day, peering through the shades as their burning eyes allowed, waiting for a second attack. 
None came. The endless day dragged on with a feeling of nervous anticipation.
Maurice bitched about the loss of his Monet and his Mercedes. Nikki cried about the deaths of Bjorn and Gert and their seventy-year-old son Paul. Claire, proving that cross-species empathy was possible, did the same. Watching her, Reginald felt guilty about his own conspicuous lack of emotion. Three lives had ended this morning and he supposed he should feel something. He didn’t. He decided it could mean anything. It could mean that he was stressed. It could mean that he found the humans’ motivation to kill understandable. It could mean that the last of his humanity had drained away, and he would soon become a cold-blooded killer willing to tear through a glade of necks without a thought, as Brian had done.
Around 1pm, with the sun high and strong overhead, the intercom in the foyer buzzed. Maurice checked the video monitor, saw the white van that had pulled up to the gate and the semi truck behind it, and buzzed them in. A man exited the van and approached the house. Maurice let him inside, greeted him, and then signed something on his clipboard. 
Five minutes later, the circular driveway in front of the house was full of heavy machinery: two Bobcats, a large tractor with a front-end loader, a backhoe, a yellow bulldozer with a corkscrew auger hanging from one end. Throughout the afternoon, more equipment arrived. Humans followed and, under the direction of the man with the clipboard, began to work. 
The amount of activity that followed was astonishing. The men and the equipment ripped out the entire black wrought-iron fence around the property and erected a sheer solid metal wall in its place that was composed of two sheets of steel spaced three feet apart. The wall was fifteen feet tall all the way around by six o’clock, at which point a neverending procession of concrete mixers began to arrive and fill the wall. The man in charge — a human named Bill who Maurice assured them could be trusted because of the insane price Maurice was paying him from his bottomless bank account — told them the concrete wouldn’t cure completely for a week, but that anyone who tried to cross it in the meantime would find themselves sinking in some rather unpleasant quicksand. And that was assuming they could get past the live electric fence wires at the top, the razor wire, and the motion-activated spotlights. 
The men worked well into the night and then the trucks began to leave. When they were gone, Maurice announced that the house was now several orders of magnitude more secure… and all at a trifling price equivalent to a small country’s GDP. 
Reginald went outside to survey the scene. Brian, who was more or less in charge of the house’s security, stood on the porch looking out at the new wall. The enclosure made the property darker than it had been the night before; the neighboring house and street lights had been completely obscured. Reginald came up beside Brian, arm to arm, thinking how he and the big man could be twins — if it were possible to turn muscle into fat or vice-versa.
“All of this for humans,” said Brian, his dark eyes on the new wall. 
“Curse of being a creature of the night. When the sun is out, we’re damn near helpless.” 
“We should have guards. Human guards. Like those construction guys.” 
Reginald shook his head. “Only Bill knew whose house this really was. To the others, it was just another job for some rich guy. Bill will keep the secret because he’s paid a retainer that I’m told is very generous, and he wants this goose to keep laying golden eggs. If we involve other humans, we’re rolling the dice. Claude’s troops are killing thousands while the AVT is exterminating as many vampire colonies as it can — all of it while both sides keep smiling and shaking hands, pretending that nothing is wrong and nobody is angry. It can’t last. Soon the bubble is going to pop, and all hell is going to break loose.” He turned to look at Brian. “When that happens, do you really want humans protecting you?” 
“You could glamour them.” 
Reginald shook his head. “I found out about another conveniently closed loophole in the rules that govern vampires and humans. You know how humans can’t be glamoured into letting us into their homes?” 
Brian nodded. They’d had this discussion before, back when the angel Balestro had first shown up. The whole face-off between humans and vampires was bound by ritualistic, just-because rules that prevented either side from having an advantage that might make things too easy — same as was the case in any game played out for the amusement of others.
“Well, turns out you can’t glamour them into fighting for you, either,” said Reginald. “Or killing themselves, by the way. And oh yes, there are plenty of blood traitors who like us more than they like their own kind, but they’re mostly broken people who hate themselves and love the death we represent. And I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to put my trust in people like that.” 
The door opened, and Claire stepped onto the porch behind them. 
“What’cha guys talking about?” she said. 
Reginald looked down. He was over six feet tall and still looked small next to Brian. Between the two behemoths, Claire looked like a pet. 
“Nothing.”
Claire put her hands on her hips. “Oh, I see. So it’s okay for me to rig an election, prevent the apocalypse, and overhear you and Nikki having sex every night…” 
“You hear that?” 
“Everyone in the house hears it. We discuss it at breakfast.” 
“Oh.” 
“… but it’s not okay for me to hear about killing people, or killing vampires — despite just watching four people get their heads pulled off.” 
“Three,” said Brian. “I just drained the fourth one.” 
“It’s okay, Brian,” Claire said with troubling nonchalance. “Those people were trying to kill us. I’m glad you ripped them apart.” She turned to Reginald. “And you know, I could do the same — could help defend us, I mean — if you turned me into a…” 
“No,” Brian and Reginald said together. Brian still had human children and Reginald had been turning down Claire’s requests to be made into a vampire for almost two full years. They both felt that vampire kids were creepy, and that turning someone who’d yet to grow up was unthinkably cruel to the person turned.
Claire sighed. “Fine. Then can I at least keep watch? I heard you saying something about day guards.” 
“No,” Brian and Reginald said together again. 
“It feels insulting to have to do any of this, anyway,” Brian added. “Just for humans.” 
“If only we could guard the property ourselves,” said Reginald. 
Without missing a beat, Claire said, “Why don’t you make day suits? You know, like Maurice’s brother makes?” 
The two big men looked down at Claire, shocked. Claire’s head cowered between her shoulders like a turtle trying to hide. 
“I didn’t know I knew that,” she said. 




 
GLAMOURED
 
 
“THERE,” SAID CLAIRE, SITTING BACK in the rolling office chair and beginning to spin in circles. 
Reginald, Maurice, Nikki, and Brian leaned toward the computer screen despite all four having nearly perfect vampire vision. The theatrical nature of Claire’s reveal seemed to call for it. 
On the screen was an image of a shiny metal bodysuit that looked like what might result if a leotard impregnated a suit of armor. The main piece trailed from the torso into long arms, extending to the wearer’s wrists, ankles, and neck. Laid beyond the sleeves were gloves that looked like chain mail, and laid beyond the legs were glittery-looking boots that seemed like they’d be at home on the feet of a girl band. The fourth piece, laid above the suit itself, was a hood with no visible holes in it. 
“How do you see when you wear it?” asked Nikki. 
“There are cameras sunk into the lead,” said Claire. She touched the screen, on the hood, where a person’s eyes would be. “It projects an image inside. A human could never use it because they couldn’t focus on an image that’s basically right up against their eye, but a vampire could.” 
“A human also couldn’t move in a suit like that,” said Brian. “What’s the spec weight, Claire?” 
“Depending on size, around fourteen hundred pounds.” 
Hearing this, Reginald felt annoyingly demoralized. For most vampires, wearing the weight of a horse on their bodies would barely register, but for Reginald, it’d lay him flat. Besides, his suit would have to be twice as large as anyone else’s other than Brian’s — except that Brian could lift a stadium. Reginald could imagine himself donning one of the lead suits, then falling over and slowly being crushed until someone rescued him with a crane. It was every fat guy’s nightmare. 
Once they’d come inside and turned on the computer, Claire hadn’t had any trouble pushing her way through the information on the web (“pushing” was how she described it, like using her hands while swimming to break water) and locating the image they were now looking at. Although Claire couldn’t say for sure, Reginald figured it could only have come from a protected part of the vampire web, from Claude’s company’s files, or from the files on Claude’s personal computer. 
Using her spooky electron-pushing ability, Claire could easily get into any of those places, but she had no idea where she was navigating or how she’d gotten there. She hadn’t even realized she knew about the vampire day suits until the thought was summoned by Reginald and Brian’s discussion. Her odd abilities allowed her to suck information into her mind in vast torrents — but once that information was there, it became more like a cloud than a system of files, and she couldn’t consciously access any of it. It seemed to go into a kind of subconscious (or superconscious) layer within her, accessible only through whims and dreams. 
“Claude is selling these?” said Maurice. He had a disgusted look on his face that Reginald recognized. Claude had invented wooden bullets, and although they’d never verified it, Claude’s R&D had probably helped create the “Boom Stick” weapons that Timken’s red-helmeted soldiers carried. And now, Claude was allowing vampire soldiers to walk in the sun? To Maurice, the idea would be obscene. He’d been conservative since Reginald had known him, always trying to bring back the old ways and always raising the ire of the authorities because of it. Maurice liked the idea of vampires being monsters who hid in darkness, not pretty, sparkly, sunshiny beings who dressed in couture and bantered about politics. 
“I don’t know,” said Claire. 
“But this image is from his company’s website. Or intranet. Or the SA corps files, or something.” 
“I don’t know.” 
“How can you not know?” 
Claire threw a pink eraser at Maurice. Maurice caught it, then looked at Claire with surprised eyes.
“Well, let me ask you a question, Maurice,” she said, annoyed. “How did you catch that eraser? When did you learn to catch things? How fast was the eraser moving? Where would you have caught it if you’d put your hand on it a second earlier?” 
Maurice continued to stare. 
“The answer is that you don’t know,” Claire said, her voice now calmer, almost resigned. “You just caught the damn eraser. I just found the damn image. And I’m telling you, I don’t know how I know.” 
Reginald put a big hand on Claire’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “You did good, Claire.” He looked up at Maurice. “This doesn’t matter. I doubt they’re in widespread production because I haven’t found any mention on Fangbook or in any of the Council archives they’ve made public… or the private archives Claire let me into.” He rolled his eyes. It was ironic that while prettying up the image of the Council (Timken had been installed as “president” rather than “Deacon,” and he wore a tie pretty much all the time), the Council had slyly made its proceedings private without anyone seeming to care. Everything used to be public record, but now it was only public if you had a 12-year-old metaphysical hacker at your disposal. 
“There’s more, but I won’t go into it.” Reginald tapped his head — the universal sign from the vampire savant that meant just trust me; I know shit. “If the lead suits are in use, they’re being used for covert, off-the-books operations. More likely, they’re just being stockpiled as a rather unpleasant surprise for the human troops when the real blood starts flying.” 
Reginald knelt in front of the chair. Claire continued to spin, giggling. Reginald had to admire her. She’d grown up without a father, with a mentally absent mother, in the ghetto, as a smallish girl who had to learn how to rely on herself. She’d fallen into vampire culture, had almost been killed several times, had had the weight of two worlds heaped upon her supposedly-prophetic shoulders, and had almost lost her mother to a bloody attack. Now she was shut in with those same monsters, waiting for war and being asked about matters that could end or save billions of lives. And yet through it all, she still managed to be an innocent and delightful child. 
“Claire,” he said. 
“Just wait,” said Claire. She kicked at the floor mat, spinning faster, still laughing. 
Reginald looked up at Nikki. So Nikki shoved the chair into the middle of the room, and Reginald reached low to hold the chair’s casters in place. Then Nikki said, “Hang on tight, Miss C.” 
Claire hung on, then whooped in anticipation.
Nikki gave the chair the hardest shove any office chair has ever received. Claire immediately stretched out, hanging on for dear life. Then something in the chair gave way and Claire flew across the room, toward a bookcase on one wall. Nikki blurred over and plucked her from the air before impact. The chair shattered on its bearings and something plastic hit Reginald in the face. While he rubbed his cheek, Claire laughed and cheered, begging Nikki to do it again. The chair, now just fragments, seemed less enthusiastic. 
After Claire calmed down, Nikki sat her in an overstuffed chair away from the computer, and Reginald again came to one knee in front of her. 
“Good?”
“Good,” Claire agreed with visible effort.
“I have a request. One you should feel free to decline.” 
Claire looked intrigued. Reginald, looking closely at her, found himself amazed by how much she’d changed. When he’d met her, she’d been ten. She’d been a child in every way. Now her face was changing, her features deepening, her eyes taking on a sense of maturity that hadn’t been there before. Looking at her, he realized — as if he’d never known it before — that if she was lucky, she’d grow up. Ten years from now, she’d be a woman. The simple fact that a child could become an adult in the middle of a world where nobody Reginald saw ever changed was strangely heartening, like finding a beautiful flower growing in cracked concrete. 
“Sure, Reginald. What’s up?” 
“I want to glamour you.” 
Claire smiled. “What’s it like?” 
“It’s like being hypnotized,” said Nikki, standing behind Reginald. “Like falling asleep.” Reginald turned his head, his eyebrows drawing together. He’d never glamoured Nikki. But then he remembered that she’d known Maurice since she’d been a troubled teenager whose parents had ended their own lives. Maybe there were things he’d helped her to forget. 
“Why, Reginald?” said Claire. 
“I need to see if I can suss out some more of what’s in that melon of yours.” He rapped his knuckles on her head. 
“You could just turn me into a vampire. Then, as my maker, you could use telepathy or whatever to go in there and rummage around yourself.” 
“I’m not going to turn you, Claire.” 
“Why not? Vampires are going to start killing all of the humans. I’d be safer that way.” 
“I wouldn’t count the humans out yet,” said Reginald. “There are a lot more of them than there are of us, and they have daylight on their sides.” 
Claire pointed toward the computer. “Or not.” 
“Seven billion humans is a lot of people to exterminate. Do you think the average, everyday vampires of the world are just going to let that happen?” 
“Yes,” said Brian. 
Reginald gave him a look. Then he turned back to Claire. “So… okay?” 
Claire shrugged — a twelve-year-old gesture that said this was all very annoying but that she supposed she could go along with it… like whatever. 
So Reginald looked more deeply into her eyes. Then he watched something barely perceptible change in them — a kind of loosening, or letting go. 
“Claire,” he said. 
“Yes.” She said it like a drone. 
“Look into all that information in your head. I want you to help me sort it.” 
“It’s not information. It’s life.” 
“It’s life?” 
“Yes. Like, people lived their lives and did things. Other people saw it and wrote it down. I see experiences.” 
“You see records of those experiences.” 
Even glamoured, Claire managed to convey her amazement at how obtuse adults could be. “What’s the difference?” 
“One is the real thing. The other is secondhand.” Then he realized he was engaging in a metaphysical debate with someone who was essentially drunk. He glanced up, met Nikki’s eye. But in front of him, Claire answered before he could move on. 
“There’s no difference. It’s an impression in the stream.” 
“The stream?” 
“The stream of energy. You understand?” 
Glamoured people weren’t suppose to teach or ask rhetorical questions, but most glamoured people weren’t more or less modern-day wizards. Reginald pushed on.
“Explain it to me.” 
“Once something is done, it just is. Its residue is here now. It’s all that matters. The original action is gone. The residue is all that’s left.” 
“But the truth about the actual event caused things to happen. If an event in the past hadn’t been how it was, the way things are today would be different.” 
“But they aren’t different. They can’t be different. They are how they are.”
“Right…” 
“So the events in the past were how they were.” 
“Right, but…” 
“So what’s the problem?” She scrunched her nose. It was something Reginald had seen her do over and over while conscious. The expression wasn’t quite one of condescension. It was the look she gave someone when she literally didn’t understand what the hell was wrong with them, or how they could be so dumb.
 “Ask her about Claude and Timken,” said Maurice, leaning against the doorframe. 
“Not yet.” 
“What are you doing, Reginald?” Nikki asked, kneeling next to him and putting a hand on his thigh. She looked at Claire, trying to see what he saw. There was no special bond on Reginald’s side of the glamour; the others in the room were getting exactly as much out of Claire as Reginald was. But Reginald had survived so far on instinct and felt sure that instinct, in the coming months and years, might be all that was left. 
“I’m seeing where this goes,” he answered. 
“We know she’s got superbrain already,” said Brian. 
“Yes, but not how it works.” 
“Why does it matter?” 
“I’m not sure,” said Reginald. He’d never looked away from Claire, but now he addressed her again. “Claire, how do you see the future?” 
“As inevitable.” 
“That’s not what he means,” said Brian, talking to Claire. But of course, she couldn’t hear him. Brian was out of place; he should just let Reginald work.
With a gesture toward Brian, Reginald said to Claire, “I meant, how do you see the future? How can you tell what’s going to happen next?”
“It’s inevitable.” 
“This is freaky,” said Nikki. “Let her out of it.” 
Reginald shook her off. Then to Claire: “What do you mean, it’s inevitable?” 
“It’s like a puzzle,” said Claire. “The past is what it is. Not was what it was, but is what it is.
Today, here and now, the past is what it is. You put the pieces together and you see what the puzzle makes. You can see which pieces have to come next, in the fog.” 
“The fog?” 
“The fog that’s ten steps ahead.” 
“This is pointless,” said Brian. 
“She’s talking about free will,” said Reginald, not breaking eye contact with Claire. “The angels can’t see past one individual choice, because that’s how the game was stacked — the one check and balance working against them and maybe in our favor. Claire can go farther because she can see how the past and the present make the next series of events more or less inevitable, but after a point the collective margin of error imparted by multiple decisions becomes great enough to fog her predictive ability.” 
Maurice took a step forward. “So she’s not really prescient?” 
“It’s more like being a savant. An incredible ability to parse insane amounts of data. Which, apparently, she can siphon directly from the source. It all comes down to manipulating energy.” 
“She said there was a war coming,” said Maurice. “That was the prediction she made almost two years ago, with Balestro. Two years has to be further than ten steps ahead.” 
Reginald laughed. “I think those particular pieces of the puzzle have been stacked that way for quite a while now.” 
“And she said you’d lead us.” 
Reginald nodded slowly. “Given the way things were laid out, I don’t know that I had much of a choice but to take some sort of a leadership role.” Then he corrected himself, remembering that they were talking about the future: “Have.”
He re-focused on Claire. Something, deep in his own substantial logical mind, had rung a bell. 
“Claire. You said that the past is fixed.” 
“The past is what it is.” 
“And the present is fixed.” 
“The present is what it is.” 
“And that because of that, the future has to be what it has to be. The next few steps, anyway.” 
“Yes.”
“That’s bullshit,” said Brian. “Woo-woo nonsense.” 
“Like vampires existing?” Reginald snapped. 
“This is different. This is crazy.” 
“It’s not crazy. Legend says that if a butterfly flaps its wings in one place, it may cause a hurricane somewhere else — and that the chain of cause and effect between those two events is entirely unpredictable. Too much chaos, they say, and that chaos is baked right into the way the universe works. But what if you had literally all of the information in the world? What if you could sort and make sense of everything that has ever existed? Every single cause and every single ensuing effect in play at any given moment? If you knew everything, is it really so impossible to believe that you could predict that hurricane after all? Wouldn’t it just be a question of extrapolation?” 
Brian didn’t reply. 
Reginald said to Claire, “The vampire legends talk about a game being established. Of rules being set. So based on what you see, is it possible that even the present hasn’t happened by chance?”
Maurice inhaled. Nikki looked at him; Reginald could see her head move in the corner of his eye.
“It’s very possible,” said Claire. “That is how it is.” 
“What?” said Nikki, speaking to Maurice.
“He’s asking about predestination,” Maurice told her. “The idea that what’s happening now was supposed to happen.” 
“How could that be?” 
Reginald answered. “Given the context of everything else we’re talking about here,” he said, “it’s not even difficult to imagine. This is just about flipping causation and prediction. You don’t watch the butterfly’s wings flap and then predict the hurricane. Instead, at the start of time, you flap the butterfly’s wings deliberately… in order to cause the hurricane.” 
“Jesus.” 
“Well, angels, anyway.” Reginald cleared his throat, then shifted his position on the floor. “Claire. The deepest vampire annals I’ve found in all of my research talk about something called a ‘codex’ — a predestined plan set forth by the original powers. The idea of the codex is so old that even scant mentions are nearly impossible to find, and even more impossible to find anywhere other than in recollections by superstitious shaman of the old countries. Even the few people who have heard the legends of the codex — and there aren’t many — think it’s a fairy tale, like they thought the angels themselves were just a fairy tale until recently. But the codex… it’s real, isn’t it?” 
“Yes,” said Claire. 
“Where is it?” 
“In the place where it is.” 
“And where is that?” 
“Everywhere.” 
“Slap her on the side of the head like a busted television,” said Brian. “She’s stuck.” 
“It must be somewhere,” Reginald said to Claire, ignoring Brian. “Somewhere real, and specific.” 
“In a way, yes,” said Claire. 
“So where is that place?” 
“Everywhere.” 
Brian flapped his hands — a big blur of movement in Reginald’s peripheral vision. 
“Okay,” said Reginald, changing tacks. “The codex. Can it be found?” 
“Yes.” 
“Can it be held?”
“Yes.” 
“So she’s talking about a real object,” said Maurice. “Like a scroll or something?” 
Reginald held up a finger to Maurice. To Claire, he said, “So if the codex can be found, how do we begin the sequence of events that will lead us to find it?” 
“What are you doing?” Nikki whispered. 
“I want to flip to the end of the blueprint,” Reginald answered. “I want to peek ahead. Cheat.” Lower, he added: “See how the war ends… or if possible, how to prevent it.” 
“You go to Luxembourg,” said Claire, her eyes still vacant. 
“Karl,” said Maurice, behind Reginald. 
“Then what?” 
“Then you do what’s next,” Claire answered.
“What happens after we go to Luxembourg, I mean?”
“Then,” said Claire, “what’s next happens.” 
“This is stupid,” said Brian. “She can shoot sparks from her fingers and can hack like a motherfucker. But are we really supposed to trust the glamoured ramblings of one little girl, abandon our home base here, and run off to Europe so that you can find some mystical blueprint and try to short-circuit our pre-planned future?” 
Claire smiled. Glamoured people weren’t supposed to smile. They weren’t supposed to hear other voices around them, either, but Claire turned her catatonic eyes toward Brian before answering.
“Oh, it’s not short-circuiting anything,” she said. She turned back to Reginald and said, “You solving the codex is a vital step within the codex.”




 
OUTBREAK
 
 
THE VAMPIRES IN THE HOUSE had known Claire was significant ever since the day she’d gotten Balestro to call off the Ring of Fire, but there was a huge leap of faith between that factual knowledge and the idea — here and now — that Claire was an oracle. And in the days following her glamouring session with Reginald, it became apparent just how reluctant many of them were to make that leap. 
Reginald, however, fully believed what Claire had told him. He couldn’t not believe it. Reginald’s talent at glamouring was so far beyond that of most vampires that there was no way the skeptical others could understand just how deep his influence went. Humans, when glamoured by most vampires, became suggestive. When glamoured by Reginald, they became downright transparent. It was impossible for a human to hold anything back from him when he pried. So while the others doubted, Reginald didn’t just believe that what Claire had said was true; he knew it was.
Nikki and Maurice, who’d grown accustomed to trusting Reginald’s mind, believed Claire second-hand (believing her because they believed Reginald), but the others in the house were a hard sell. Claire spent most of her time wandering around Maurice’s mansion in Hello Kitty pajamas, playing video games, and loudly chasing Brian’s kids down the long hallways. She ate Cheetos and got crumbs in the couch cushions; she cut gummy worms into bite-sized pieces and impaled them with toothpicks so she could offer them around like a cocktail waitress. Squaring the Claire they’d seen day in and day out for months with the idea of Claire the Prophet (or Claire the Doomsayer) was difficult for Brian, Talia, and the others. So instead of discussing plans to go to Luxembourg to find the mysterious vampire codex, Celeste baked Claire cookies. Brian pretended Claire had never been glamoured and kept asking her for her snacky additions to the grocery order. It was as if they thought that she was just a kid, and that by feeding her junk food, they could keep her just a kid. 
Reginald told Claire everything she’d said during her trance — down to the minutest detail, thanks to his photographic memory. In the past, he might have tried to hide the grandest, most “save the world” bits from her, but to do so now seemed unfair. Claire was in just as much danger as the rest of them, and Reginald reasoned that even if her own dire predictions troubled her, the fact that a plan was at hand might at least give her hope. 
For his own part, Reginald felt a strong sense of urgency and wanted to leave immediately — to head to Europe and meet with Karl Stromm in order to learn what came next — but in the first few days, he had to fight the will of half of the house. If Reginald was going, then Nikki was going — and that made the debate Jackie’s business. She argued that her sister shouldn’t head out into the wild, unprotected world on the word of a little girl… and then made apologetic “no offense” faces in Claire’s direction. And if Reginald was going, then Maurice was also going — which of course brought Celeste into play. Celeste, despite her small, matronly appearance, was an even more fierce debater than Jackie. Only Reginald’s mother, Carol, didn’t argue. It wasn’t that she didn’t care what happened to Reginald. It was more that she wasn’t entirely sure that vampires even existed, and had important television shows to watch in her room in the slightly burned west wing. 
Brian and Talia were unconvinced. They seemed to be discussing things between themselves behind closed doors and would occasionally deliver rehearsed-sounding speeches explaining why staying put was the best idea. They’d laid in huge emergency stores of blood pouches and food for the humans. They’d fortified the house and grounds (Bill and his crew had returned and added a concrete moat, enclosed machine gun nests on the top of the house, and enormous spotlights; Reginald wondered what the neighbors thought and if Jehovah’s Witnesses would be deterred) and should stay where they were. War, they argued, was on the edge of a boil. If they left now, they’d be caught in the chaos when it finally spilled over. 
Their predictions seemed more and more likely as time dragged on. The Vampire Guard, who had protected the Deacon before Timken’s SA troops had displaced them, had turned into autonomous, vigilante Kill Squads during Charles Barkley’s tenure. The Squads had gone underground when Timken and Claude Toussant had implemented their mainstream, “we’re just like you” propaganda campaign, but had spawned and multiplied in the shadows. For months, Reginald and the others had watched as human news reports painted Kill Squad attacks on humans as various non-supernatural disasters: building collapses, cult activity, mass shootings which, for some reason, never left bullet holes. Meanwhile, Fangbook gloried in every attack; the feed was alive with photos and videos of the Squads doing their thing, draining and ripping humans apart, declaring that this was a motherfucking vampire planet now and they were finally claiming their motherfucking spot at the top of the motherfucking food chain.
But below the surface of human media was the informal chatter they’d heard from the people who’d tried to burn down Maurice’s mansion: that the killings were the work of vampires — movie monsters that, it turned out, actually existed. And as more and more time went on, the tone of those tentative vampire rumors changed from “Haha yeah i’m kidding lol” to “I’ve surrounded my house with high-intensity UV lamps because a lot of people are dying and you just never know.” 
Five major channels of information said five different things. 
The official vampire media said that relations with humans were improving, that a new spirit of cooperation and tolerance was growing between the two species. 
The official human media said that all was well, that there was nothing to see here. 
Fangbook said that a revolution was at hand, that the angels had spoken, and that only the strong would survive the coming conflict… and that duty-bound vampires were ready and willing to do their part when it arrived.
Facebook and the other human social networks said that shit was getting real out in the world, that people were encountering lightning-fast intruders who didn’t stop if you shot them and who retreated from sunlight. People were arming with stakes and silver. They were hanging crosses and garlic too — something that Brian laughed about every time he sautéed garlic to go with dinner. 
And an ominous fifth channel — something that could only be described as the pulse of the Vampire Nation, passed from lip to ear and existing nowhere other than in the zeitgeist — warned vampires that humans were deceptively dangerous, and that the human AVT troops were developing new and terrifying weapons and were always mere days away from crashing into every nest and exterminating them all. 
Right around the time that Reginald and Nikki and Maurice were preparing to head out and leave those who disagreed with them behind in the stronghold, the Kill Squads moved in and the humans rose to meet them… and chaos finally came to Columbus. 
It began with a fire. 
Reginald was sitting outside on the porch, sipping a blood pouch and snacking, when a house in the valley erupted in a geyser of flame. He called to the others. Nikki arrived first, followed by Maurice. Both had been upstairs, both packing the few items they considered essential for their trip to Europe. They stood beside Reginald, one on each side, and looked out at the flame. Nikki opened the gate and ran out before Reginald could think to stop her, then returned five tense minutes later, rejoining the house’s entire contingent on the porch. She told them to secure the gate. To climb into the machine gun nests. To don their chain mail vests. She told the humans among them to head into the basement, to lock the big sliver doors, to grab the small vials of silver nitrate that Brian had had paid a packaging factory to create from spent pepper spray bottles. Her eyes were wide and afraid. And when Reginald asked her what she’d seen, she told him: War. 
But it seemed that it wasn’t war, and after they’d secured the house and manned the towers and hidden the humans and prepared for incursions by either species, they’d waited and watched the fires and, after enough time, had eventually turned on the TV. The local Columbus stations were reporting gas explosions that were now being tended by firefighters, offering a strange lack of on-the-scene reporters or video footage other than that provided by a newscopter overhead. Frustrated, Nikki had turned on the computer to get the other side. She found the Vampire News Network feed reporting the same basic non-war story, only VNN added that several hard-working vampires were on the fire department’s night shift, battling the flames in human homes with no regard for their own more or less immortal lives. 
But that wasn’t the way Nikki told it. She said she’d arrived at the burning house to find it acrawl with black-helmeted vampires in Guard (now Kill Squad) uniform. Dozens of them swarmed through the structure like locusts, darting in and out of broken windows, climbing walls and ceilings, emerging with severed limbs in their hands and mouths. She’d hidden behind a hedge to watch and had seen humans arrive with molotov cocktails, ready to finish the job they’d started. 
From what she’d been able to gather by stopping a woman and glamouring her, perhaps thirty vampires had talked their way into an invite at the home the night before, had moved in, had killed the human inhabitants, and then had then settled in for the day. They spent the day slashing the bodies to shreds live on Fangbook (the status updates that went with the video feed were all about “eliminating threats” and “restoring the planet to its rightful race”) and were finally discovered when evening came and one of the vampire squatters got hungry. When he seized a human couple who’d been out for a walk, he was spotted. The neighbors, who came bearing both flammables and crossbows, had handled the rest. 
Nikki told them she’d lapped the area, watching the chaos grow like cancer. At first, the house itself had been the focus of the fighting — with the vampires decisively on top — but slowly, as the screams were heard further and further out, it spread. A few of roving vampires were staked and burned. Several humans were killed openly and with malice. Nikki watched Squad vampires doff their helmets and pound on doors in mock panic, then shred those who invited them in for safety. She watched humans wearing improvised armor stalk the intruders, launching incendiaries. When their projectiles missed their targets, she watched those humans’ heads be pulled from their bodies as dark blurs engulfed them like cyclones. Finally, as the violence had continued and continued to spread, she’d backed away. Then she ran, leaving the area to burn. 
But VNN and the news reported a few fires on one side of town. 
Fangbook reported a small face-off and an inevitable vampire victory. 
The human social networks were alive with pleas to never, ever open the door for someone you didn’t know after dark and urges to sharpen stakes — no matter how absurd it all sounded.
Reginald searched the web and found evidence of incursions in other scattered locations. Both sides, it seemed, had had enough. As much as Reginald was able to see through the bullshit, he judged some of the reports to be the work of humans invading vampire dens in the sunlight to watch them burn, and others to be the work of vampire radicals who pledged to fight the plague that had dared to infest their planet. Still other reports (and these required Claire’s help to find and decipher) seemed to be officially sanctioned actions: human AVT troops assassinating targets using new weapons, or secret exterminations by vampire SA troops. 
But regardless of who was doing what and who was reporting which version of the truth, one thing was clear:
It was beginning. 




 
CATACOMBS
 
 
REGINALD SPENT THE NEXT 48 hours, while the neighborhood burned, gathering as much information as he could find. 
He slept only when necessary. The rest of the time, he spent on the internet. Claire helped him when she was awake, “pushing” connections from his laptop through to police databases, fire databases, SWAT deployment records, Vampire Council records, a few scattered pockets of Timken’s Sedition Army data, and whatever stereotype military access points any of them could think of. True to the fog of Claire’s quasi-omniscience, she could access just about anything… but could only do so if she knew exactly what she was looking for. The human military, the Anti-Vampire Taskforce, and the SA all had to have computer systems out there that would have told Reginald more than he’d ever have needed to know, but Reginald didn’t know what to ask. So he made do with what he could think to ask for and which Claire could find (understanding that “what you didn’t know you didn’t know” was always a dangerous wildcard), and slowly, the big picture began to coalesce in his mind. 
And it was not a pretty picture.
Over the past months, there’d been mass unexplained deaths in the poorer quarters of the world, where first-world forces like the AVT paid little attention. That, Maurice explained, sounded just like his brother’s work. You could employ the battle strategy that called for fighting the big dog first, or you could follow the Annihilist Faction’s twisted playbook and opt to clear the clutter first. Right now, Maurice explained, Annihilist forces would be eliminating as many humans as they could manage without attracting undue attention, leaving a handful of strategically placed vampires behind to finish the job when the war became public and the tipping point was finally reached. Claude would be salting troops throughout the world right now, said Maurice. The math was straightforward. If the Annihilist Faction and the SA could quietly kill off a tenth of the human population (not difficult in the poorest quarters of the world) and could simultaneously turn enough of the remaining humans to increase the vampire population tenfold, then the odds would pit only a thousand humans against each vampire when D-Day came. 
As it turned out, Team Vampire wasn’t the only group waging a good pre-game scrap. VNN and Fangbook both indicated die-offs in the vampire population — due to Anti-Vampire Taskforce attacks and human vigilantes according to Fangbook; due to accidents according to VNN. Regardless, those deaths were a drop in the bucket compared to the damage being inflicted on the human population. The problem was that while any vampire could fight humans and would do so if they were afraid or angry enough, most humans simply cowered because they didn’t know what they were facing. Until the veil of secrecy lifted and all of the masks came off, most of the human population would remain ripe for slaughter. 
“Ironically,” said Reginald, shoving clothes into a backpack, “the best thing for the humans right now would be open warfare. That way, they’d understand what was going on and could at least try to fight.” 
Nikki was across the big bed from him, stocking her own backpack. Packing was easier for her, seeing as Reginald’s backpack was half-filled with snack foods. Nikki was packing only clothes and a few essentials, having decided she’d eat along the way. 
“You want to talk irony?” she said. “How about the fact that while I’m trying to save lives, I’m hungry for human blood?” 
Reginald held up a bag of Cheetos and a bag of beef jerky, decided painfully between them, then shoved the jerky into his backpack. “That’s not irony. That’s not even close to irony.” 
“There,” said Nikki, noticing and pointing at something on the TV. “There’s irony.” 
Reginald turned to look. On the screen he saw Nicholas Timken standing in front of a bouquet of microphones, reporting the results of his latest meeting with human magistrate William Erickson. He explained that they were forming a taskforce to investigate illegal mercenary activity among both species.
“That’s not irony either,” said Reginald. “That’s hypocrisy.” 
“Timken told you that he was doing what needed to be done, but this is just grandstanding,” said Nikki. 
“Then fine; it’s not hypocrisy. It’s psychosis. Or megalomania.” 
“Is that an excited reaction to mega-malls?” 
“This is serious,” said Reginald. 
Nikki became a blur. She appeared at Reginald’s side, her slim arms wrapped around his sizable waist. She kissed him on the cheek. “Yes. It is. So you and I had better not make an effort to enjoy each other’s company,” she said. 
“You’re making jokes.” 
“You used to make a lot of jokes,” she told him, her arms still around his middle. 
Reginald continued to shove items into his backpack. “I used to do a lot of things.” 
“So you’re no fun anymore?” 
“I’m just trying to make the plane,” he said.
But as they finished packing, as Nikki sprinted through the gate (which Brian slammed and locked behind them) with Reginald riding her piggy-back style, as they screamed toward the airport, and as they were packed into a shipping crate by humans who they should by all rights be at war with, Reginald thought about what she’d said. He did used to make a lot of jokes. He did used to hate and doubt himself. He did used to feel like a victim. But now the world was disintegrating, and it seemed predestined to do so, and he and Nikki were literally the only chance to… well, not necessarily to stop it, but to get a sneak preview into just how bad it was going to get. He didn’t even have Maurice along this time to share the burden. 
“Nikki,” he said, once the crate was sealed and he could feel the forklift moving them into the plane’s cargo hold. 
She looked over, her face lit from below by a flashlight.  
“I’m sorry that I’m no fun anymore.” 
“You’ve got a lot on your mind,” she said. 
“I should still be fun.” 
“Okay,” she said. 
It wasn’t really an answer, and Reginald wasn’t sure if she was forgiving him for being short or if she was still mad. But five minutes later the flashlight returned to the underside of her chin and she started telling ghost stories and making MU-HA-HA-HA! noises, so he supposed it was okay. He played along. He took the flashlight, placed it under his own chin, and told more ghost stories. In the stories, most of the monsters were vampires. Nikki took the flashlight back and turned them into sexy vampires. This somehow made her horny and, because they were traveling alone, they proceeded to rock the cargo hold. 
Reginald missed Maurice (and, perhaps more importantly, he missed the illusion that he could pass the buck to Maurice from time to time rather than shouldering the entire burden of finding the vampire codex himself) but there had been no logical alternative to he and Nikki going alone. Given the neighborhood’s pot starting to boil and the simmerings across the nation and world, an outbreak of open war between humans and vampires seemed moments away. Maurice was the oldest, strongest, and fastest among them. The horrors Nikki and Reginald had seen on their mad dash from the mansion (two vampires shredding a dozen humans as if they were confetti, a human militia chasing an armless vampire with stakes and crossbows, an AVT regiment almost cornering them and turning UV lights in their direction) made the world unsafe outside the house’s walls… but also made protection inside the walls more necessary than ever. Someone had to go and find the codex, but someone else had to stay and protect those who remained. That honor fell to Brian — and to Maurice.
Reginald pulled his cell phone from his pocket. He’d brought his charger with him, but Claire had shown him how she could push power to it wherever he was (“how I can make the energy dance” was how she put it) and how she could similarly push signals between them even in the absence of a cellular network. He looked at the black brick, wishing he could use it now. But like everything else with Claire these days, she could only know what she specifically focused on, and that meant that while Claire could use her spooky powers to call Reginald any time, she could never know his intention and see if he wanted to call them. 
He pocketed the phone, then leaned back and tried to sleep while the ocean raced by beneath them.
They landed in Luxembourg, then retraced the same path they’d taken the first time they’d visited the Chateau to meet Karl and the EU Vampire Council. Reginald felt deja vu the whole way. Nikki, seeming to sense his weighty mood, said nothing. He watched her, thinking yet again that when this was all over, he wanted to take some relaxing time to simply be with Nikki and appreciate her — if there was still a world left in which to appreciate her, that was. 
The mood of their trip to Differdange could only be described as tense. Maurice’s human friend Jimbo, who ran the smuggling operation that sent them through customs in a shipping crate, had been uneasy. The human workers who unpacked them in Paris seemed nervous, or on edge, or both. When they walked through the Luxembourg train station, dozens of eyes watched Nikki with a sense of waiting. While Reginald didn’t look like a vampire, Nikki did. She was dark and supernaturally beautiful and moved like a cat, and the locals acted like they didn’t know for sure what she was… but that they had their suspicions. The only thing that saved them from outright attack, perhaps, was human shame. Until the world officially agreed that vampires were real, people simply felt too dumb about their fears to act. 
In Luxembourg City, while they strolled the streets between trains, Reginald and Nikki passed human bodies that had been discarded and ignored, as if they were problems that would eventually go away on their own. They could smell smoke. The nighttime world felt like a pot waiting to boil. 
Differdange, on the other hand, was (save the nude human corpse lying barely concealed in a hedge) empty and still. They walked to the Chateau without seeing anyone. Once they left the main street and started walking upward as the sky began to brighten in the east, they were alone. 
Reginald missed a step, slipped his toe from its edge, and raked the front of his leg on the concrete. The flesh on the front of his leg opened in a long red friction burn. 
“Shit,” he said, collapsing onto the step. 
Nikki made sympathetic noises, then told him to grit his teeth until it healed and the pain went away. 
“No,” said Reginald. “I mean, shit.” 
The wound healed. 
“Shit, shit, shit, shit.”
“What?” 
“It didn’t hurt. At all.” 
“Awesome.” 
Reginald, feeling both afraid and furious, grabbed a fist-sized rock from beside the steps and slammed it very hard onto his other hand, which he’d laid flat on the concrete step. He heard something snap and watched blood well beneath his skin. It healed. Again, it didn’t hurt. 
“Not awesome,” said Reginald. He looked up at the Chateau. He looked up and down the steps, wondering where the students were. Shouldn’t kids be coming up for class in the school above the vampire catacombs — Karl’s hideaway in plain sight of the local human population? He looked at Nikki and saw that she understood. The last time Reginald’s sense of pain had suddenly left him had been during their escape from the American Council at the time of Charles’s coup. It came and went and Reginald didn’t seem to have any control over it, but every time it had happened had meant trouble. It was his Spidey Sense, warning him of danger. 
“The Chateau?” 
“I can see where it’s been burned.” He pointed. “There.” 
“And the school?” 
“I don’t know. But I don’t see any students.” 
“Hell.” Nikki flexed to run, but Reginald shouted to stop her. 
“Don’t you dare go without me,” he said. 
Nikki looked at him for a long moment. She was far faster without him, but he’d been giving her hell for running off alone ever since she’d run out to surveil Maurice’s neighborhood. Angry citizens and trained troops were out there killing vampires, he’d said. What would I do if I lost you? It was a weak-sounding thing to say, but he’d said it anyway, and his anger that she’d taken the risk had been real. 
So Nikki again shouldered his weight, ran up to the building, and then stopped in the yard. She let Reginald down. The grass underfoot was soft and green, but one entire wing — Reginald thought it was where the cafeteria had been — had been burned. The building was open to the air, recent rain pooling in the exposed hallway. 
“Should we go in?” said Nikki. 
“I think we have to.” 
“Karl and the others are very strong,” she said. “They either held their own and are alive in there or somewhere else, or they are dead. If there was a time for us to help them or make a difference, it’s over.” She looked at the burned wing. Whatever had happened here had happened a few days ago at least. There was no smoke, only char and ash. Reginald wondered why the incident had never shown up on VNN or Fangbook. The fact that something as monumental as a raid on the European Vampire Council hadn’t so much as been mentioned sent a chill down his spine. Either every vampire in the area who might have reported it was dead or gone, or Timken and his toadies wielded a significant amount of power over what appeared on Fangbook and what didn’t. 
“No, I mean I think we have to,” said Reginald. He pointed to the eastern sky, which was blushing red and orange, very quickly ripening into yellow. 
“Shit. We could run west. Find a basement.” 
“You think you can outrun the sun with a fat guy on your back?” 
“I don’t want to go in there, Reginald.” 
“I think we have to,” he said for a third time. The grass below them began to grow pale shadows. He was getting warm, and he could see sweat on Nikki’s brow and at the neck of her tight black garb. 
He got behind her and pushed, shoving her through the fallen and burned wall. She breathed heavily, watching him, watching outside, looking at the fallen brick and plaster. But then the trees beyond the hole began to form true shadows and the decision was taken out of their hands. They stepped back from the radiation of the sun, retreating into the quiet darkness. 
The entire building seemed to be deserted and silent. They made their way to the Cave in the basement, to the brick wall at its end, and found the door to the catacombs yawning open. Reginald gaped at it. How long had the EU Council structure been open to the world — to the increasingly panicked and murderous human population above? Reginald thought back to the last report he’d heard from Karl. Karl hadn’t been covered with as much stink of treason as Reginald had been following their attempt to rig the election, but his stature in the vampire community had dropped significantly. In the eyes of the vampire world, the EU Council had gotten into bed with traitors, and until that last report, Karl had made zero headway in finding allies willing to stand against Timken. Everyone Karl had tried to recruit said one of two things: either that Timken was the benevolent and fair leader he’d claimed to be and that Karl was crazy, or they said that Timken was planning to turn earth into a vampire planet… and that was just fine. Everyone had seen the Ring of Fire. Everyone knew what was at stake. And absent any decent-sounding alternative explanations, everyone pretty much agreed that as regrettable as it seemed, killing off the human population was one way to give the angels what they seemed to demand. 
Karl, when Reginald and Maurice had spoken with him three weeks ago, had told them that riots had begun to break out during the day. He told them that he saw crosses and garlic hanging outside more and more of the bars. He told them that people had gone missing all across the small country, with reports of many more in neighboring Germany, France, and Belgium. In Brussels, a group of dead tourists had been fished out of one of the canals and their bodies had been suspiciously pale. There was a rumor that one night, over Paris, the light atop the Eiffel Tower had grown strangely dim — and that when a worker had gone up to check, he’d found a prominent local businessman’s corpse wrapped around the light, blocking the beam. Reginald, back in America, had been unable to confirm either rumor. If they’d happened, they’d been erased or suppressed.  
And now this. 
“My desire not to go in there has ratcheted up a notch,” said Nikki. 
Reginald looked at Nikki. She usually looked like a warrior, but right now she was actually shivering. He reminded himself that not long ago, she’d been a human woman, outwardly exuberant and confident but wounded inside. She drank blood these days, but she’d been on death’s other side enough for it to have left its mark. After they’d discovered their ransacked office and the bodies it had contained, she’d had nightmares for months. 
“We’re here for the day either way,” he told her. 
“Do you think anyone was courteous enough to leave some of those lead day suits here for us?” she said, peering back toward the morning sun. 
“I don’t think I could fit into one anyway,” said Reginald. He looked down at his corpulent frame. “Or lift one.” 
“You could stay here and hang out. I’d take my suit and go somewhere else.” 
She was whistling in the dark, trying to keep talking so the monsters would stay away. Right now, they were the monsters… but because it was all he could do, Reginald played along.
“Where would you go?” 
“Starbucks,” she said. “I have a theory that if you walk into a business looking like Snake Eyes from G.I. Joe, nobody asks questions. They just roll with it. I wouldn’t even bite anyone. Just sip cappuccinos all day. Maybe get into a chess game with a bearded guy the locals call ‘Spider.'"
Reginald smiled, then took her hand. They had to go inside. There was no other way.
Fighting fear, he led the way. Nikki could clear a freight yard with her hands and Reginald couldn’t successfully fight anything other than a pizza, but he stayed in front anyway. It had an upside. Until he was run through with a telephone pole or whatever else awaited him below, he’d get to feel like a hero.  
What they found at the foot of the stairs looked like the remnants of a battle. There were human bodies — some whole, some in pieces — lining the room. All of the humans (and their parts) were in black uniforms. They’d been wearing helmets that were connected to sturdy torso armor by jointed neck plates. Reginald reached down and flipped up a flap of fabric on one of the bodies’ sleeves, already knowing what he’d find. 
“AVT,” he said, looking at the insignia. But of course, the armor had told him that. The Anti-Vampire Taskforce had many catchy slogans. Looking at the conjoined armor, Reginald thought of the one that said, Protect the neck. 
“The human government sent in troops?” 
“Apparently.” 
“How can they? It’s an act of war.” 
Reginald gave her a pursed-lipped smile. “Nik, the war is on.” 
“Not officially.” 
“Well then, if I had to guess, I’d say that this raid…” He waved his hand around the room. “… didn’t officially happen.” 
They walked through the halls and corridors, feeling uneasy. There were dozens and dozens of dead AVT soldiers. How many had they sent in? Considering how well-armored the troops were, how many had run through, untouched by the clawed hands that must have swarmed them? Or had the vampires decided not to fight, but to run instead? Reginald and Nikki had spent months here; they even found their old room and snickered nervously at the holes in the walls that had been made during their over-the-top sexual antics. There had been scores of vampires living here, with room for hundreds. During the past uneasy months, those previously-empty rooms had probably filled with nomads seeking protection. The Chateau had likely made an appealing target for the AVT: hit the Council and wipe out a few hundred tag-along bloodsuckers in the bargain. 
But had it worked? The answer to that question was less clear.
Reginald saw a few telltale piles of ash that had probably once been the Chateau’s vampire residents, but there were, at most, about as many vampire piles as there were human bodies. The vampires had probably converged on the troops, ripping the rivets from their armor and shoving implements through the cracks. (Earlier, they’d seen a few humans next to their suits, having been scooped out like meat from the shell of a lobster.) After an initial showdown, however, Reginald guessed a lot of the vampires had probably just run. Most of them weren’t fighters, just as most of the humans being slaughtered weren’t fighters. But this was an extermination war, and in an extermination war — where ultimately only the ending numbers mattered — innocents made the best targets of all.
Whatever had happened had happened untidily. Nothing had been cleaned; nobody on either side had come back to collect spoils or reclaim property. The fridge was still filled with blood pouches. The vampires, if they’d survived, had left behind everything they owned — and so had the Anti-Vampire Taskforce troops. Reginald picked up a weapon he’d never seen before and hefted it. It had the shape of a standard military weapon, but had several attachments mounted to it. The thing had two barrels that seemed to be fed by two ammunition clips, and it appeared to be operable via a multi-function trigger that Reginald was afraid to touch. He removed one of the clips and found modified wooden bullets, each with a hollowed tip jacketed with silver. The other contained smooth gray bullets with red lines running down their curved length. The attachments were all mysterious; Reginald was afraid to try any of them. Clipped to the belts of the soldiers were what looked like grenades, but they had LEDs near the top that pulsed green. 
“What is all this?” said Nikki, watching him. 
“The hidden component of centuries of military development,” said Reginald. “Apparently this is why military expenses have always seemed so stupidly high. They’ve had to report the spending… but only half of what they were spending on.” 
“Anti-vampire weapons?” 
“Makes sense,” said Reginald. “They’ve known about us since the beginning. They kept it quiet and shook hands, but humans aren’t stupid. They know they’re food. I guess they wanted to be prepared in case we ever tried anything like… well, like this.” 
The weapon had a strap, so Reginald threw it over his shoulder. He carefully removed and then clipped one of the blinking grenades to a loop on his belt. Both made him feel better. He doubted he could outgun hostile vampires if they encountered any, but humans fell when you shot them with just about any kind of ammo. 
They swept the catacombs, traveling deep. The found the emergency exit closed and secure. There were no bodies or piles of ash here; either nobody had made it this far or the vampires had made it down alone and escaped into the neighboring chamber. Even if it had been daylight at the time, there were holes on the other side in which they could have hidden to wait out the sun. He hoped that was what had happened — that some of their allies and friends had made it out alive. 
Finally, on the last leg of their sweep, they found a survivor.
Reginald didn’t know the vampire who’d hidden under the bunk in the deep catacombs, but he wasn’t sure he’d recognize him if he did. He was literally falling apart. He looked pale and almost green, and his skin was covered with blisters. His face was slack as if with palsy, and his limbs didn’t want to obey his brain. 
Reginald knelt next to the vampire. 
“Can you speak?” he said, fighting the urge to turn away. 
The thing groaned, rattling with harsh breath. “Yes,” he finally managed to say. 
“What happened here?” 
“Invasion,” he said. 
The vampire gave a shambling intake of breath. Reginald could imagine his dead lungs heaving, his body for some reason unable to heal faster than damage (damage from what? Reginald wondered) was being done. 
“What did they do to you?” 
“New weapons. Hurts.” He touched his side. There was an open gunshot wound there, nowhere near his heart. It looked diseased and festering. 
Reginald turned to Nikki. “The bullet. We have to get it out.” 
“It’s out,” said the vampire, pointing at the floor. Reginald saw one of the gray bullets on the stone below the vampire. The thing had flowered open along the red lines, exposing a hollow center that was now empty. The opened bullet was in a pool of mixed slime and ash. It seemed to have dropped off whatever deadly cargo it carried inside its target and then simply fallen away as the vampire rotted from the inside out. 
“Did anyone escape?” Reginald asked. 
The vampire nodded, then winced. “Lots.” 
“Good.” 
“Mellus died. Lola. Some other council members, I think.” 
“Karl?” 
“Escaped. Dragged out by the others. Didn’t want to go.” 
“Out the deep exit?” 
“Yes. Then it… ended.” 
“Ended?” 
The vampire grinned a horrid grin. Reginald realized that most of his teeth had fallen out, including his fangs. “We killed them all. Even with their fancy new guns.” 
Reginald thought of what he’d seen coming through the catacombs. Apparently the AVT hadn’t retreated after all. Apparently they’d been overpowered and defeated. The surviving vampires must have fled and missed this survivor. Or — and this was more troubling — maybe they’d left him behind on purpose. Reginald thought of the gray bullet’s hollow core. What might the humans have created… and was it contagious? 
“Where would they go? Where would the others run to?” 
The vampire swallowed. “Everywhere. Anywhere.” 
Nikki, behind Reginald, sighed. “So much for finding Karl,” she said. 
The vampire swallowed again. “Karl,” he said. 
Reginald leaned closer. “You know where Karl would have gone?” 
“I know he has a boyfriend in Paris,” he said. 
Reginald sat back against the stone wall. He looked at Nikki while the pale, blistered vampire continued to die.
“Paris,” he said. 
Nikki nodded.
Outside, Europe was awash with sunlight — the humans’ single great advantage.




 
PARIS
 
 
THE VAMPIRE — WHOSE NAME WAS Vincent — died a few hours later. There were no fireworks. He simply dissolved into ash and was gone. 
Reginald and Nikki, knowing they needed to sleep, took turns napping in the bed in their old room. With only two people to stand watch (and one of them being Reginald), they had to do their best and hope. The lower door seemed secure and was difficult to find from the outside, so they concentrated their guard on the upper door. They were able to close and latch it, so they set up a chair in the cathedral space at the foot of the giant stone staircase to watch it. Nikki, whose entire body was a weapon, merely sat and waited. Reginald armed himself to the teeth, having no idea what species of firepower he was wielding, and hoping against hope that nothing would happen — seeing as he had no confidence in his ability to handle it alone.
Their bunker remained unperturbed. At sunset, they struck out with plans to make their way to Paris. Every train they were able to book along the way was efficient but slow, mocking the time they both felt ticking by. 
Nikki wondered why they were bothering to seek Karl. They’d both known the EU Deacon for a couple of years and knew him to be a notorious bisexual playboy — not a scholar or an archivist. He might not even be in Paris, Nikki argued. And besides, she added, how exactly was finding Karl going to get them closer to finding the codex anyway? 
Reginald, who was getting the hang of predestination (and its more foo-foo cousin, fate), told her that “finding Karl is what I would do next” was, in itself, enough reason to find Karl. Fate was the one place where circular logic was useful. Why was finding Karl the right move? Because Reginald thought it was the right move. That was all that was required. If Claire’s glamour-enduced trance had been correct, there was an objective truth about how things were supposed to happen. The very fact that they were doing a thing made it the right thing to do. 
“Then let me ask you a question, hot shot,” Nikki said. 
Reginald told her to go ahead. 
“You’re telling me that you were supposed to become a vampire.” 
“I guess.”
“Because one day, you were supposed to find this code thingy.” 
He nodded. 
“Which, of course, was possible because you were supposed to find Claire in order to learn that the code thingy existed.” 
“Three for three,” said Reginald. “As I understand it, anyway.” 
“Then if all of that’s true, why do we even need to find it? You act like we’re going to read the future off some scroll or whatever, then use what we learn to prevent the human/vampire war and the deaths of like… billions of people. But how can you prevent anything if what’s going to happen is just… you know… going to happen anyway?” 
“If that’s how it unfolds, then I imagine it will be because I’m supposed to prevent it from happening.” 
“You’re sure of that.” 
“I told you a long time ago that this war feels very wrong to me — and I mean ‘wrong’ in terms of ‘isn’t supposed to happen’ rather than morally wrong. I can feel it in my gut.” He slapped his gut. “And this bitch is never wrong. It has authority.” 
“But it’s pointless either way. If you’re destined to prevent the war, why are we working so hard and risking our asses to find the codex?” 
“How can we find it if we don’t look for it?” 
“You have to find it. It’s all predestined or whatever.” 
“Nikki, in order to find something, you have to actually look for it.” 
She put her fingers on her temples, then let her head sag. “This makes my head hurt.” 
They rode through the night. Reginald’s phone rang, despite the fact that he’d forgotten to charge it and its battery was dead. The call was from Maurice. The ringtone was the Revolting Cocks cover of Rod Stewart’s “Da Ya Think I’m Sexy,” because Claire had once argued vehemently that it was so much better than the original. Reginald, who liked Rod Stewart, had argued that Claire shouldn’t know such a suggestive song. When Claire had won the argument, he’d switched his position to arguing that Claire was too young to appreciate Rod’s genius, let alone know about the Revolting Cocks. 
Reginald answered the call. On the other end, Maurice made a grossed-out sound, then yelled at Reginald that he didn’t want to stare into his ear canal. Reginald held the phone out, realizing he was supposed to conduct the impossible call via video. 
They kept their discussion brief, Maurice noting how much effort the connection was costing Claire. He gave them a brief report: America was sliding into shit, the neighborhood was all gangs and fires, Vampire President Timken was finally admitting that vampires were committing atrocities but claiming responsibility for none of them. Maurice’s house, however, was still secure. They’d been joined by a handful of sympathetic vampires and had repelled several attacks from hostile vampires. By comparison, humans assaults were not a problem. With so many of their own homes under siege, the humans had little energy to attack the fortified compound. 
When Reginald hung up, he and Nikki talked before trying to sleep. It was funny: for months, they’d held their tongues about what Timken was planning to do, and now that they could finally blow the whistle, there was no point. So Timken wanted to kill humans. Who cared? Most vampires now wanted to kill humans because humans were killing them… seeing as the humans had decided that vampires wanted to kill them. It was a no-win scenario. All the while behind the scenes, Claude and the Annihilist Faction were still conducting mass exterminations — but in the fog of undeclared war, how would anyone manage to summon outrage over it? 
They arrived in Paris as dusk broke, then followed Reginald’s hunches from nightclub to nightclub looking for a tall, dark German named Karl. It didn’t take long to find him. Karl should have been keeping a low profile, but in the end he was the party guy and the orgy king. Because he had spent centuries as Deacon and had lived long enough to accumulate sizable investment income, he was also rich. His love of loud parties and louder orgies gave him away, and Reginald and Nikki easily homed in on him. 
Karl was delighted to see his old friends. He also seemed, in his new haze of random sex (“Am I supposed to worry about getting a disease in my dick? I am already dead!” he told them unasked) to have forgotten the Chateau massacre entirely. When they asked him about it, he waved a hand and said, “When you are as old as me, you are used to death.”
Reginald suspected the truth was deeper. An immortal life was a long time to accumulate psychological defenses, and when he spoke with Karl, Reginald realized he could see right through him. He wasn’t related to Karl and hence shouldn’t have been able to sense his blood… but he could, sure enough.
But even without blood telepathy, the truth of Karl’s fear was revealed in everything he had done since leaving Luxembourg. He no longer wanted to be called Deacon, and reacted violently when Reginald or Nikki mentioned his old home or post. He didn’t want to talk about what had happened at the Chateau. Despite claiming he wasn’t in hiding, he’d altered his appearance as much as was possible for a vampire. He’d cut his long black hair and now wore a chic, Vogue-worthy androgynous hairstyle. He’d traded the bones and claws in his ears for diamonds and gold. He’d ditched his ornate vampire robes in favor of stylishly-cut bespoke suits that Nikki, who knew a bit about fashion, said must have cost a fortune. 
“Nicholas contacted me a few months ago,” said Karl as they walked the teeming Paris streets in the direction of his apartment. Paris wasn’t like Luxembourg had been. The clubs and bars were hopping, and there were people everywhere in defiance of the dark. The Parisians flinched back from Nikki but treated Reginald rudely, muttering that he was American. Watching the drinking and nightlife carry on unabated around him, Reginald was amazed that no matter how bad things got, people always found ways to feel normal. 
“What did he have to say?”
“He was not angry,” said Karl, his stride long and elegant — a modicum of the old Karl held over through his makeover. “He held no grudge against me or any of us. I suspect it’s because he feels nothing of the election nonsense matters anymore. And he is right. Now the media is alive with figureheads and appearances, but truthfully all of it is just posturing. Nicholas said he was in talks with Erickson and the humans, but unless they are stupid, they know his SA and the Annihilists are behind the so-called ‘plagues’ in Sudan and Egypt, India, other places. The humans know he is pushing the riots in Moscow and Rome.” 
Reginald looked at the people around them, once again amazed that Rome could burn while Paris carried on. Karl caught his gaze. 
“Paris is mostly quiet of that,” he said. “Everyone here just wants to party and pretend it is not happening. Fashion shows go on. Clubs go on. I can blend in because their fashions here make me not stand out at all. Everyone is like a vampire.” 
“But anti-vampire sentiment…” 
“It is not so much,” said Karl. “But that might change very soon.” 
“Why?” 
“When I talked to Nicholas, he was trying to get in front of the accusations against him. That’s why he called me. He wanted my help. I imagine he reached out to you? He said he was going to.” 
Reginald shook his head. The idea that the vampire president might have contacted him for help was shocking. Timken had appealed to Reginald after the election debacle — claiming that the angels’ mandate made turning Earth into a vampire planet the only logical course of action — but Reginald hadn’t budged and had vowed to fight against Timken for as long as he could. For nine long months, that’s what Reginald had done, more through subterfuge than action. After all that history, how could Timken think Reginald and Maurice might help him? His delusion and single-mindedness was terrifying.
“He probably couldn’t get through,” said Reginald. “Maurice locked us down pretty tight.” 
“Oh, he is only trying to buy time,” said Karl, flapping his bejeweled hand in answer to Reginald’s expression of disbelief. “Vampires fight humans and they fight us, but until it’s all out in the open, most humans are in the dark. When they realize we are real, things will get harder for Nicholas and Claude. He knows that day will come, so he is trying to wipe out as many humans as possible before it does.” 
“But he’s accepting responsibility for some of the vampire attacks — to Erickson, at least.” 
“Yes. In the interest of keeping the humans talking. He’s saying that factions are going rogue — slyly adding that they are doing it because the humans are attacking us.” 
“The AVT, you mean,” said Reginald, thinking of the dead soldiers in the Chateau.
“Yes, but also just humans in general. Nicholas told Erickson that the SA is just trying to keep the peace and nothing more — to protect vampires in areas where humans are burning nests during the daytime. The humans, thankfully, do not seem to know about the Annihilists. If they did — and if they knew the Annihilist vision calls for ridding the planet of all humans except for a handful to bleed — the humans would have unleashed their troops already. I suspect Erickson is not stupid, but is afraid like the rest of them. They’ve been studying us for centuries and have what seem to be some nasty new weapons —” Reginald thought of the human weapon concealed in his hiker’s backpack. “— but we are still terrifying to them, and they might believe we could kill them all if we wanted to. So they are hoping against hope while Nicholas stabs them in the back to the tune of many millions already slaughtered.” As he finished, Karl scoffed. “Hope: humanity’s greatest vulnerability.”
They arrived at Karl’s apartment and walked the steps to his top-floor apartment overlooking the Seine. Reginald complained the whole way up, stopping halfway to pull a juice box from his bag.
Once inside and behind a fortified metal door with three deadbolts, they made themselves comfortable while Karl served French cheese and bread with a blood fondue. Reginald sat in a chair comprised of a bright chrome frame stretched with swaths of black leather to create the chair’s arms, back, and bottom. The thing slanted backward like a bucket seat, so in addition to feeling like he was going to bend the thing in half, Reginald kept thinking he was going to get stuck in it. Combine the two and the chair would clamp around him like a claw, necessitating extraction by the jaws of life. 
“Have you heard anything about the rest of the American Council?” Nikki asked, dipping a white cube of cheese into Karl’s red fondue. 
“Council,” said Karl with a scoff, again waving his long fingers in the air. “Is not a Council. They meet in secret, sharing their proceedings only with other Councils. They are not a government anymore as their image suggests. They are more like military, discussing plots and plans while smiling at their foes. Timken is like a man with two faces. There is the face he shows the humans and the cameras, and there is the face that was behind that red helmet the day of the putsch that ousted Charles Barkley. I have lost most communication with Council since leaving Luxembourg. The first face, see, is the face Nicholas shows me. He has been showing it to me for years, ever since he used to come to München for Oktoberfest. It’s clear now to me that he always wanted power. Now he has it, and he doesn’t want me to know he has it — or that he enjoys having it. So he tells me what he tells the humans and nothing of Council’s true workings, which I have learned of in small bits through other means. His estimation of my stupidity is insulting. But I can see through it.”
Reginald leaned forward. “What do you see?” 
Karl narrowed his eyes before answering. As their eyes met, Reginald was suddenly aware that he had never been around Karl without Maurice nearby. Maurice was Karl’s peer — old-world himself, French by birth, significant in age, history, and strength. Reginald had always been the new guy in their trio, but as he looked at Karl now (and as he continued to sense Karl’s thoughts and feelings for some odd reason), he could see that the torch had been passed — and that he himself was Karl’s peer now. 
“I see the way vampires move around. I hear reports from friends overseas. I see the Young Seditionists’ recruiting posters and hear their slogans — and when I do, I recognize similar echoes from the darkest corners of history. Nicholas Timken feels he has a mission and that his mission is holy. That makes him very dangerous. A man who feels compelled by a higher authority will never back down, because his mandate is righteous. Claude Toussant is similar, only for Claude it is even worse, because his mission has been twisted by hate. I do not think Claude believes himself to have the same holy mandate as Timken, but rather believes he has something even better.” 
“What’s that?” asked Nikki.
Karl looked at each of them in turn. “Permission,” he said.
The air hung thick with implications. From Reginald’s vantage point, looking out from behind Karl’s thoughts and emotions despite his effort not to intrude, Reginald saw that Karl had suspicions within suspicions. The oncoming human-vampire war was but the surface of the onion. Further down was layer upon layer of horror.
“What else have you heard?” said Reginald. 
“Your old friend, Charles Barkley? He is coordinating massive turning efforts. It has a harvesting feel to it — stripping the very best from humanity before discarding the rest of it.” 
“Turning humans who are worthy?” 
Karl tipped him a finger. “Exactly. You know how it was when you were turned, Reginald: you wanted to be a vampire, you trained, they found your conditioning and preparedness worthy of their standards, and you were allowed in. This is that process in reverse. They are looking at the human populations they survey, pulling out those who meet their standards, turning them to strengthen vampire numbers, and then discarding the rest… or, in cases where waiting is prudent, marking them for eventual slaughter once the masks come off.” 
“Like they’re taking a census,” said Reginald. 
“That’s what I hear. And do you know who is in charge of keeping those numbers? I will give you a hint. Someone who is close to Charles, making him a natural partner. Someone who is used to working for a company and is good at crunching numbers — at least according to two people who knew him well and who are in my apartment right now.” 
Nikki’s mouth came open. “You don’t mean Todd Walker.” 
“That’s the rumor,” said Karl. “He already has an impressive reputation, and he is just as big of a sonofabitch as your Charles.”
Nikki looked at Reginald as the conversation hit a lull. He could see the nudge she was giving him with her eyes, but could also feel the intention in her blood. 
“Karl,” said Reginald with an acknowledging look to Nikki. “I don’t know how to put this.” 
Karl shifted. “It is okay. I would have sex with both of you.” 
“That’s not what I meant,” said Reginald. 
Nikki had started to agree, but then lowered her hand. Karl, turned down by Reginald for about the thousandth time, looked disappointed.
“We heard about something. An ancient artifact, or body of knowledge.” 
Karl shook his head. 
Reginald explained about Claire, her growing ability, and the glamour trance he’d put her into. He told Karl what she’d said about an ancient and mythical vampire record. Finally he told him that Claire had told Reginald that he, himself, was destined to find it. 
For a moment, Karl looked like he was going to brush the idea away and make another sex joke, but instead he stood from the leather couch and began to pace, interlocking his fingers with their many rings behind the back of his tailored suitcoat. He walked to the window and looked out, quiet. 
“I am very old, Reginald,” he said, still looking through the window at the streets and river below. “Older than Maurice. I have seen things that most believe are mere superstition. But in my youth, many things that are laughable today were simply fact. There was a commonplace sense of magic in those days that we have since explained away. There was a wonder about the world before the arrival of stoicism and science. We were gods, and we believed in angels. We took them as a given. But before the Ring of Fire, we old ones were laughed at for even suggesting they existed.” 
Karl turned. 
“In those same superstitious days, there was talk of a grand plan. That myth, like the myth of the angels and the creation myth and even the myth of Cain and Abel, was, even in my day, considered hearsay at best. But to answer your question: yes, I have heard of the vampire codex. And yes, I believe in it as surely as I believe in angels.”
“What do you know?” asked Reginald.
“The legend,” Karl said, now pacing again, “goes like this: All things happen for a reason. All things exist for a reason, within a framework. But from time to time, the plan deviates, and that is good because the creators of the plan created us as well, to move nature forward. We — and by ‘we,’ I mean both humans and vampires — were intended to be flies in the ointment. There was the plan, and then on top of the plan there was us — those who unbalanced the plan. It was by design. But from time to time, there was need for a correction — a jilting of the train back onto the tracks, so to speak, to bring the chaos back into alignment with the plan for all that, in the end, must be. So I too am fatalistic about this war, Reginald, and I am afraid. The Ring of Fire? It may have been their first attempt. You and Claire bought all of us time. But I believe a reckoning is coming, and in the end fate cannot be fought. The plan must be re-balanced and placed back in the box. And if there really is a codex, then it contains the plan above the plan — that which details what must happen, even after as many corrections.” 
“All the more reason to find it, then,” said Reginald. 
“Perhaps,” said Karl. He shrugged. “Because who can say? Are you an agent of the plan? Or are you a rogue? Is it your job to read the plan and implement it, or to read it and disrupt it? I do not know.” 
“Does it matter?” said Reginald. 
“Probably not. What will happen, will happen.” 
“I don’t buy that,” said Nikki. 
Karl smiled at her. “Most people do not. But look on the bright side — if you are correct, then maybe the way it will happen will be to your liking. And if that happens, will it matter that it was set from the beginning?” 
Nikki pinched the bridge of her nose. “Here comes that headache again.” 
Reginald pulled himself from the chrome and leather chair, feeling the weight of the world once again settle onto his shoulders. “Where is it, Karl? How do I read to the end of the plan — whether it’s to disrupt that plan or not?” 
Karl shook his head. “I do not know. But if anyone today knows of such a thing, it would be Timken’s bosses.” 
“Timken’s bosses?” Reginald had never heard of a power above the individual Councils, but now that Karl had said it, Reginald saw an image inside Karl’s mind: a box within a box within a box. And a seal broken, as if in case of emergency. 
“The Vampire World Command,” he said. 
“I’ve never heard of it,” said Reginald. 
Karl shrugged. “You were not a Deacon.”
“Maurice never heard of it.” He felt suddenly certain of that. He’d tried hard to stay out of Maurice’s mind, but what Karl had just said sent out a tether, all the way across the sea, to Reginald’s maker. He found himself zeroed in on Maurice as if he were standing in the room, and realized the statement’s truth: Maurice, Deacon, two thousand years old, had never known of any such thing.
“Maurice was never trusted to be Deacon, even though he technically was one,” said Karl. He chuckled. “Let us just say that for a very long time, Maurice has been ruffling the feathers of those above him. But trust me, it exists. I would ordinarily be staked for telling you of it, but the VWC stays out of lower affairs unless in the case of crisis. This qualifies as that… and Reginald, not to make the burden upon you worse, but I fear your mind is the best hope we have.” 
Reginald looked at the displaced EU Council Deacon, realizing that right here and now, he himself was the one in charge. Reginald was the one who would decide, who would move forward and leave Karl behind. He chose not to point out that Karl, who’d rolled his eyes at the idea of human optimism, had just used the laughable and pathetic word himself: hope. 
“Where is it, Karl? Where can I find the Vampire World Command?” 
“Where the sun never shines,” said Karl. “This time of year, it is below the frozen soil at the south pole.”




 
WAR
 
 
THEY WERE IN A TENT.
They’d made it as far as the foothills of the alps before the sun began to rise, and then they’d taken shelter inside a tent that Reginald had bought from a vampire survivalist Karl knew in southern France. The thing appeared to be made of normal fabric, but it was actually an opaque, UV-repellant material that the survivalist (his name was Philipe; he had an Errol Flynn mustache and a beret and Nikki had, later, called him a walking cliche) claimed they’d never seen before. In the sun, he promised, it literally reflected 99 percent of solar rays. Don’t leave eet in ze middle of a field, though, he’d told them, or ze glare you make will attract helicopters.
So they’d set the tent in a thicket of Swiss woods, miles distant from the nearest cuckoo clock house. Nikki said that Switzerland made her hungry for cheese, so before dawn, she’d run to town to buy some, later finding it unimpressive and dry. Reginald had her pick up Funions, delighted to discover that the Swiss sold them. They ate their human comfort food with the sun just beyond the special fabric, waiting for the day to end. They were both hungry for blood. They’d forgotten to feed the prior night, so Nikki promised to run out at sunset and wrangle them a deer. She made a face when she said it, but added that even if no permanent harm would be done, she couldn’t bring herself to feed on a human tonight, no matter how repugnant the alternatives. 
They would need plenty of blood for the journey ahead of them. The only way they could make their journey was on foot, using whatever back roads they could find. 
They’d stayed with Karl throughout the day to sleep, then had headed out at dusk with Nikki carrying Reginald on her back, Reginald carrying the tent and a few other supplies on his back. Before leaving, they’d turned on the Vampire News Network and human news feeds and discovered that overnight, a cell phone video of a vampire slaughter had gone viral. It had happened, coincidentally enough, in a Paris nightclub. The video contained a best-of reel of vampire abilities. Clear as day, Reginald, Nikki, and Karl watched as a trio of vampires ripped apart the entire crowd, leaping from wall to wall, blurring across the video’s field of vision with inhuman speed, jumping atop speaker stacks in single bounds. Right before the camera’s operator was killed, the camera saw fangs. Then blood. And then the phone had fallen into a puddle of gore. 
It wasn’t clear how the video on that phone had leaked to YouTube, but it had. All of the human social networks were alive with it. Humans jumped in to corroborate the video’s revelations, sharing their own stories in the comments. All day long, while the three vampires slept in Karl’s lush apartment, humans had been adding their own videos to accompany the famous one — all claims that they were fake suddenly absent.
By dusk, the human president had taken to the podium, admitting in the most awkward speech ever given that certain quarters of the government were, in fact, aware of the existence of fanged creatures who drank blood and were supernaturally strong, supernaturally fast, and notoriously difficult to kill or wound. He avoided using the term “vampire,” but nobody failed to read between the lines. Within a half hour, the president’s speech — termed his “vampire speech” in defiance of his careful verbal two-stepping — had gone viral as well. 
Reginald, Nikki, and Karl woke up to a city in chaos. The building next door was burning. Looking out Karl’s window in the scant remainder of the day’s light, they saw humans scampering here and there, seeking cover. After the sun was fully set, vampires joined the crowd and began to harvest the scattering humans openly. Nikki couldn’t watch. The streets were quickly littered with bodies; the vampires’ superior speed made killing their way through crowds lawnmower-simple. Shortly after, human Anti-Vampire Taskforce troops were deployed and the streets were dotted with men in armor and helmets. The trio watched as the humans fought back using explosive devices that blew like sunbursts, felling large groups of vampires or killing them outright. The AVT had guns like the one Reginald had stowed in his pack as well. They were shockingly effective. The wooden bullets either annihilated their targets in flames or did nothing. The gray bullets, on the other hand, seemed to slow the vampires but not kill them. When they were struck, they screamed in pain, they retreated if they could — before reinforcements arrived with more guns, silver nets, and UV grenades. 
The war had begun. Reginald and Nikki, mission orders in hand, were tasked with leaving the city at the worst possible time. 
So they waited, watching intermittently, feeling each wasted hour pass like a knife in the gut. Eventually the chaos exhausted itself and the street traffic thinned, most of the action presumably moving indoors or to other parts of the city. At first it seemed the AVT had won this quarter; human troops began patrolling the streets with their guns out, the beams of projected ultraviolet gunsights spearing the darkness in front of them. But even the patrols were a thin veneer on top of chaos. The AVT was heavily armored, but vampires had no real problem taking them out if they worked in groups. Human stragglers ran through the streets between the tussles from time to time, making chaos, drawing lone predators like roaches to bait. 
Around the time Nikki and Reginald had waited as long as they could stand, a window of relative clarity opened. They said goodbye to Karl, and they ran.
Paris had changed overnight, becoming an apocalyptic battlefield. Things were strangely quiet. Cars were abandoned — some empty, some with their windows painted red from the inside. Traffic lights blinked, shepherding no traffic. Crosswalks were empty. Lone vampires skulked through the shadows. Armored Anti-Vampire Taskforce soldiers marched in formation, aiming their guns. 
Once Nikki and Reginald were out of the city, things became easier. 
In the countryside south of Paris, Reginald’s uncharged phone rang. They ducked into a ditch and took the call, and Maurice told them what they already knew — that chaos had erupted in Western Europe and almost immediately spread overseas. A state of emergency had been declared in most countries with the infrastructure and wherewithal to do so, and as a result, the humans, who controlled all of the transportation, had shut down traffic into and out of all major cities. No planes were flying, no trains were rolling, no busses or taxis were available for hire, and cars everywhere were subject to search. Transportation might resume in time… but with what new screening processes in place? 
“Rest assured,” Maurice told Reginald, “they’ve had contingency plans in place for years, maybe decades. They’ll load vehicles in direct sunlight. They’ll scan all passengers’ hands under a tanning lamp. There will be armed troops waiting for those who fail the screenings.” Maurice’s face, on the tiny screen of Reginald’s phone, locked eyes with Nikki, who was the more reckless of the two. “Seriously,” he said. “Don’t even try it.” 
None of this surprised Reginald. He’d run through scenario after scenario in his mind since the day Timken had let him go free, with Timken assuring Reginald that taking the planet from the humans was the only way to survive. And once Reginald began to think about the way things were unfolding, it had seemed that Claire was right: there really was an underlying order to everything. There really was a best logical way for the pieces of existence to have unfolded. He could imagine the preparations the AVT had made. He could see the weapons they inevitably would have developed. He could picture the ways the humans would use their armies, how large those vampire-educated armies may have grown, and how they’d institute triage to save the largest numbers of humans while being willing to sacrifice the least. Humans owned the day. They had their weapons ready and waiting. And now that the genie was out of the bottle, they’d be using them. 
So Reginald and Nikki sat in their tent in the Alps, waiting for dusk to fall. And when it did, Nikki ran out with an empty gallon jug and a funnel, slaughtered several deer, fed, and filled the jug with the blood that remained. Vampirism had turned Nikki into a killer, but killing still wasn’t in her nature. Nikki was a human first and a vampire second. And what was more: she wasn’t just a human; she was human. And that left her in the middle, conflicted. She didn’t even like the idea of draining deer. She’d needed blood to live for over a year, but she’d always taken it in the kindest way blood could be taken. And now, at the end of the world, she was being hunted by those she fed on — and loathed as a traitor by those who took blood with more malice than she did. 
She slid the jug in front of Reginald. He knew better than to make his usual protests about how blood — and especially deer blood — was disgusting. He took his drink from a camp mug, forcing it down. 
“Can you really do this?” he asked Nikki. 
“Do what?” 
“Run.” 
“I’ve been running my entire adult life,” she told him. 
“Run to the cape of Africa,” he clarified. 
“I’ve never done that,” she admitted. “But I know that we stopped for rest because the sun rose, not because I was tired. I know that I’m technically dead already. And I know that if we stay in one place for too long, we’ll be slaughtered.” 
“That’s what they think we’ll do. Slaughter them.” He didn’t have to explain who he was talking about. Humans. Anyone. Everyone. 
“Well, there ain’t no good guys,” she said. 
“There ain’t no bad guys,” Reginald answered. 
“There’s only you and me, and we just disagree,” she finished. 
Reginald smiled, because smiles were precious now, and needed.
“When we get there, we’re going to need a boat,” he said. 
"'We’re going to need a bigger boat,'" Nikki quoted from the movie Jaws. You couldn’t mention boats around Nikki without hearing this line. When Philipe had warned them about the tent being seen by helicopters, she’d said another of her stock lines: “Get to the choppa,” a Schwartzenegger line from Predator. Philipe hadn’t gotten it. 
But it was okay. There had to be somewhere in South Africa where they could get a boat. Any boat would do. If Nikki could row like she could run, they could cross the ocean to Antarctica even if all they could find was a dinghy. And if they fell in? Well, they were dead anyway. And with that thought, Reginald wondered if they could swim the rest of the way if they capsized. But the thought made him cold even while he sat in front of the warm fire they’d made outside the warm tent in the warm Swiss evening air. No, they’d need a bigger boat after all, he decided, and made a point to have Claire read him the location of any possible polar-equipped vessels docked at the Cape of Good Hope the next time they spoke. Nikki wouldn’t shut up when he made the announcement that they were going to need a big boat. Then she’d quote other dumb lines, because she was Nikki. 
Reginald realized, yet again, that he wasn’t being any fun. It was regrettably something that happened to him when the world ended. 
Karl hadn’t been able to give them more than the most vague information about the Vampire World Command. He’d said that it, like the old American Council, moved — but that it did so only twice each year. When it was summer in the northern hemisphere, the VWC was at the south pole, safe from human incursions due to the extreme, eternal nighttime temperatures. Just before the sun finally crested the south pole horizon each year, the VWC moved north, to a network of reinforced tunnels in the arctic ice — and there it remained until the sun set in the south.
“How will we find it?” said Nikki. 
“We’ll find it,” said Reginald. 
“But how?” she said. 
“By finding it.” He looked at Nikki, her pretty face dancing in the flickering light of the campfire. “I’m not trying to be obtuse or annoying. But that’s the way fate works, it seems. Claire said I’m supposed to find the codex. If we need the VWC to find the codex, then we’ll find the VWC. That’s the ‘how’ of the matter.” 
“So it’s fate?” she said. 
“The way Claire explained it, it doesn’t sound like we’re bound from the outside. It’s not that things are forced to happen, per se. It’s that there is really only one main logical way, once you know enough of the available information, for things to work out.” 
“What’s the difference?” 
“It’s more like Claire predicted exactly what will happen than somehow cosmically requiring that we do certain things. Or saying that the angels required we do certain things.” 
“But the angels or whoever set it all in motion… so that certain things would occur.” 
He shrugged. 
“So it’s fate. So it has to happen.” 
“Maybe. Or maybe it’s splitting hairs.” 
Nikki shivered. “I don’t like the idea that everything has been planned out for me.” 
“But maybe nothing has really, really been planned out,” said Reginald. “Maybe someone just knows exactly what you’re going to do.” 
“Because I don’t really have a choice. Because, despite appearances to the contrary, there’s only one thing I can do in any given scenario.” 
Reginald shrugged.
She moved closer, put her thin hand on his large one. “If that’s true,” she said, “does that mean was I fated to meet you?” 
“Seems that way.” 
She smiled, then hugged herself against his arm. “Well, then I guess it’s not all bad.” 
But something was bothering Reginald. He’d had a sense of unfolding from the very beginning, since the day he’d masterminded their escape from the American Vampire Council — the day Maurice had assassinated Deacon Logan. Back then, Nikki had pretended to be a vampire and Reginald had pretended to be a helpless victim. Both Nikki and Maurice had doubted that first plan, but Reginald never had. He’d known, without question, how the vampires would behave. The longer Reginald lived with his expanded vampire mind, the more things he began to see as inevitable — or, to put it another way, the more things he couldn’t help but think of as fated. But even that sense of logical predestination had become easier and more transparent lately, because he’d realized he had an edge. He no longer had just his own perspective from which to collect data to feed the grand equation. It was another new ability that he alone seemed to have, and its implications were troubling.
“Nikki?” he said.
She looked up. 
“Can you feel me?” 
She felt him.
“That’s not what I mean.” 
“I can sense your mood,” she said. “When you’re away from me, I can feel you calling to me. Like when I went out to investigate back at Maurice’s, I could feel your worry.” 
“But you can’t read my thoughts.” 
He was looking directly down her shirt. He couldn’t help it. She was wearing a tank top, and it hadn’t been designed for running at the speeds Nikki had been running. Before dawn, she’d said she was going to break into a store somewhere and pick up five sports bras, which she’d wear all at once. 
“I can read them now, yes,” she said, looking up and following his gaze. 
“Normally, I mean.” 
She shook her head, still nuzzling his arm. “No.” 
“What about your hunger pains? When you couldn’t stop feeding, and were draining dozens of humans a month? Maurice said it was due to blood ties, and that you were sensing the hunger of other vampires in his line.” 
“That’s not reading thoughts. It’s certainly not reading your thoughts.” She paused, then held up a finger. “Wait. One time I couldn’t stop thinking about a meat lover’s pizza, and then I got a boner. Was that your thought?”
“You can’t get a boner.” 
She grabbed his crotch. “Got one,” she said. 
It was quiet in the woods. The campfire had bothered Reginald, just as the mirror tent had bothered him during the day. He kept imagining SWAT scenes from movies. He kept waiting for the authorities to find them, but then he realized the authorities had better things to do. The world was falling apart, and nobody cared about one fat vampire and his girlfriend. 
“So you can’t hear my thoughts,” he said. 
“No.” 
“Have you ever been able to?”
“Just a sense of your mood. Why?” 
He was thinking of how, during their escape from Charles Barkley’s council, he’d “talked” to Nikki and Maurice in order to guide them out. He’d actually glamoured Claude, Timken’s right-hand man and Maurice’s brother, to send him off their trail during the TGV attacks. But by all accounts, the vampires whose minds he influenced didn’t hear words. They got impulses and they acted. Nikki had just said she could only sense his mood. So what was this mind-reading ability he’d felt lately? It didn’t seem normal. He couldn’t just sense Nikki’s mood; he could go into her mind and put it on like a suit of clothes. Back at Karl’s, he’d been able to do the same… and he didn’t even think he was related to Karl. Even if blood ties could explain why he’d been able to see full sentences and full experiences before Karl spoke them (which they couldn’t), how was it possible if there was no blood tie? 
“It’s nothing,” he said, forcing himself to let it go. 
The fire flickered. Nikki shifted on his lap. 
“I’ve been thinking,” she said. 
“Uh-oh.” 
“In the winter, the VWC is at the north pole.” 
“Apparently.” 
“So that means Santa is a vampire. It’s only logical.” 
Reginald snorted laughter. Nothing about what they were doing right now was remotely funny, and what she’d said was stupid. The contrast made it so much funnier than it had any right being. 
“Maybe he just lives near the vampires,” said Reginald. 
“I think he’s a vampire. Think about it. Don’t you think that only a vampire could deliver toys to everyone in one night?” 
“Depends on the vampire,” said Reginald. He was thinking about how he’d get caught in the first chimney he visited. Then, the next morning, the family would light the fireplace and roast his chestnuts on an open fire. 
“Well, if Santa isn’t a vampire, I sure hope he’s got one of those big guns like the AVT uses,” she said, her head in his lap. “For naughty little vampire boys and girls.” 
He said nothing. The discussion was still stupid, but for Reginald, Nikki’s mention of guns had turned the talk sinister instead of funny. Meaning and intention and the gravity of their situation returned, unwanted. And for the millionth time, Reginald wondered: At the end of the day, which side are we on? 
They were going to visit the Vampire World Command while avoiding humans… but then, once they learned what they needed to learn, they’d start avoiding vampires and trying to help humans. But in doing so, they didn’t want to fight vampires. And they didn’t want to kill humans. They were firmly in the middle, where nobody had any right to be. Vampires already considered them traitors, and humans were learning to consider them demons. Nikki, Reginald, Karl, everyone back at the house in America, and most of the dispersed EU Council members were combatants without a cause. They could only lay in the middle of the road and wait to see which line of traffic would be the first to run them over. 
“Reginald?” she said. 
“Mmm?” 
“Is this the end of the world?” 
He looked down, disarmed. But she wasn’t looking at him. She was looking out across the fire. 
“I don’t know.” 
“You’re sure?” 
“I don’t know, Nik,” 
She looked up. “I thought you were the master brain. The one who knew it all.” 
“I know that we need to get moving. It’s been dark for over an hour now. We need to get south. We need to get to the World Command, and we need to find the codex.” 
“So that you can stop the world from ending.” 
“So that I can do my best.” 
She inhaled, then exhaled. The motion, on Reginald’s lap, felt fiercely human. 
“You have to do one thing before we start running again,” she said. 
“Yes?” 
“You have to take me inside the tent,” she said. 
“And help you pack?” 
She rolled her head to look at him. “If that’s what you call it.” 




 
CROSSING
 
 
THE RUN TO THE CAPE took almost two weeks. 
Nikki was tireless. She ran, with Reginald on her back, for almost the entire span of darkness each night. The first night they rested often — for Reginald’s benefit, not Nikki’s. He told her that holding on was very hard and made his arms and legs burn. So halfway through that first night, they broke into a construction supply store and Nikki — showing the ingenuity that Reginald loved and was often humiliated by — scouted out the material she’d need to create what was essentially a gigantic baby sling. Working through the course of the next day with a needle and thread, she made a device that had loops for Reginald’s arms and legs and a belt for herself — and the next night when she ran, Reginald was strapped tight to her like an infant in a papoose. It was possibly the most humiliating thing that anyone had done to anyone else, ever, in the history of time. But it got the job done — and Reginald, emasculated, couldn’t bring himself to complain. 
They moved southeast through Europe. Originally Nikki wanted to head through Spain and across the straight into Morocco, but Reginald, fearing AVT forces clustered at natural choke points, said they should stick to land travel until they had no other choice. So they went through the middle east, crossing a bridge at Istanbul, and continued into Syria, Jordan, Israel, and then into Egypt. Then they detoured to check out the pyramids and the sphinx because Nikki, who’d never seen either, insisted. 
They made their way through Africa at night, crossing the desert (which cost them time; running in sand was slower going) and avoiding all cities. But even when they camped at dawn and ventured out just before sunrise to hunt, they saw signs that the war had gone worldwide — or that the Annihilist’s “exterminate and leave behind” strategy had finally triggered its sleeper cells. They found entire African villages empty save body parts and blood. They spotted clusters of vampires crossing the desert, and steered clear. This part of the world didn’t have high-tech protection like the AVT, and the vampires seemed to be taking full advantage. 
Large stretches of time passed in which they didn’t see a single living human. When they did see groups, they watched from a distance, staying out of sight. The humans clustered and huddled in tribes, fires burning in a circle around the edges. Seeing them cower broke Nikki’s heart. The tribes had nothing that would be effective against their foes, save perfectly-aimed spears. All but the poorest of the groups had guns among them, but they would fire lead, not silver or wood. Instead of finding genuine ways to protect themselves, they’d embraced cliches. Crosses and garlic hung in public. And so, one night, unable to watch any more, Reginald walked into a large settlement with his arms up, wrapped in desert garb he’d pulled off of a body. He handed over his AVT rifle, explaining what it was and what it seemed to be able to do. He gave the humans the light grenades he’d confiscated. Then he left, waiting as he jogged away for the humans to try the weapons on his retreating back. But even though the white man had come out of the desert at night and returned to it without so much as a torch, they didn’t fire. There was no way, they seemed to decide, that he could be a vampire. 
When they reached South Africa, the air became cooler and the dead people became whiter. They made it to Cape Town, ducking through shadows and dodging the occasional native human peacekeeping force (and the occasional bloodsucker gang) and eventually located the vessel Claire had steered them to: a British titan called the H.M.S. Vagabond, heavily insulated and equipped for a polar voyage. The researchers who’d intended to sail it were, in all likelihood, as dead as the rest of the human population of Cape Town. Reginald didn’t think they’d mind if he and Nikki took it. 
Learning to pilot the thing was a daunting task. Claire, still bunkered down in America, pushed them the ship’s specs on Reginald’s phone, but the problem wasn’t knowledge of what to do; it was manpower. The huge vessel was intended for use by a crew, not two lone people. Nikki compensated, rushing here and there under Reginald’s direction to perform all of the necessary tasks. And as she did, Reginald got a mental picture of a plate-spinner trying to keep a dozen things going at once without allowing anything to crash. 
Once they were underway and the maneuvers required to de-dock were behind them, things became easier. Claire hacked their GPS signal and navigated, yelling at Reginald to put the hammer down and stop treating the rudder like an old lady. Nikki did housekeeping. Before boarding the Vagabond, they’d broken into various locales as needed in order to stock up, and while Reginald minded the dark water, Nikki put their supplies in order: cases upon cases of blood stolen from a blood bank, human food for Reginald’s whims, and a ton of cold-weather gear. Despite being vampires, they were already cold, but there was another reason besides comfort to stay warm: winter antarctic temperatures could drop below 100 below on the Fahrenheit scale, meaning that if they weren’t careful, the water in their bodies and blood would quite simply freeze them solid. 
Before steaming, they’d laid in what they’d need to dayproof the ship’s bridge. Once they were clear of the Cape, they begun laying large sheets of OSB over the windows, caulking the seams and rigging a periscope that Reginald coated with an UV-repellant coating. The crossing took longer than it should have because like most people, Reginald had never piloted an enormous ship through perilous freezing water using a periscope. He was terrified of icebergs — something he’d never had much of a reason to research and hence knew little about, save the fact that they were mostly below the surface. When the ship made noises, Reginald flinched. He told Nikki that he kept imagining a Titanic scenario. Nikki volleyed back that he was steering well, that slow-going was just fine, and that slowly turning into vampsicles together in the antarctic water amidst ship detritus would be romantic.
They motored day and night, coming onto the deck once the sun was down — a phase that consumed most of the clock’s 24 hours as they went further south. It took five days to see land, which they finally did once they reached the harbor used by research vessels and cruise ships that Claire had steered them to. It was a summer dock, clotted with winter ice. Nikki jumped down and took up manual icebreaking duty, falling in occasionally and executing astonishing aquatic thrusting motions to spring out when she did. Reginald steered behind her until they were tied down, at which point Nikki, wet and freezing, wrapped herself in five blankets and announced that her nipples were hard enough to cut diamonds.
They disembarked and began walking the ice in their arctic gear. They crossed the continent through the endless night, Reginald strapped to Nikki’s back and Nikki wearing spiked crampons on her arctic boots. The cold, even for two vampires, was horrifying. It was worse for Nikki than Reginald, owing to her low body fat. When they stopped to rest (arbitrary times, seeing as there was no longer any daylight), they zipped their sleeping bags together and he used his bulk to warm her, allowing her daily frostbite to heal and her dead (and sometimes frozen off) fingers to regrow. 
Eventually Claire called them again. The phone was sluggish despite having been stashed in Reginald’s man-cleavage, and Claire said that operating the thing from half a world away felt like shoving through slush because the cold made the signals so slow — and hence was why she’d switched to calling them audio-only. Maurice came onto the line and gave them a report: they were still in the house, still bunkered in, but now repelling regular attacks with more and more difficulty. An AVT contingent had broken through the gates using a reinforced vehicle, but the neighborhood was rife with vampire activity and the AVT soldiers hadn’t lasted long. Maurice, Brian, and the others had stripped the AVT of their weapons, then turned them on the invading vampires. When night came, they repaired the perimeter themselves and reinforced what they could, taking up stations and waiting. Maurice said they’d started to see Sedition Army troops on the street — organized and highly-trained vampires now present to augment the unarmed feral vampires who were already swarming. There were still pockets of humans around, but they were being systematically rooted out and destroyed. Most of this was being done with explosives, because although a human had to invite a vampire into his house, the same was not true of a grenade or a molotov cocktail. 
All of the “we’re all friends here” masks were off, Maurice told them. What news was still on the human airwaves told humans to fight the monsters among them and told them the most effective ways to do so. It urged them to reinforce their homes, then to use the daylight hours to burn any nests they could find. Some humans got their hands on AVT weapons and enjoyed brief sprees before being dismembered. Most were simply rooted out and slaughtered. 
Maurice’s house, being a vampire house, fell into equilibrium. There was no love in the vampire community for Maurice Toussant and those he protected, but Maurice was a lesser target than the many humans still out there to kill. The vampire news stations had the exact opposite tone of the human stations. VNN and the other outlets sounded like enthusiastic telethons: tallying wins, highlighting best-of attacks, tracking body count. Maurice said he could see Claude’s influence behind the reports. Timken kept his appearances professional, talking politically (and while wearing a tie) about doing what needed to be done in order to ensure survival of vampirekind, but the non-Timken media pieces were rife with sinister overtones. A few public service announcements (which aired in Fangbook sidebars and as intros to all Fangbook videos, as well as on the VNN feed) warned vampires that humans could be deadly, and that any left alive and unbound after the war would multiply… and then come after their families. Slogans about rooting out and eradicating disease were developed. Jingles were written. Maurice said it made him sick, but that it seemed to make others feel secure. “All very Claude,” he added with a retch.
Reginald asked Maurice if he knew the extent of the human body count, but it was Claire who answered. The human internet was dying or dead, she told them, but the vampire infrastructure was strong. The information she’d been able to siphon from available sources suggested that the human population might have diminished by as much as sixty percent, with human populations in underdeveloped nations being disproportionately high. Entire lower-income regions, she said, seemed to be decimated. She said it coldly, appraisingly, as if it meant nothing — as if her own species wasn’t becoming more and more endangered with each passing day. 
They wished Maurice and Claire good luck and hung up. Reginald sat with his legs hugged to his chest and pondered. Nikki cried, and her tears froze like icicles. Then they packed the tent and moved on, half convinced that anything they could still manage to do would be too little, too late.
They didn’t know where they were going. 
They didn’t know where they were going. 
They didn’t know where they were going. 
Until one day, they did. 
Reginald could only follow his nose, reasoning that if his finding the codex was the logical result of a trillion causes in the universe, all he had to do was wait for those things to cause his next action. And so eventually, one endless night while they were both on foot, scoping the area within a few miles of the pole in concentric circles (staying away from the human research stations), Reginald’s crampons scraped something under the ice. He fell to his knees and began clearing snow with his gloves, working by the light cast from his headlamp. He’d scraped the top of what appeared to be a handle, and it was attached to something else that appeared to be a trapdoor. And just as he was wondering how to open the thing — and totally unsure as to what it might be — the door began to tilt upward from one end, revealing that it had sides like the spout on a container of salt. It rose further, revealing a long, downward-sloping hallway into the ice. 
Reginald looked at Nikki. Nikki looked at Reginald. Then they both looked at the open hallway, which was silent above the endless wind and was illuminated with red lights. 
“Is this it?” said Nikki. 
“I don’t know.” 
“It could be a human place,” she said. “Like a secret military base.”
“It could,” said Reginald. 
“I don’t want to go into a human place,” said Nikki. “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but they don’t like us much right now.” 
But Reginald was already walking, already plodding down the long hallway into the ice. 
The tunnel went down and down. Eventually it leveled out and they walked horizontally, soon arriving at a nondescript metal door. Reginald pushed and found it unlatched; it swung freely like a door in a hospital’s hallway. Nikki followed. When the door closed behind them, it made an audible clicking sound, latching where it hadn’t latched before. Reginald turned to see that the door had a security keypad next to it, and while they watched, it seemed to arm. Keys on the pad lit in a rapid sequence, one after the other, as if following one another in a line. The numerical sequence the lights made was 0-7-4-1-5-3-6-9-0. 
Nikki was watching the keypad with horror. 
“It’s an alarm,” she said, looking around. They were totally alone, standing in a well-lit industrial-looking hallway with doors along both sides. It had an unused, basement look, as if this were the backstage area of wherever they were — somewhere that nobody used except for storage. And judging by the feel, they weren’t supposed to be here, either. 
Reginald ran the sequence of lights back in his mind, watching the buttons light. 
“No,” he said. “It’s Claire. Claire let us in.” 
Nikki looked at the keypad, then at Reginald. 
“The lights made a heart,” he said, pointing. Then he showed her. The zero was below the block of 1 through 9. The shape had been closer to that of a chevron, but you could only do so well in making a heart on a number pad. 
“Oh. How is that possible?” 
He shook his head. “I have no idea. She can move energy. I stopped asking how things were possible when my goth co-worker threw a man across a parking lot and killed him with a sword, and then I woke up dead.” 
“Undead.” 
“Whatever.” 
Reginald looked at the hallway. It dead-ended to their left. To the right, at the far end, were a double set of swinging doors. He started walking. Nikki followed. The hallway led to another, to another, to another. They took path after path, then finally emerged into a huge room with enormous video screens across its entire, two-story front wall. There were rows and rows of people (Reginald had to assume they were vampires; there were cups filled with red liquid on many of the desks) behind computers facing the screen. Women dressed in black uniforms and with insignia on their chests marched back and forth, watching it all. The setup reminded Reginald of Cheyenne Mountain, the massive control room that NORAD missile defense called home. 
“Holy shit,” said Nikki. 
Despite the chatter in the room, every head turned toward them. Blurs came from the rafters, and Nikki and Reginald found themselves staring down the barrels of several large guns. Vampire soldiers had appeared in front of them, painting them with the red dots of laser sights. Reginald couldn’t help but be amused. Vampires using guns to defend themselves? It was all so perversely appropriate.
One of the women in black marched toward them. She looked at them, moving her gaze from their feet to their heads, taking in their arctic gear. Both had taken the crampons off their boots and were holding them in their hands. They didn’t move. 
The woman made a gesture. There was a quick sense of moving air behind them, and Reginald turned to find himself staring at a broad, muscular man with a square jaw and a massive scar curving from his forehead down to his neck.
“Reginald Baskin,” he said. “Well, if this isn’t an unexpected pleasure.” 
It was Claude Toussant.




 
V-CREWS
 
 
CLAUDE INTRODUCED THE WOMAN AS General Ophelia Thax. She was tall and blonde and thin, and her outfit looked like a parody of a military uniform that might be worn at a sexy Halloween party. Claude let the general lead the way, then followed a few paces behind her. Behind Claude were two vampire soldiers, holding their guns up, walking backward. Behind the soldiers were Nikki and Reginald, and behind them were three more soldiers, also aiming guns. Reginald couldn’t help but feel flattered by the implication of his own menace. 
They moved into a conference room with a glass wall that looked out over the large control area. Once inside, General Thax — not Claude — dismissed the armed guards. They looked nervous to leave the two high-ranking officials alone with the two intruders, but she repeated the command and they dutifully obeyed, locking the door behind them.
Claude sat on the edge of the room’s large conference table, his back to the windows. The woman remained standing, as if at attention. 
“You can sit,” said Claude, gesturing behind Nikki and Reginald. 
Reginald sat. Nikki remained defiantly standing, but this was the wrong time to make a moral stand. They’d come here for a reason, and an apparently-very-real sense of fate was at play. They had to find the codex first, get home second, and worry about Claude third. So Reginald reached up and very gently took Nikki’s hand, urging her to sit on the small couch beside him. 
“Let’s start with the obvious,” said Claude. 
“This is Vampire World Command,” said Reginald. 
“Obviously.” 
“Which apparently is code for Annihilist Headquarters.” 
Claude looked at the general before answering. She met his eye, and some unspoken message moved between them. Reginald couldn’t see much into Claude’s mind without alerting him to his presence, so he was only able to catch the surface of the thought. He saw only that he’d broached a sensitive topic, and that they were treading on contested ground. 
“Semantics,” said Claude. He nodded to the general beside him. The space between the four vampires was meaningfully empty, mocking the discussion’s implied civility. “The Annihilist Faction has operated out of VWC for decades, but it is still the VWC who runs it. My people defer to the generals, like Ophelia here.” He tipped his head toward the woman beside him. Reginald expected her to be irritated at the use of her first name, but apparently they’d lapsed into the familiar. Genocide made for strange bedfellows.
“The Vampire World Command,” said Ophelia, beginning to pace with her hands intertwined behind her back, “was created for two purposes. The first was to act as a kind of vampire United Nations. The various worldwide councils have never really gotten along; they’re closer to a handful of gangs controlled by warlords than civilized nations. The Soviet Council is like a tribe of barbarians. The Far East vampires haven’t changed much since Genghis Khan’s day. Even the EU and US barely talked to each other. VWC was supposed to bridge that gap and get them talking, but the endeavor failed from the start. We could never get representatives to come here and discuss ways to work together. The problem is that vampires like too much to be independent. Average American vamps have gotten good at doing as they’re told, but they’re really the only ones, and the US leadership has never cared about cooperation at levels above their own heads. So very quickly, we at VWC moved away from diplomacy and toward our other purpose: to act as a failsafe.” 
“A failsafe.” Nikki repeated the words without inflection. 
“The VWC always considered the human population to be a potential threat, whereas the individual councils treated humans like they were cows raised for meat. There were realities that required vampires to make themselves known to certain humans — groups like Erickson’s. We knew they weren’t stupid. They formed the AVT almost immediately after learning officially that we existed, and we suspect that armed force has grown much larger than is commonly known. We also recently found out the hard way that they’ve been hiding some fancy new weapons as well. Humans outnumbered vampires by a hundred thousand to one, and they were growing faster than we were, so in the opinion of the VWC, it was only a matter of time before they’d decide to test us. When that happened, there needed to be a body capable of responding in a coordinated manner — not as a loose collection of self-interested barbarians. That body also needed to be strong and well-trained enough to respond decisively to end the threat, in whatever form it took, using both innovative weapons and the substantial talents we already had.” 
Reginald thought about the guns the soldiers had aimed at them. Those guns hadn’t looked particularly innovative, but he hadn’t been shot, and it was true that humans died when you shot them with just about anything. How much innovation was really necessary?
“The Annihilist Faction,” Claude added, shifting on the table’s edge, “had two things in common with the VWC. First, we also considered conflict with the humans to be inevitable. And second, we already had soldiers of our own. As a bonus, we also had a set of deep pockets able to fund those soldiers — something the VWC couldn’t count on.” 
“So you bought yourself an army,” said Reginald. “Just like you bought one for Timken.” 
Claude laughed. “Same army, different leadership. But as much as I like Nick, he’s too timid. He’s willing to do what’s necessary, but only as a last resort. The generals here were always willing to be as proactive as the situation required. So together, we made a good team.” 
Looking at Claude, Reginald felt the rest of the puzzle fall into place: Timken didn’t know about the VWC, just as Maurice hadn’t. He didn’t know that his right-hand man was busy stabbing humanity in the back while he was out shaking hands. Reginald found himself recalling his discussion with Timken: the almost regretful way the president had spoken of there being no other way to save vampirekind than to turn the planet. He’d been willing to do what was “necessary,” but would his hand have been forced enough to do it without Claude’s murderous duplicity? Would the fire, on both sides, have burned hot enough without the war that the VWC/Annihilist troops had been conducting behind the scenes?
Reginald stood. Ophelia took a step toward him.
“You sick son of a bitch,” said Reginald. “You wanted this. You’ve been waiting for this.”
Claude didn’t stand. He nodded, unperturbed. “There’s no rule that says a man can’t enjoy his work.” 
Reginald turned from Claude and Ophelia and approached the windows. Nikki was still sitting, her hands on the arms of her chair, her entire body betraying her readiness to spring up. He hoped she wouldn’t try. It would be both pointless and unnecessary. 
He looked out at the big screens, the rows and rows of vampire technicians sitting in front of computers. Uniformed women strolled between them. He almost wanted to ask why the generals were all women, but he’d already run through the same logic the VWC must have run through when it was formed and felt confident of the answer Ophelia would give. Vampire women didn’t feel the need to rattle sabers and compare dick size. It made their decisions more logical and less testosterone infused — and in this context, much more cold. 
“You could have taken the planet any time,” said Reginald. 
“Oh yes,” said Claude. “In order to be sure we’d survive, we had to ensure that we were a hundred thousand times stronger and more prepared than the humans were. It was an amazingly sharp mandate, and it made us strong quickly. We have the troops, the training, and the weapons. That big screen shows our deployment. Do you see the positions?” 
Reginald looked. The largest screen showed a globe projection in the center, with certain areas magnified and expanded on smaller screens around it. From this distance, he could make out small red dots scattered across the surface of all of the maps like spilled cayenne pepper. It was exactly as he’d anticipated, though on a frighteningly more thorough scale than he could have imagined. The missing piece of information had been the Annihilists’ cooperation with the VWC, and now that he knew about it, he saw how the human defeat was as inevitable as the toppling of dominoes. But also as he looked, he could already spot inefficiencies — areas where human populations would act differently than the VWC had apparently predicted. There weren’t enough deployments in Eastern Europe, for instance, and the island nations wouldn’t fall as predicted unless the plan included air support not evident on the big map. But as his strategic mind worked through the data, a troubling question surfaced: Why were Claude and Ophelia telling them all of these details? The answer to that question — which he was growing increasingly cognizant of — was even more troubling.
“I see them,” said Reginald. 
“What do you think of them?” 
Reginald said nothing, trying to think his way out of the room. If he could get Nikki out of the room, they might be able to repeat what they’d done to escape from the American Council, with Reginald time-stopping to use Nikki as a deadly weapon. But until the doors were unlocked and they had room to maneuver, their options would be limited. 
“He thinks you’re sick sons of bitches,” said Nikki. 
Reginald turned. Nikki stood and took two steps toward Claude. But, watching, Reginald saw something that Nikki didn’t — that Ophelia had a Boom Stick weapon on her belt. He considered having Nikki go for it, but then he saw something he’d never seen before: the shaft of the weapon had a glowing window on it. His mind ran through a series of analyses. A weapon like that would be as dangerous to the user as the victim. So how could you make it safe? And suddenly, he was certain that Claude’s new Boom Stick models were keyed to a user’s fingerprints, usable by their hand only. It would be useless to Nikki.
Ophelia’s hand moved toward the weapon. 
Reginald stepped forward, striding into the tightening knot of vampires. He decided to go for the conversational throat, cutting right to the chase. 
“You want us to stay.” 
Claude nodded. “I’d say we require you to stay.” 
“We don’t want to stay.” 
Claude shuffled sideways, disrupting the cluster. Nikki stepped back. Ophelia’s hand lowered. Claude gestured through the window, to the big screen showing global vampire deployment. 
“Look out there, Reginald,” he said. “You must see it. It’s only a matter of time before the humans are either finished, turned, or contained. You may not like me much…” 
“Oh, you’re a delight,” Reginald interrupted. 
“… but you know we’re going to win this conflict. You don’t have to like me, or agree with me, or think that what we’re doing here is right. But this war is going to the vampires, and that’s just a fact. So the only remaining question — and I’ll put this to you and your superior brain, Reginald — is how efficiently it can be done. Will this conflict conclude quickly so that we can move on, or will it drag on for months and years, with many innocents being killed in the meantime?”
“Innocents like the humans?”
“Well,” said Claude, “there’s some truth to what Ophelia said, about how they are cows to be raised for meat.” 
“I’m not going to help you with your… your crime,” said Reginald, his mouth curling in disgust. 
“Crime?” said Ophelia, walking so close to Reginald that he could smell the blood on her breath. “Crime? You are a vampire, Baskin! You drink blood! You are a monster! Do you hear me? You are an unholy, dirty, motherfucking monster. All of us are. Stop trying to be a human. Stop trying to play both sides. We have been given a mandate, and it is either us or them. Us or them!” 
“If you’re saying that the angels…” 
“Fuck the angels!” she spat. “We have had to hide since the dawn of time while they infested the planet like locusts. We are the rightful heirs to this world, with the power to take it by force as evolution intended. But what did we do? Did we take what was ours? No! We hid in holes while they built their skyscrapers and mini malls and megaplexes. They made television and sitcoms and infomercials; they sat in chairs and grew soft while we grew hard.” She looked Reginald’s corpulent frame over from bottom to top, as if she’d never seen it before. “We have let them take whatever they wanted. They pollute, consume, eat, shit, befoul everything. We don’t live like they do, but does it matter? No, they fuck up the planet for us, so that we can experience their sloth secondhand. Isn’t that nice? They drag us down and we go willingly. And now, at the dawn of our triumph, bleeding-heart pieces of shit like you yell back at us, calling us murderers, as if you won’t live among us when it’s all over. You’re just like a human — willing to accept all of the benefit but none of the responsibility.” 
Her fangs were out, her mouth open like an angry cat’s. “Come here,” she added. “I want to show you something.” 
She grabbed Reginald by the back of his collar and dragged him toward the door. Nikki reacted, lunging forward, but Ophelia let go of Reginald for long enough to sprint forward and grab Nikki’s neck in her clawed hand. 
“Nikki!” Reginald shouted. “Don’t!” 
“Oh, no,” Ophelia purred, her fingernails drawing blood. “Please do.”
Nikki shook her off, refusing to engage. Then Ophelia walked toward the door without grabbing Reginald again, her point made. Reginald got to his feet, and he and Nikki followed. Claude, still nonplussed, brought up the rear.
They made their way down a long hallway, down a set of stairs, and into a dark room. Several computer monitors lined the front wall, all turned to a muted night mode. There was no external light in the room; the only illumination came from the monitors. There were three men and another general in the room. The men were sitting. The woman was standing. 
Claude, with a glance at the back of Ophelia’s blonde head, dragged two chairs from the back of the room and placed them behind the room’s seated technicians. Reginald and Nikki sat. None of the room’s occupants looked back and only cast the briefest of glances at Ophelia. Claude stood against the back wall.
This was also so familiar. It was almost a cliche. The front room had reminded Reginald of a missile command center, and this room reminded him of commanders watching a black ops operation. And, looking toward the screens, he saw that that’s exactly what it was. 
The monitors showed video that seemed to be coming from a soldier’s mounted camera — something Reginald inferred from the presence of other soldiers around the camera-wearer. The soldiers wore black jumpsuits, almost like ninjas, but with their heads exposed. They were wearing black gloves with sharp black pieces of metal at the tips. Reginald was reminded of something that was a mix between Wolverine and Freddy Krueger. 
“You’re watching a V-Crew,” said Claude, squatting behind Reginald and Nikki. “A specialized unit within the VWC and Annihilist Faction’s joint army. Nick Timken’s SA troops are sloppy by our standards. They are too visible, offer too many targets, and take too many collateral casualties. Tell me: have you seen troops like this before, out in the world?” 
“No,” said Reginald, watching the soldiers on the screen. They seemed to be headed toward a circle of lights. It appeared to be a medium-sized town. He couldn’t tell where it was, but wherever it was, it was nighttime. 
“There’s a reason,” said Ophelia, looking back and keeping her voice low as the room’s mood seemed to require. “These Crews are much better at what they do than the SA, and are in a separate world from the Kill Squads. We don’t leave evidence. We don’t leave bodies. The others slash and burn. It was inevitable that everyday vampires would start to attack humans openly (you can’t cure stupidity, as they say) but for the official peacekeepers —” She laughed at the term. “— to be the SA? Unforgivable. But hey, they are America. They can do whatever they want, right? It doesn’t matter that it makes our officials culpable. But think about it, Reginald. You have an unmatched strategic mind. How much more damage could we have inflicted before the outbreak if all of our official actions had been done in stealth?” 
Reginald didn’t answer. He was watching the monitors. The V-Crew was moving in distinct, contained bursts rather than sprinting into the city. They were moving forward in a blur of motion, then stopping, assessing, and repeating. The city was getting closer. In the distance, Reginald could see humans milling around, some of them armed. 
“See this?” said Ophelia, pointing at a screen. It seemed to show the same region from above, with bright green blobs moving about and some sort of glyph tags tracking other objects that the camera couldn’t see in the dark. “This is their feed. Their satellite. We don’t even need our own. We can piggyback on theirs. It’s simple. They secure their systems against other humans, but we are better than humans. We’re in, using their own technology against them, and then we’re out, and they don’t even know we’ve been there. We’ve done it again and again, when their population needs trimming or when we need to bolster our blood stores.”
Reginald watched the screen, feeling cold. On the overhead shot, the troops were moving closer and closer to the human city. 
“How many are in that city?” Nikki asked. Reginald almost wished she hadn’t asked, because it was obvious what was about to happen. 
Ophelia turned to one of the technicians seated in front of a keyboard, watching a computer screen, wearing a kind of headset and mic. “Tell her,” she said. 
The vampire didn’t take his eyes off the screen. “Heat map surveillance indicates four hundred fifty three.” 
“How long?” Ophelia asked. 
“I was just about to give the order to cut the power, sir.” 
“Go ahead.” Ophelia turned to face Nikki and Reginald. She smiled briefly, then turned back to the monitor. 
The technician spoke into his microphone. Reginald heard an answer come through the vampire’s headphones. A moment later, on the screen, every light in the town went out. 
“We use what is essentially a unidirectional EMP generator,” said Ophelia. “Technology we stole from glamoured human military officials not long ago. We don’t need to find power lines this way, and we don’t need to worry about generators the targets may have. One flick of a switch and it’s nighttime, and then the monsters arrive.”
Onscreen, the visual blurred as the camera-bearer blurred the rest of the way toward the settlement. On the overhead satellite shot, Reginald watched as six glyphs — all of them tracking something that was invisible on the screen, presumably a member of the V-Crew — spread out in a coordinated pattern. A grid appeared over the satellite view, and the smudges indicating human heat signatures were all speared with miniature labels. It would probably appear random to Nikki, but Reginald could see that there were six groups of labels bearing six distinct glyphs, presumably assigning kills to individual soldiers. 
“Time,” said Ophelia. 
“Ten seconds, sir… mark.” 
The camera was a blur. Even in the infrared, Reginald could see faces, terror, and liquid splashing everywhere. He watched an arm fly as it was severed with one of the clawed gloves, turning end for end as if in slow motion. 
“Fifteen,” said the operator. 
Reginald turned away. Nikki did the same. The vampire operator called out twenty seconds, then twenty-five. Screams could be heard sneaking around his headphones, but the screams sounded confused, not terrified. The humans weren’t having time to scream in terror, and they couldn’t see. They barely knew what was happening, and once they did know, they were dead. 
“Final signature down, sir,” said the operator. 
Claude shuffled behind them as if rising at the end of a movie. Ophelia appeared between Nikki and Reginald. 
“Twenty-seven seconds,” she said, “and another nest of parasites is gone forever.” 




 
SEER
 
 
THERE WAS ONLY ONE WAY to fight, and it was to not fight at all.
Reginald had engaged in philosophical debate with Timken when Timken had told Reginald his plans, but Ophelia and Claude were not Timken. Nobody in the entire VWC compound was Timken. Reginald had made a mistake in vastly underestimating the depth of his foes’ ruthlessness. Timken was just the tip of the iceberg. His fantasies that the codex would reveal a simple Timken-related solution (expose him, assassinate him) were gone, and a more complex problem had fallen into place. Now he was facing psychopaths. Psychopaths who wanted his help to become better psychopaths.
He’d also realized something terrible in the minutes following the V-Crew display: Ophelia (and, by extension, Claude) hadn’t shown him the extermination in order to shock or intimidate him. They’d done it to impress him.
And that, in the end, might be the only way out.
“Get out” had moved in front of “find the codex” on Reginald’s to-do list. He was doing more harm by staying at VWC than the piddling amount of good the codex could still provide even if he found it. Besides: if he could get out, he might still find the codex. He wasn’t sure how that would happen, but if predestination was in play, then the details would handle themselves. He reminded himself that nothing was an accident. His trip to VWC hadn’t been wasted even if he learned nothing; there was a reason he’d come. But was that reason to learn information, or was it something more sinister? Was he destined to help Claude and Ophelia win the war whether he wanted to or not? Could they twist him into an unwitting weapon of mass destruction?
He wouldn’t let that happen. And with that simple conviction, he reminded himself that the fact that Claude and Ophelia thought he might be impressed by the V-Crew attack could be a weakness. It meant he might have one last chance to play into the arrogance of the hunters — to get what he wanted by letting his opponents think they were getting what they wanted. 
So following the V-Crew display, he’d stuffed down his disgust and acted impressed. 
Before they’d left the dark room, Reginald had watched the soldiers clean up body parts and pile them into what looked like a collapsable dumpster that Ophelia had explained was another piece of equipment piggybacked on stolen human technology. It was a kind of compactor, and would press the blood from the scraps for later consumption. There were several processing steps afterward, she explained, because the human body contained many liquids other than blood. She’d asked if they wanted to see the processing facility. Reginald had declined, but made a comment about how efficient and impressive it all was (throwing warning glances at Nikki not to contradict him) whenever the others’ backs were turned.
Claude had seemed guardedly pleased. Ophelia was almost post-orgasmic, her earlier anger dissipated by the thrill of murder.
They showed Reginald and Nikki to a small, comfortable apartment where, apparently, they would be expected to live. Reginald forced himself to smile and interrupted Nikki’s every protest. Then, after a few hours of rest and recovery, Claude showed back up at the door. He led them back to Ophelia to talk through any recommendations that Reginald’s strategic brain — a brain that surely saw the handwriting on the wall and wanted to make things easiest on everyone now that he’d had some time to think — had in mind to improve what the VWC was doing.
Reginald didn’t want to make recommendations. He wanted to get the fuck out. Whether the codex materialized or not barely mattered. Humanity was a sinking ship; Ophelia told them that their estimates pegged the population as down by fifty-six percent. She said they expected that figure to quickly rise to sixty percent now that V-Crews were working at full capacity following the official onset of war, but that it would take as long as a month to knock off another twelve due to the clusters that would fight back with new fervor. The remaining twenty-eight percent of humanity would be much harder to eliminate or contain, she said, because all of the simulations predicted that by that point, humans would form fortified communities protected by armed, knowledgeable groups like the AVT. At around the two billion mark, humans should have gotten most of the bugs out of their defense systems. 
“In essence,” Ophelia explained, “they will get smarter.” She looked at Reginald and, unbelievably, at Nikki. It was as if there had never been any tension between them, and that they were all on the same side, interested in the same goals. “We’re doing them a favor, you know. Humankind has become bloated. What’s left at around two, one and a half billion will be much more adapted to us. Like instant evolution. If we were to back off at that point and let them live, they would grow into a much stronger civilization than one they had a few months ago. Hunger and overpopulation would be solved. They’d have kept most of their best and brightest, and lost their least fit.” She pointed a lecturing finger at Reginald. “The blade needs the stone to be sharpened, Reginald. You know that.” 
“But you won’t back off,” said Nikki. 
“Of course not,” Claude interjected. “As they get smarter, they also get more dangerous. Again, this is all up in the air, but the simulations predict that the curve flattens significantly at that point. But we are faster and stronger and smarter. We estimate it will take six full months to reduce the human population to five hundred million. Maybe another six months, employing human armaments that should become available as they depopulate, to knock them down to ten million.”
Reginald felt like he was going to pass out. He re-ran his own scenarios while Claude was talking, nodding outwardly, trying to act complicit. There was no way they’d let him leave. Protesting and making a stand would do little other than enrage them, and enraging them wouldn’t be a good idea. He couldn’t win an argument against insane people, and insane people similarly wouldn’t consider moderation. All that was left was to sell out now, then try to find a way out — when their guards eventually dropped — later. 
“General,” he said. “I have a question.”
Ophelia had been looking off into some imagined distance. She turned her head, seemingly pleased that Reginald was willing to enter the conversation, which she and Claude had been monopolizing. 
“What is it?”
“What if you’re wrong?” 
The pleased expression left her face. Claude slid between them, breaking the tense moment.
“Wrong how?” he said. 
“Wrong in your tactics. Wrong in your simulations.” He reached into his mind, searching for something appropriately convoluted to say. He needed just enough jargon to knock them off kilter and sound ominous while still totally speaking out his ass. So as Claude’s big eyebrows furrowed, he added, “I’m not saying you will be wrong, or that you should change your tactics. Just that knowing all of the possibilities within a logical puzzle, even if you don’t plan to pursue them, will throw new light on your planned course of action. Basically: you need to find out not only what you don’t know, but what you don’t know you don’t know.” 
There. Let them make sense of that.
Ophelia turned. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
At least she was honest. 
“I’ve heard of an alternate plan,” Reginald said, treading carefully now that the crux of the matter was at hand. “It will sound like a legend, but it still might be relevant — and I say that as a strategist who needs every piece of the puzzle in order to make the best predictions, no matter how obscure the data. See, even though the plan I heard of is just a legend, there are fanatics who believe in it. These fanatics believe there is a predestined end to this conflict, and those fanatics, however misguided, might interfere by…” 
Ophelia interrupted him, nodding. “You’re talking about the vampire codex.” 
Reginald suppressed his surprise, unable to believe she’d laid it so plainly in front of him. It was tricky to ask for something without appearing to ask, and to introduce a far-flung ancient legend into a military discussion without sounding like a superstitious idiot. But apparently he was a better manipulator than he’d thought, because Ophelia looked like she’d expected it to come up. Claude, on the other hand, was already waving a hand dismissively.
“That’s it,” said Reginald, ignoring Claude. “But I only found out about it, not what might be in it. But if you’re the World Command and have all the power and reach you seem to have, I thought you might know more.” 
Ophelia appeared flattered. She said, “We have a seer.”
“A seer,” said Nikki. She said it flatly, and Reginald couldn’t help but feel proud of her. She’d read what he was doing perfectly, and knew that the best way to get knowledge of the codex without suspicion would be to act skeptical about anything having to do with it. 
Beside them, Claude picked up Nikki’s cue and began rolling his eyes.
“We don’t call him that; he calls himself that,” Ophelia said quickly. “His name is Malcolm. We don’t consider him a mystic, and we certainly don’t consider him a source of objective information. But bloodsense is a real thing, of course, and everyone receives different vampiric gifts. Bloodsense is Malcolm’s gift, so we wanted to at least hear what he had to say. In the interest of historical background, you understand.” 
Reginald had brought the issue up, but now it was Ophelia who was on the defensive. Good. She just needed another push. Claude, his expression neutral, watched Reginald give it to her.
“I see,” said Reginald. “What did he tell you?” 
“He said he could feel through the blood to his maker, who saw the codex.” 
“So he’s interpreting a vague feeling of someone else’s impression about some rumored document,” said Nikki. She nodded. “Well, there’s no way that could be misinterpreted, with such an excellent and totally ‘non-telephone-game’ chain of communication.” She turned to Reginald. “Hey, Reginald. Purple monkey dishwasher.” 
“Purple monkey dishwasher?”
“Oh, is that what you heard? I actually said that these people are shit out of their minds.” 
Olivia scowled.
Reginald held up a hand. “Forgive Nikki,” he said, glancing over and silently telling her to tone it down a notch. “Bloodsense isn’t one of her abilities. I believe your seer.” But he didn’t. Not at all. There had been many accounts of seers in the records he’d read over the years, and all of them sounded like tarot readers. Some were surprisingly accurate, but all were relying on intuition and feeling. There was nothing objective about reading blood for most vampires. He himself was the only vampire he’d heard of who could actually step into the minds of those he was related to — and even for Reginald, the experience could be a crapshoot. If the VWC’s seer had been relying on the vague sense his maker had of an ancient mythical object, he didn’t trust him even a little bit. But so far, it was the best lead they had. 
“Do you know if the codex is real?” he asked. Claude gave him a look, so he continued: “Because if you set the mystical considerations aside, it would contain a lot of historical data.”
“It’s real. At least according to Malcolm.” 
Reginald’s pulse quickened. “Does he know what’s in it?”
“No.” 
“Does he know where it is?”
Ophelia looked at Reginald for a long time. Then she said, “It’s gone. Nobody knows where it is.” 
“But the seer’s maker…”
“He’s dead,” Ophelia said with a dismissive wave. “There was an overthrow around the time of the Renaissance. Human minds turned away from superstition and toward science — and so, therefore, did ours. According to Malcolm, a contingent of vampires assassinated the keepers of the codex. His maker was one of the keepers. Now they are all gone, and so is their knowledge of what was in it.”
Reginald sighed. Seeing the sigh, something strange entered Claude’s expression. 
“Ah,” said Reginald, catching Claude’s odd look. “Well, no big deal.” Then the conversation moved on to other matters, and Claude’s expression returned to normal. 
Below his composed facade, Reginald fumed. If the seer was telling the truth, his direct blood relative had seen the document they were looking for. The maker was gone, but if he were Reginald’s maker, Reginald would be able to go into the old vampire’s mind and literally see what he’d seen as if with his own eyes. But the seer — surely just another fortune teller with delusions of mystical grandeur — wouldn’t be able to do the same. That knowledge might be gone forever.
Now that Reginald knew the information he wanted was here after all, he wouldn’t be able to leave until he found it. But now there was another problem. The only way to learn more was to visit the seer, and he couldn’t ask to visit the seer. If he did, he’d be letting Claude and Ophelia know just how much the obscure old artifact mattered. He had a fine line to walk; he’d told them that the codex might matter, but he’d also seen the way Claude’s eyes had focused when Reginald had kept pushing. Claude, Reginald knew, might already suspect that Reginald knew more than he was saying. He couldn’t keep prying. He was dealing with a man who’d been plotting the murder of a planet for thousands of years… and allowing such a man to see that a double-cross was in the making would be an extraordinarily bad idea. 
Reginald filed the codex in his mind as a taboo topic. Like it or not, whatever else he uncovered would need to be uncovered on his own. 
They settled into a familiar rhythm over the next few days, as Reginald sought to use servility to dilute any suspicions the others had of him. Ophelia or one of the other generals would come to Reginald, drag him into the situation room, and explain the latest developments on the warfront. He would then make complicated-sounding suggestions and predictions that were vague enough to be totally unhelpful. He would pretend to be interested in the progress against the humans. Then he would be dismissed, would return to his room with Nikki, and would worry. 
He watched his phone. He stared at it, willing it to ring. But it didn’t ring, and he had no way to call Maurice and Claire from his end. He wished they would call. Right now, he needed counsel. He needed help. He needed another few ears and another few brains. He also needed (and this was something he couldn’t admit to Nikki, lest it worry her) a reason to believe that the others were even still alive. They hadn’t heard anything from Maurice and Claire in over a week, since the day Claire had let them through the VWC’s back door. Reginald could see things going either way for the crew back in America. Maurice and Brian were strong, but they were also harboring humans at a time when humans were public enemy number one. Would the vampire armies know about Claire, her mother, Jackie, and the others? Would V-Crews be at work in the area? Reginald just wanted to know one way or the other — and no news, in this case, was definitely not good news.
But the phone remained silent.
“We have to get out,” Nikki told him. “That’s all I really care about. I don’t care about the codex. And I didn’t think you did, either.” 
“It’s all I have,” he replied. It was a vague thing to say, but she knew what he meant. The world was dying — not just the humans, but the world itself. It was becoming a mass grave, and all the two of them had been able to do during their quest to save it was to watch more and more people die. They couldn’t fight the vampires. They couldn’t help the humans. They didn’t even know which side they were supposed to be on. If they did get out, should they form a resistance? Or should they just run and hide? The question wasn’t which side to fight for; the question was where to plant your flag and live out your post-apocalyptic life. He wanted to help, but he’d settle for continuing to exist. It was stupid to aid a cause that had no chance, that was doomed from the start. 
He needed to see the codex. Right, wrong, blood, or salvation, he needed to at least see it. And then, if necessary, he would allow himself to die. 
“Let’s just ask them to let you talk to that Malcolm guy,” Nikki said. “Go ahead and tell Claude that the codex matters. Get him to let us go so that we can find it, even. You can bamboozle him, can’t you?” 
“He knows I can glamour him because I’ve done it before. He’ll have a wall up, and I won’t be able to fight him if he does.”
“Then tell him it’s Chosen One stuff. Tell him you know things he can’t possible know.”
Reginald shook his head. “I don’t think they believe I’m the Chosen One.” Then he sighed. “Hell, I don’t even think there is a Chosen One.” 
“Claire says you’re important. You stopped the vampire apocalypse the first time by giving the angels her — as another kind of Chosen One.” 
It was almost true, and with that realization, Reginald found himself feeling guilty. Was all of this his fault? He had been the one to prop Claire up for the angels, and doing so had stopped the angels from destroying vampirekind with the Ring of Fire. But had that been a mistake? If the angels had carried out their original plan, he and Nikki would be dead, yes — but so would all of the others. Everyone at Vampire World Command would be dead. There would be no Kill Squads, no Sedition Army, no goddamn V-Crews. The humans would still be alive, still seven billion strong. 
The issue went around and around in his head like a wheel. He remembered what Ophelia had said, about humanity becoming bloated and about vampires forcing them to evolve and adapt. Was that true? Were vampires the sharpening stone that humanity needed? Was that the proper, glass-is-half-full way to look at the situation: find a way to stop the killing now and it becomes a net gain, because humanity would benefit? 
But it was self-serving bullshit and he knew it. But even if he believed it (which he didn’t), the point was moot. The killing wouldn’t stop now. The days of humanity were almost over. The new vampire overlords would turn some of those who remained and leave some as blood slaves, but the final curtain had almost hit the stage’s floor. The earth would soon go back to nature. Ivy would climb skyscrapers as a mere ten million souls spread out across a planet that had once been home to seven billion. 
“Claire had a pedigree as a Chosen One,” said Reginald. 
“So do you,” said Nikki.
He shook his head. 
“You do, Reginald. The things you can do with your mind…” 
But he didn’t want to hear it. He was a man trapped inside his own head. What good was it to be intelligent in a world where he couldn’t run, couldn’t fight, couldn’t defend those who mattered to him? What use was the ability to read fast in the world that was fast approaching? Earth was going to become a survivalist state for human remainders and vampires outcasts alike, and Reginald couldn’t even feed himself without help. 
Day after day passed in the same routine as the kill total mounted: Situation room. Vague predictions. Go back home to Nikki. Worry.
He stared at his cell phone, long dead and drained of battery, and willed it to ring. He hadn’t heard from Claire for weeks. She had to be dead. They all had to be dead. 
Claire. 
Maurice.
Jackie.
Victoria.
Celeste.
Brian.
Talia.
And all of the others. 
He couldn’t call Claire to find out the truth, even if he’d had a cell signal. Claire could only call him. It was Claire’s mind voodoo (which was far more useful than Reginald’s super-mind; he couldn’t analyze or time-stop or read or balance his way out of here) that made the cell phone work without power and without service. He’d made that possible. He’d catalyzed that change in Claire, by revealing Altus the incubus as her father. He had created the oracle. He had saved vampirekind. 
And now she was dead. The vampires he’d saved had killed her, just as they’d killed everyone else. It was his fault. He’d opened Pandora’s box; he’d let the tempest out of its bottle. 
He began to stalk the compound, feeling more depressed and self-loathing than he ever had as a human. He’d merely been a useless fat waste of space back then. Today, he was the cause of armageddon. Nikki wanted to call him a Chosen One? Perfect. It was apt. He was a Chosen One — “chosen” to the benefit of the bad guys. He’d started the gears turning, upsetting the careful equilibrium that had percolated along so nicely before he’d shown up. Vampires had been pompous and pretty and strong and fast before the rise of Reginald the Great, and they’d been bigots who wouldn’t accept those like him. Reginald had forced them to take him seriously — and, by extension, anyone like him. Doubt had percolated. The power systems had shifted; Maurice, an imperfect but ancient vampire, had taken the reins. Then Balestro had come, and then the rest of the chain had followed tidily along afterward. Had it merely been a sequence of random events? Or had it been cause and effect?
He thought again of Claire, and a revelation hit him like a bolt of lightning:
I am supposed to find the codex. 
Was he a Chosen One? Did he have an integral role to play? Sure he did, because everyone had a role to play. Claire, when glamoured, having absorbed seemingly all of the information the world had to offer, had portrayed history as a sequence of dominoes that had been set up to fall in a specific way. In the beginning, God had tipped the first domino, and from then on it was only a matter of watching events unfold. 
Yes, Reginald had put Claire in front of Balestro, and yes, his doing so had started a sort of relentless machine. But Claire had also said that Reginald was supposed to find the codex, which meant that he still had a purpose — that there was no way he couldn’t find it. And that meant that despite the way things looked, maybe he could stop the machine again after all. 
He didn’t have to despair. He didn’t have to worry about how he was going to find it. He was supposed to find it. Fact was fact was fact. It was just one more domino in the chain, and it had been set up from the beginning to fall at the right time. 
He was going to find it. It was only a matter of time. 
He paced the stark, industrial hallways of the underground compound, dreaming of the black sky outside. All he had to do was to get past the doors. There was no sun; that’s why VWC was located where it was this time of year. He and Nikki could re-trace their steps. Would the Vagabond still be where they’d left it? Of course it would — and if it wasn’t, a suitable alternative would present itself. Reginald was going to find the codex. Plotting didn’t matter. Scheming didn’t matter. He just had to keep moving forward. 
The codex wasn’t here. Reginald was fated to find the codex. Ergo, he would be able to leave. The notion was so simple that he’d missed it.
So Reginald played his part. He made himself almost useful amongst the murderers. He did what he was told. And as security around him became less vigilant — because really, where was he going to go? — Reginald started to explore, to see where intuition took him. And then one day while lapping the compound, he passed one of the generals — a woman bearing a nametag that read BELLO who he’d never seen up close before. Her proximity made his blood prickle. He almost wanted to reach out to her; she felt so familiar. She felt, in fact, like Claude had felt before Claude had learned what tricks Reginald had up his sleeves. But despite the compulsion, Reginald said nothing to General Bello. He smiled, and he walked on.
He knew that this was it — not what “it” was, precisely; he only knew that he needed to be ready for whatever fate might be preparing to deal him. So he and Nikki both packed the scant few belongings they had and raided several weeks’ worth of blood from what seemed to be a titanic blood supply in the commissary storage freezer. And they waited. 
But they could only wait for so long, because the antarctic night wouldn’t last forever. In another few weeks, day would come to the south pole and he’d be trapped. So with every day Reginald waited, he felt more and more restless. He needed to act, to slot one more piece into the puzzle. So over the next few days, he played good-little-savant by day in the situation room and stalked the corridors of the compound by night. Feeling insane and reckless, he knocked on doors he shouldn’t knock on. He asked questions he shouldn’t ask. He raised suspicions. But it didn’t matter anymore; time was running out if it hadn’t run dry already, and one way or another, this had to end.
After he’d knocked on enough doors, he found himself facing a nondescript vampire with brown hair and strong shoulders, and as Reginald looked at the man, he could feel a fog surrounding him. 
It was Malcolm the seer. 
Malcolm didn’t know who Reginald was and was immediately suspicious when Reginald asked about his maker and what he’d seen during his time as a keeper. Reginald’s line of questions was reckless. Malcolm’s hackles went up. He said he wanted to call one of the generals and inquire about this strange fat man who it turned out he’d heard was asking around about him. Reginald pressed him harder. Malcolm picked up an internal compound phone. He dialed. He spoke to someone, and Reginald heard Malcolm describe him. The clock was ticking. Nothing mattered. So Reginald pushed, this time using his mind and blood, careless of what the man might do after this little bit of violation was finished. 
Malcolm fought him, trying to raise a mental wall. But he hadn’t known what was coming and hadn’t had time to prepare, and Reginald’s mind — using that same unexplained connection he’d felt with Karl’s blood back in Paris — slipped through a gap. 
He saw the seer’s blood memories as a fog of colorful emotions. There were limits to what Malcolm could interpret in the fog, but Reginald did not have the same limits. Still, he could only work within the seer’s interpretations at first, and Malcolm’s sense of his maker’s blood was vague. He could feel the maker’s anger as he’d died. He could feel the maker’s desperation at the idea that nobody would know the truth about the codex. Malcolm struggled harder. With Malcolm fighting him, Reginald couldn’t reach an actual visual record of anything. It was a riddle within a riddle within a riddle. Reginald couldn’t solve it, but this was his last chance. So he reached deep like a hand inside a long glove, careless of what he might disturb or break. 
The fog lifted slightly. There wasn’t much more inside the protesting seer’s mind and blood… but there was something. A small thing. Reginald saw a river from above — a shape he recognized — and a statue of an angel with fangs. In all the art he’d studied, he’d never, ever heard of a sculpture of an angel with fangs. 
Complete, he pushed down even harder on Malcolm’s blood. He grabbed one memory and twisted it against others, tying Malcolm’s native memories into a knot with his maker’s. When Reginald returned to reality, Malcolm was unconscious on the floor of his apartment, one leg and one arm stretched out like a dance. The damage wouldn’t be permanent; Reginald had bought himself a few hours at most. Malcolm’s mind would soon untie the knot, and then he’d raise questions with the generals that Reginald wouldn’t want to answer.
He ran. He found Nikki. Together they grabbed their bags and their gear and ran again, this time toward the corridor through which they’d first entered, toward the back door Claire had originally opened for them. Then they reached the double swinging doors in the seldom-used hallway and stopped, both of them realizing the same thing at the same time: that the door was secured with a keypad, that they didn’t know the code, and that without Claire to operate the lock from half a world away, they were two red-handed criminals without an escape route.
Reginald turned to Nikki. Nikki turned to Reginald. And Nikki said, “Shit.” 
Then there was a loud, angry voice behind them, yelling for them to stop, to hold it right there. Reginald turned. Nikki turned. And they found themselves staring into the flushed, militant face of General Bello. 
It was just like the first time he’d glamoured Claude, before Claude had learned to stop him. But General Bello had probably never heard of a vampire who could glamour vampires, and Reginald imagined his hand sinking into the grey flesh of her brain, his own mind lining up inside her head like a double-exposure. 
“Go ahead and open this door for me,” said Reginald. 
“Okay,” said Bello, her eyes vacant. 
“And after you’ve let us out and locked the door behind us, you will forget you saw us, or that any of this happened.
“Okay,” she repeated. Then, as Reginald pulled back, Bello moved to the number pad. Keys lit. The door opened. And they were outside. 
They stood on the ice in the dark, months-long night. There were no alarms, nothing at all to indicate anyone knew of their departure. 
Nikki met Reginald’s eye and said, “Well, that was lucky.” 
But Reginald shook his head and said that there was no such thing anymore.
They donned their arctic gear and ran. Nikki’s crampons dug a rut in the ice. They crossed the continent in days, pausing when she needed rest and blood from their stores. They used the same tent from the southbound trip, finding its constant, violent flapping frightening in the katabatic wind that streamed ceaselessly from the continent down toward the ocean. The tent beat around them, giving them the thinnest of shelter. Night and day and night and day passed, if night or day meant anything in the land of no sun.
They reached the coast as the first true morning was threatening to dawn. Over the past few days, the sun’s zenith had come dangerously close to rolling over the horizon, and Reginald realized that they’d wasted over a month and that up north, fall was beginning. 
Soon, he imagined, Vampire World Command would begin its relocation to the arctic ice up north. 
But they’d do so without their strategist, who had other plans. 




 
IT'S
NEVER
SUNNY
IN
PHILADELPHIA
 
 
REGINALD’S PLAN WAS TO TAKE the ship back to Africa, retrace their steps to the north, and pray that planes were still crossing the Atlantic when they reached Europe. According to what he’d learned at Vampire World Command, the biggest cities before the war were still the most active cities today. He wanted to try for Charles de Gaulle airport in Paris, reasoning that if anyone was still flying west, they’d be flying out of de Gaulle. Reginald and Nikki had to find a way to stow away and make it to New York, and from New York, they had to make it to Philadelphia. Because not far outside of Philadelphia, the Delaware river made a shape that Reginald had seen once when he’d memorized an entire wall of atlases… and then had seen again in the mind of Malcolm the seer, paired with a statue of an angel with fangs.
 By the time they stopped south of Vienna, the nights were becoming cold. The days were beginning to shorten and equal the days as the equinox dawned. It was strangely appropriate. There were equal amounts of night and day — equal amounts of time given to the two warring species. 
The world had changed. They avoided cities on the trip north, but still encountered vast fields of death. They found several thousand dead humans in the desert — perhaps a traveling tribe that vampires had razed through like a scythe. They mostly drained animals for sustenance once their blood pouches ran out, but couldn’t resist peeking in when they passed towns and settlements, searching for something human to feed their parched and tired muscles. There were few lights in any of them. What lights they did see came from either individual oil lamps or heavily fortified strongholds. The humans (those that remained, anyway) had adapted amiably. Many had created forts, their walls made of wooden stakes and pocked with sharp, sheared pieces of silver jewelry harvested from the dead. One fort they passed was using a chain of generators to power outward-facing ultraviolet tanning lamps. In theory, the idea was perfect… but Reginald couldn’t help but recall the V-Crews and their handy EMP device. An electromagnetic pulse would turn off the lights no matter how they were being powered, and then the monsters would come out of the shadows. 
They passed encampments that had formed over the shells of human towns as victorious vampires gathered to celebrate and gloat. The new hybrid towns had the feel of rustic moors villages. The pubs in these places seemed to always be alive when the sun was down, always lit and overflowing with rowdy patrons who dragged victims inside and then left with blood on their chins. The vampires were drunk — drunk with power, and drunk on humans who they forced to imbibe before being slaughtered. 
And there was another change, too — one that shocked Reginald the first time they camped in an abandoned but powered hotel and turned on a TV: the vampire networks were now in place where the human networks had been. Where there was power (something they saw more and more often as they moved past Europe’s larger cities, where vampires seemed to have taken over the old human utilities), they saw the VNN feed where ABC had been. Finding a European charger and accessing his phone, Reginald also found that the cellular network was strong, and that Fangbook and the rest of the vampire internet was still alive and kicking.
But even once charged (as if charging made a difference) his phone remained silent. Reginald tried to dial Maurice’s phone number and predictably couldn’t connect. So, frustrated, he searched the Fangbook profiles of vampires who he knew lived near Maurice’s mansion and soon realized why his efforts to reach it had failed: the entire neighborhood had been burned flat by the AVT, then scoured in a second pass by AVT troops firing ammunition that vampires reported “stopped strong men and women in their tracks.” There was even a video posted. In it, several vampires were visible on the ground, their skin green and covered with blisters, as Vincent’s had been in the tomb of the Luxembourg Chateau. In the video, on the hill, Reginald could even make out what he thought was one of Maurice’s fountains. Behind the fountain was nothing but a smoking crater. 
They were all gone. All dead. He knew it, yet he refused to face it. He shut off those thoughts, turning his attention to the codex, which might be all he had left other than Nikki.
First Paris.
Then New York.
Then Philadelphia.
Then the small bend in the river, where Google Earth (which was still up; what the hell?) showed an old, colonial-era graveyard. The kind of graveyard that might contain old statues, possibly including a few of blasphemous angels.
First the codex, then reality. 
First futility, then sorrow. 
It was more than a lot of people had.
He turned on the location-spoofing software he’d patched into his phone’s operating system and logged in to Fangbook using the dummy account he’d set up before they’d left. He poked around for a while and then pulled out, his face twisting in disgust. 
“How are things on the antisocial network?” Nikki asked, watching him while painting her toenails. It was such an inconsequential activity during the apocalypse that Reginald found himself both amused and charmed. 
“Delightful. Our esteemed president Timken is still in charge in America. He also seems to be moving in on Europe too, seeing as the European Council was scattered by the AVT, but there’s already a dick-measuring contest going on as spear-rattlers in Europe push back. Stateside, he’s put the Young Seditionists to work cleaning up bodies. It reads like a Boy Scout civic responsibility job. Who knew — a quarter billion corpses makes things stink and attracts flies.” 
“And rats. And disease.” 
“Exactly. And while the disease doesn’t matter to the rather cavalier and hilarious population of Fangbook, they say the flies and rats are gross. What’s more, the bubonic plague could get an encore. Again, no problem for vampires, but do you really want to bite into a human and discover after you’re already drinking that they’ve got pestilence in them?” 
“Ugh,” said Nikki. 
“So they’re gathering bodies and burning them. I saw some videos. It’s disturbing. The mood in the videos is like the mood around a victory bonfire after your high school football team wins a big game. They’re all drinking alcoholic blood, screwing in the light of the flames. All right out in the open. In the middle of Central Park in New York. The humans are simply staying away.” 
“If there are any left,” said Nikki. 
“Oh, they’re left. Because another thing that’s popular on Fangbook right now are a series of groups, posts, and articles explaining how to find them. You can’t break into their homes and you can’t glamour them into letting you in, so you have two basic options.” 
“One is to find them outside,” said Nikki. 
“Right. And there’s a whole series of tips on ‘where to hunt wild humans.’ They read like classroom instructionals on how to find potato bugs under rocks. There are homeless people, newly homeless people, traveling groups — each has its own how-to article, you understand.” 
“It’s only logical,” said Nikki. 
“And the second way… are you ready for this?” 
Nikki raised her eyebrows, intrigued. 
“You can evict them. Or foreclose.” 
“You’re kidding.” 
“The Fangbook ads I saw most often were for vampire lawyers who will evict humans so that they can be fed on. There are vampire judges in collusion with them. If the humans you want to get are in a rental, for instance, the lawyers have to secure eviction notices, then post them on the humans’ doors. They then have thirty days to vacate. Afterward, the sheriff — who’s no longer bound by the restrictions protecting a human home — can go in and remove them, so the clients can eat them.” 
“Again, you’re kidding.” 
Reginald shook his head. “The arbitrary rules have become so much more arbitrary.” They’d had this discussion before, when the angels had first threatened vampirekind. The entire interaction between humans and vampires, from the beginning, had the feel of a board game. The rules were so random, so conveniently structured as to keep things fair. 
Nikki laid back on the hotel bed. “Well,” she said, “that’s what you get for not paying your rent.” 
“The irony is how easy it is for those who’ve figured it out,” said Reginald. “While the world is ending, it’s not like anybody is paying attention to things like rent and mortgage payments. The evictions and foreclosures would be totally legal from a human point of view, which is probably why it works. But who’s going to just move out when vampires tap on your door at night… but instead of clawing and taunting, they tack a notice to it?” 
They slept. In the morning, they moved on. 
Making Paris wasn’t difficult. They didn’t encounter any AVT troops as they entered the city’s outskirts, and the only humans they saw were terrified ones. There were only vampire troops and authorities to contend with, and Nikki moved like a vampire. Yes, she had a fat guy strapped to her back, but that was a curiosity if it was anything, so as they traveled among others, they were left alone. 
They found Paris lit but quiet, and they found Charles de Gaulle airport operational — something Reginald had been almost certain would be the case. Air transport was still a necessity, even for vampires. Reginald had heard rumors about ancient, very powerful vampires being able to fly in extreme circumstances, but even if those rumors were true, he doubted anyone was flying across the ocean. Unless the new Vampire Earth wanted to isolate itself into distinct tribes, transatlantic traffic would continue. 
The apocalypse made security lax (Nikki made a joke about carrying brass knuckles in her pockets and bringing vast amounts of forbidden liquids in her carry on) and they were easily able to sneak into an aluminum shipping container bound for the US. Eight hours later, they touched down in New York and Nikki said that not once had she put her seatback and tray table in their full upright and locked positions. She had, however, done a nude stewardess demonstration by lamplight during the trip wherein she’d indicated the locations of the exit doors and several other things. 
Not wanting to push their luck with public transportation, they again saddled up and ran once they found dark American soil under their feet. They were approaching Philadelphia — and the old graveyard near the targeted spot in the river — when the sky began to blush red on the horizon. 
Reginald wanted to push on and search for the statue of the angel, but Nikki held him back. She pointed to the horizon, to the rising sun, and said that as much as she knew he wanted to find the codex, it could wait for another day. She was too kind to point out that the war was essentially over, and that the codex, if it existed, could wait an eternity of days because they were already too late. 
They found a small, one-story motel nearby with a dilapidated sign advertising heart-shaped hot tubs. The sign used a red, heart-shaped tile instead of the word “heart.” Once inside the first room, they found the hot tub cracked and in use by two dead humans. Nikki said that the corpses deserved their privacy and they found another room, which only had a conventional tub and shower. 
They climbed under sheets that seemed too clean and hygienic for a roadside motel. And the day passed.
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REGINALD DIDN’T SLEEP. 
NIKKI TRIED. While the sun reddened the edge of the two blankets they’d draped over the curtain rod behind the motel drapes, she lay beneath the covers, her eyes closed. Reginald laid next to her, his face turned toward hers. He didn’t close his own eyes. He just watched her, his vampire-enhanced ears open and listening. There were no sounds from the other rooms. There were no sounds on the roads, and no sounds from the city in the distance. That might change as humans came out to forage, possibly to set some fires. But for now, there was nothing. There was the small room and the exterior hallway outside, and there was Reginald, and there was Nikki. Reginald’s cell phone remained mute, seeming to confirm his worst nightmares. Even if Claire was dead, he’d think that one of the others from the house would use a normal phone to try and call his phone in the conventional way. The cell networks were up and they all knew his phone number. But there was nothing. 
He looked again at Nikki. There was nobody else and nothing else that mattered. She was all he had left. All he needed. 
He watched her sleep, wondering if this existence could be enough. They were vampires. All they needed to live was blood. If push came to shove — no matter who won this increasingly one-sided war — could they live on their own, feeding on animals if necessary? Reginald decided they could. Humans only needed food, water, and shelter to live, but vampires really only needed blood. Would it be ideal? No. But what had ever been ideal in the life of Reginald Baskin? When he’d been human, he’d had his television and his greasy snacks and his internet and all of the modern conveniences, but he’d had no real friends, no companion, and no respect — especially respect for himself. Then, when he’d become a vampire, he hadn’t gained any respect (again, including and especially for himself), and while he’d gained immortality, he’d also gained a new level of contrast that made him more different from his so-called peers than ever. Even when his cache had risen in the vampire community, his mental powers had made him a freak. After that, he’d become a treasonist and a traitor and a pariah. And in this final reckoning, it turned out that he might be the cause of the end of days. 
There was always something missing. If the world went to shit and only he and Nikki and a food source survived, would it matter? 
No, it wouldn’t matter. 
Still, he couldn’t help but hope. The graveyard was close. He had no idea what he’d find when night fell and they began to search, but in his fantasy, the angel statue guarded the entrance to an ancient, Indiana Jones style underground chamber. He’d trip through catacombs, dodging booby traps that couldn’t hurt him. He’d be flattened by a huge round boulder and would stand back up, healed and fat as ever. He’d find the codex on a plinth, and he’d swap it for an equal-weight bag of sand. 
Once he had the codex, then, he’d see the pieces of the future that even Claire hadn’t been able to see. And then, maybe he’d be able to change it. Fate was fate, but he was beginning to suspect that predestination was more malleable than he’d been allowing. The angels couldn’t see the future because they couldn’t understand free will. It was their one major fault, and it was the reason Claire’s appearance had unseated their plans. So once Reginald saw what eternity had planned for the future of humans and vampires, wasn’t it possible that he’d still be able to change it? He thought so. Dominos were inert. Beings were not. The minute he saw the hand that was tipping history over, he thought he might be able to challenge it. He might be able to use his free will to challenge it, if he didn’t feel the ending of the story was a sufficient happily ever after.
Nikki’s eyes opened. 
“You’re not sleeping,” she said.  
“I can’t sleep.” 
She sat up. “I know. I can always feel it. When you can’t sleep, it’s in the air. The air, not my blood.” 
“You think so?” 
“Yes. Because when you can’t sleep, I can’t sleep. It sucks.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
She sloughed back down, propping her head of dark hair up on one elbow. Reginald had been thinking how pretty she was — how pretty she’d always and forever be — while she’d supposedly been sleeping. But now that he could see her eyes, he thought it anew. She really was stunning. And she was all his. For some reason, this wonderful, funny, kind, and beautiful young woman had chosen him. The doombringer, the reject, the ender of worlds. 
“It’s okay. Is it the codex?” 
“Mostly.” 
“The graveyard will be there tonight. I couldn’t get fried for it. I’m sorry. I hate sunburns. Especially lately.” 
“Sure.” 
“But you’re mad that we didn’t try with the time we had,” she said. 
He shook his head. There was no point in being mad. Ever. About anything. Nothing Reginald had ever experienced, when compared to the current state of the world, seemed remotely worth being mad about — with the possible exception of his and Nikki’s attempted execution by Logan’s Vampire Council. 
“I’m not mad.” 
“Honest?” 
“Honest.” He sat up, all pretense at sleeping gone. “Like you said, it’ll be there tonight.” 
She was looking at him with an expression he couldn’t read. But that wasn’t right; he could read it fine. He just didn’t really like it. 
“What?” he said. 
She shook her head. 
“Nikki, what?”
“I hate to challenge the logic of His Eminent Reginaldness,” she said, “but it just seems to me that finding some ancient scroll or whatever might not make any difference. You seem to be staking a lot on finding it.” 
“Claire said it was the plan. We peek at the end, and it’s like spoiling a book or a movie.” 
“Exactly,” she said. “Spoiling it.” 
He jerked his head toward the window. “I don’t think you can spoil what’s out there now in a way that would make it worse.” 
“I don’t believe in fate. I think we make our own fates. What will unfold, will unfold. I don’t know that we’re supposed to see it coming.” 
“That still sounds like fate to me.” 
She shrugged. 
“Look,” he said. “I know that even if we find the thing and even if we can make the world better, it’s not going to solve everything. Billions of people are already dead. There’s no question about stopping any of this because it’s already happened. The reports I’m hearing from both sides, including the human pirate radio stations, are all in agreement: humans are fucked. The vampires won. They’ll make their pathetic little pockets of resistance, but it’s game over. They weren’t prepared enough. The stuff in the AVT’s gray bullets was supposed to be a bio weapon, like a disease, but they didn’t finish developing it before the war broke out. It was intended to spread — like roach poison, where one roach takes the poison home to its the nest. But they got it wrong. It kills the vampires who get shot with it, same as a wooden bullet through the heart, but it’s still a one-to-one weapon. They should’ve started earlier and finished the germ. They should have made more of the guns and bullets and stockpiled them. They should have told the general population a long time ago that we existed, so they’d be prepared. But that’s not what happened, and there weren’t enough of them who knew what they were facing. The number of trained fighters was pathetic next to vampires, almost of all of whom knew their frail enemies and were deadly even without training. The AVT was like a drop of water in the ocean.” 
“What’s going to happen?” said Nikki. 
He shrugged. “It’ll become a vampire planet, just like Claude and Timken wanted. They’ll keep some humans to farm for blood, like we used to keep cows for milk. Vampires will be on top, just like they seem to think they should be. They will have won.” He realized he was using third-person when referring to vampires, when really he should be using first-person. Like it or not, he and Nikki had ended up on the winning side. So he forced himself to add, “We will have won.” 
She didn’t rise to the bait. Reginald had evolved a lot since he’d become a vampire — he had a brain like a library, senses sharp enough to read every detail around him, the ability to glamour vampires he was related to, the ability to talk to blood, and on and on — but he hadn’t evolved out of his self-deprecating nature. He’d had 38 years of feeling inferior and believing he’d earned the harsh treatment he received, and a few years as an immortal hadn’t been enough to change it. 
“I just… I want to get the codex because maybe there’s still something that can be done,” he said. “Some weakness to exploit. Some tiny way to make things better.” 
Nikki looked to the draped windows, to the post-apocalyptic world beyond. She said, "'Tiny’ is right.”
“You know the starfish story? The one where the kid is throwing dying starfish back into the ocean and someone tells him that he’s wasting his time — that there are too many starfish and he can’t possibly make a difference?” 
“No.” 
“After the skeptic says that,” Reginald continued, “the kid picks a starfish up and throws it into the ocean. Then he points and says, ‘I just made a difference to that one.'"
“Cute.” 
He closed his eyes, sighed, then looked back at her. 
“I need to finish something, Nikki. Just once. We took over the American Council, but then Maurice ignored his Deaconship and we let Charles take over. We tried to foil Charles, lost, and then Timken did what we couldn’t. And how did I respond? I backed Charles against Timken. I’ve tried to drink only blood and not eat human food. I’ve tried to train. Did you know that Maurice said that in a thousand years, I might be almost as fast and strong as he is now? But instead of practicing what I can do, I just watch TV. I somehow manage to get the pretty girl, and I take her for granted. Have I ever even given you flowers? Taken you out for dinner?” 
“There’s always been the end of the world or a vampire revolution in the way,” she said, smiling. 
“I’m not good at closing. I always have grand ideas, but they never quite work out. I always feel that all I need to do is to do it, to exercise a little bit of self control. But I can’t.”
“Maybe you have A.D.D.,” she said. 
“Maurice tried to tell me that I was special,” he said. 
“And I tried to tell you that you were special,” Nikki added.
“He pointed out over and over again things I can do that others can’t. What’s more, those abilities keep multiplying. I can now sense the moods of most of the vampires around me, whether I’m related to them or not. I could see Karl’s thoughts when we visited him in Paris, and I couldn’t before. But I still don’t buy any of it, that I’ve really done or achieved anything worth noting.” 
“Can you sense my mood?” said Nikki, sitting up, running a hand through her hair, making it billow. 
“Claire is supposed to be this oracle. I coincidentally ran into her, met her before even she knew who her father was. As if by design. And she turns out to have these amazing abilities, and then she turns around and she — this oracle — tells me that my role matters. But what have we done? We saw Africa. We saw the South Pole. We watched humans get slaughtered. In other words, I hear that I have this important role, and still I do nothing.” 
“Yet,” said Nikki. “Because tomorrow…” 
“That’s why,” he said, nodding. “That’s why I want so badly to find it. Right now, I’m just one more loose end. Tomorrow, if we can find it, then maybe I can matter.” 
Nikki leveled her eyes at him. She squinted. After a long time staring at each other, she said, “You fucker.” 
“Sorry?” 
“You’re really turning armageddon into a pity party for Reginald Baskin?” 
“No, I’m…” 
“Sure you are. You just want to feel important.” 
“Well, and save the world,” he said. 
“Oh sure. So that you can feel important. Like Superman.” 
“Superman really is an asshole,” Reginald agreed. 
“Only out for himself.” 
“Totally.” 
“And he won’t kill anyone. Even bad guys.” 
“What a douche,” said Reginald. 
In the quiet room, Nikki ran a single finger down the front of his shirt. Her eyes followed it, and then she looked up. “Not to sound like a pining damsel,” she said, “but you are important to
me.” 
“Why?” 
“Sexually.” 
“Oh.” 
“I’m kidding.” 
“Oh.” 
She punched him. “Goddammit, Reginald. Stop being such a sad sack. You’re like a girl. Nothing I can say isn’t somehow insulting to your fragile ego. And if what I say isn’t wrong, then you end up being bothered by how I say it.” 
He paused. He met her eyes, which were daring him to speak. 
“Oh,” he said. 
She punched him again. 
“You know,” he said, “if you didn’t insist on being so pushy all the time, I could probably teach you a thing or two.” 
“In what area?” 
“Sexually.” 
“Oh.” 
He punched her. “Stop saying that.” 
“I’m not pushy.” 
“Sorry. I meant slutty.” 
“Oh, okay.” 
“I know it’s slutty for me, but it’s still totally slutty. I’m not just a piece of meat, you know.” 
She grabbed his hocks and pulled, thus establishing that he was plenty meaty.
“That fat isn’t just for your own perverse pleasure,” he told her, looking at her hands. 
“But it’s so big,” she purred. “I just want to stroke it.” 
“You’re making light of this,” he said. 
She made herself serious. “I’m sorry, sensei.” She bowed. “Teach me.” 
Reginald felt a modicum of confidence return. He could read a book in seconds. He could memorize everything he’d ever seen, done, or learned, and sort the raw data to improve it the next time he did it. He could read faces, voices, bodily responses. He could slow time in his own mind to analyze nuances, to see where to dodge, where to parry, where to apply pressure and how to respond. He had amazing levels of dexterity. He could predict all of the moves in a chess game from the first move, knowing his opponent better than the opponent knew him- or herself. So of course, if Nikki had let him breathe in their lovemaking and had stopped attacking him every second, he could show her a thing or two. 
They had hours and hours and hours before darkness fell. 
So he showed her.
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REGINALD HAD TO PUSH NIKKI out of bed. She collapsed to the floor, naked, taking all of the sheets with her. He pulled on a robe, tied it tight, and headed to the shower. On the way he poked Nikki in the back of the head with his toe. 
“That was meant as an affectionate shove to get you up and moving.” 
“I will never move again,” she said. She was on her side, her spine curled around, her shoulders on the carpet and her breasts pointing perkily toward the ceiling. 
“Come on. It’s almost dusk.” He continued to nudge her. 
“I am forever ruined.” 
“Nikki. Seriously.” 
“I had so many orgasms, my orgasms had orgasms. I have awoken everyone in the motel.” 
“Everyone in the motel is dead,” he said. 
“Exactly. I came hard enough to wake the dead. You thought you had it rough with vampires? Here come the zombies. And they’re all going to have zombie boners, because my screams are pretty hot.” 
They were. Reginald felt a stiffening. But there was work to do. 
“Come take a shower.” 
Not moving, Nikki giggled and said, "'Come.'"
“What are you, fifteen?”  
“At least fifteen. But I lost count when I blacked out.” 
“I should never have shown you I could do that.” 
She sat up. “I just realized something. Have you always been able to do that?” 
“The one thing, or the thing with the phone?” 
“Jesus. I forgot about the phone.” 
“Yeah. That was probably illegal.” 
She wagged her finger at him. The motion made her boobs jiggle. Reginald tried to think about baseball. Then he remembered that like the motel’s bonerified zombie residents, most people who’d ever played baseball were probably dead. 
“If your shitty self-esteem is keeping anything else from me, you need to get over it and let me know,” she said. “You know what’s illegal? Keeping those skills from your lovely girlfriend. I think I dislocated a hip. You didn’t do it; I did it. Just popped right out. Might also have broken a toe or two when I kicked that hole in the headboard. So… what else is there? Can you bake cupcakes super well? Can you do the dishes faster than a speeding locomotive?” 
“I can walk at upwards of three miles per hour,” he bragged. 
Nikki hopped up, now fully exposed. He tried to keep his eyes on the prize — the prize being the diminishing light visible through the curtained window — but it was hard with Nikki totally nude in front of him. 
“Fine,” she said. “I’ll take a shower and get ready. But at dawn, you are going to injure me again.” 
Reginald looked Nikki over from top to bottom.
“Oh, hell,” he said, giving her a shove back onto the bed. “Let’s just get it out of the way now.” 
 
 
Given their pleasant diversion, they didn’t leave the motel until after the sun was well down, immersing the area in darkness. Despite its size, Philly didn’t seem to have retained power — likely due to the larger civilized cluster nearby in New York. Without electricity, the city (and the semi-rural surrounding area, where Reginald and Nikki set out in search of the vampire codex) was like a black pit. Reginald, after he’d become a creature of darkness, had begun to notice all of the little, barely-noticed lights that covered the world. Back in his human home, there had always been a ready light on his TV. His coffee maker had LED numerals that showed the time. There was a glow from the lighted panel on the front of his digital video recorder, a red light on the smoke detector, and a weak glow from distant streetlights that peeked between the curtains. But now all of those lights were gone, and their absence felt ominous. There were no little sounds, either — the hum of a refrigerator motor, the whoosh of recirculating air, the dim sounds of planes overhead or cars on the street. It felt like they were inside a parody of civilization rather than civilization itself. 
They emerged into the moonlit streets, looking around to be sure they were alone. They saw nobody and nothing. No humans, no vampires. No AVT, no SA, no Kill Squads or roving gangs. There were no lights in any of the buildings. 
Nikki ran. 
Reginald, riding behind her in his sling, steered her like a horse, tapping her shoulders to indicate where to turn while she was at speed, then leaning down to give her input when she stopped to ask. He didn’t need a map. He was a map. 
But as they traveled, he began to feel unsure.
A sudden sense of doubt settled over Reginald. He’d seen the shape of the river in the seer’s mind, and he knew for a fact that they were approaching the same shape in the same river. But what was to say that the river was anywhere near the codex? What was to say that the other image he’d seen in the maker’s memories through Malcolm’s blood — the statue of the angel with fangs — was even related to the river image? And even if the two images were related, what was to say that they were geographically related? What if the maker had once spent time near the Delaware River… and quite separately had guarded the codex by a statue of a vampire angel? Or worse: wasn’t it possible that neither image marked the location of the ancient document? This entire errand might be for naught. They could be in the wrong place, in the wrong country, on the wrong continent. Because now that he thought about it, why would a thousands-of-years-old vampire relic be in Philadelphia? Why not Jerusalem? Why not under an Egyptian pyramid? 
But as they approached their destination, a force grew in Reginald that was stronger than self-doubt: a sense of fate. And once they were within moon-lit sight of the graveyard, Reginald knew that this was the right place. The cemetery was old. Not old enough to have existed when the codex was penned, but old enough that the keepers would have had hundreds of years of history to move it here — presumably because an ocean’s distance from its place of origin was enough to throw seekers off its trail. 
The cemetery was surrounded by an ornamental fence and guarded by an enormous iron arch. There were hinges on the inside edges of the arch, suggesting that there had once been a set of gates in its middle that had long ago rusted away. The poorly tended main road was gravel that had been mostly lost to the dirt below, and the grass around the graves had grown long and deep through its bloody summer without a groundskeeper. As Reginald dismounted and they marched on, the road forked and diverged into dozens of small paths, dispersing into trickles like a river’s delta. 
“Where is the statue?” said Nikki. 
Reginald shook his head. “I don’t know.”
“Are you sure it’s here?” 
“No. But I think it is.” His sense of doubt returned. The statue, really, could be anywhere nearby. It could be in a park. Or outside a sacrilegious church. 
“One of the graves,” she said, touching a marker. The stone was old, canted forward as if for creepy effect. Then she looked around, and Reginald’s gaze followed. The entire yard was ramshackle, as if nobody had tended it in centuries. Headstones were chipped and leaning, like a Halloween parody. The place had a few mausoleums, a few obelisks. It wasn’t a huge cemetery, but it was big enough. There had to be thousands of graves, thousands of places to search. 
“It’s going to take forever,” said Nikki. 
But Reginald had an idea, and despite his own feeling that it was a violation, Nikki agreed. He slipped into her mind, using their blood connection to see through her eyes. Then she blurred past every grave, looking sideways as she traversed each row. Reginald’s computer mind studied the mental image of each grave she passed. It was oddly efficient, and only three minutes later they already knew they’d failed. 
“It’s not here,” said Reginald. 
“I could look again.” 
Reginald shook his head. His analysis had, within his own mind, felt like it had taken hours. He’d seen each grave Nikki had blurred past with an archeologist’s precision. There were only a handful of statues of angels, and none had fangs. There were no hidden corners and few trees or obstructions in the old boneyard. The statue was simply not here. 
“I can run circles around this place. Everywhere around your bit of the river. Parks. Zoos. Private shrines in backyards.” 
Reginald was still shaking his head, warring anew with the sense of fate still insistent inside of him. He’d been so sure. So very sure. 
Then his eyes fell on a utility shed with a green hose coiled on its outside wall. The shed looked as old as the cemetery markers; it was made of logs and there was a pasty gray mortar visible between the layers. The thing was small but solid, about the size of a compact car.
Reginald approached the shed. Nikki followed. Their legs swished through the unmowed grass with a noise like whispers. 
There was a padlock on the door. The hasp mounted to the log door looked like it had been made from forged iron. The lock was a thing of antique beauty, simple but clearly made by hand. It was covered in rust, but the bolt was thick, like something from a medieval prison. 
“Tell me,” Reginald said, fingering a cake of rust that had covered the lock’s large keyhole. “How did the grounds crew store their lawnmowers in here without ever opening the door?” 
He put his fingers in the space between the lock’s hasp and its base, then spread them. Reginald’s fingers were shockingly strong — small muscles overcompensating for deficient large ones — and he watched as the hasp stretched like taffy. The bolt snapped with a noise like a gunshot. He tossed the pieces of the lock aside, then opened the door and found something surprising. 
“It’s a grave,” he said.
The log shed contained a small burial crypt. It wasn’t quite a mausoleum and would be barely large enough to stand inside, and to one side was a statue of an angel in robes, her wide mouth accented by two sharp fangs. The entire tomb was made of marble that had been softened by the years. The shed had been built around it with very little room to spare. The logs were like a shell, clearly built to conceal it. 
Reginald stooped to peer at the crypt’s low door. There was an odd kind of lock buried into the white stone — three omnidirectional tumblers covered in faded gyphs that rolled like dice under his fingers. 
“This is it,” he said. “This is what we’ve been looking for.” 
A noise like a small stick breaking popped from behind them, and a deep voice said, “We’ll take it from here, Reginald.” 
They turned. Behind them in the quiet graveyard was Claude Toussant.
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CLAUDE WAS WEARING THE SAME oddly formal black suit he and the other Annihilists had worn when they’d crashed the TGV trains. Black-clad V-Crew soldiers stood in a semicircle around him, their silver-bladed gloves up and poised.  
“Step back, Reginald,” said Claude. 
Reginald did, and as he did, he saw that there were more soldiers on the other side of the shed. They’d entirely surrounded him in the time it had taken to lean toward the crypt door, and none had made a sound. 
“You too, Nikki.” 
Nikki looked like she might try to do something stupid. Reginald’s eyes asked her not to. The V-Crew had them contained, arranged in a loose circle that put each vampire about a double-arm’s length from the next. If the soldiers extended their arms and clasped hands, they could all play the world’s most disturbing game of Red Rover.
“Don’t try any of your little mind tricks, by the way,” said Claude, waving his hand around his head. “Everyone here has trained to keep you out, and judging by my dry run at VWC, it works just fine.” 
“I wasn’t trying very hard back then,” said Reginald. 
“Sure you were,” said Claude. “And as smart as you are, you still can’t lie worth shit.” Then he took two steps forward and leaned toward Reginald. The soldiers didn’t move, remaining in their loose formation. 
“So,” he said. “You had a nice trip from Antarctica?”
Beside Reginald, Nikki’s hand darted to her mouth. Through the hangover of the blood bond they’d used to scan the graves, Reginald felt her realize something.
“You wanted us to escape,” she said. 
Claude nodded. “We couldn’t get anything out of Malcolm. We’d been trying for decades, but he’s a fucking idiot and a terrible seer. He couldn’t tell us anything, and we used our most persuasive methods to ensure that he told us the truth. Then we had him turn several humans to see if the blood bond between them could clear anything up — if the new vampires could interpret what was inside Malcolm, their maker, in a way that he himself couldn’t. But nothing worked.” Claude tapped his chin with a finger. “I’d suspected as much, because I’ve never heard of a vampire who could sense much more than his maker’s moods, let alone one who could see a generation back. But hey, I’d never heard of a vampire who could glamour other vampires either… at least until I got back from the TGV and worked out what must have happened between us. So when you showed up at Vampire World Command? Well, it was just too golden of an opportunity. I just had to see what you could find out from Malcolm — if, that was, you thought you could run away undetected with whatever you learned.” 
“You knew we’d come,” said Reginald, eyeing the V-Crew soldiers and poking them with his mind. They all had mental walls up. To Reginald’s bloodsense, the walls felt like reinforced concrete. 
Claude shook his big head, his goatee looking particularly black in the moonlight. “Oh, not at all. But when you did show up? Well. We couldn’t have planned it any better. It was an incredibly lucky coincidence — almost as if you’d been sent to give me the last piece I needed to end this conflict.” 
“The codex.” 
Claude nodded. “The master plan. The blueprint for how to satisfy the angels’ mandate.” 
“But what if the codex says that the humans survive?” said Reginald. “What if it says you lose?” 
Claude chuckled, probably thinking about five billion dead humans. “Well, then it’d be like sneaking a peek at the other team’s gameplan.” 
Claude walked forward, nudged Reginald aside, and approached the vault. He ran his fingers over the surface of the strange tumblers set in the marble. Nikki eyed him, looking toward Reginald. She seemed to be asking if she should try and strike, but the notion was beyond stupid. Reginald shook his head slowly.
“How does it open?” Claude asked, not turning. 
“From the inside,” said Reginald. “By zooooombies!” 
Claude turned, blurred forward, struck Reginald in the chest, and knocked him to the dirt. Nikki reacted instantly, but before she could so much as twitch, she was struck with something massive and flailing. For a strange moment, it was as if she were being attacked by an octopus. Then she fell too, landing beside Reginald under what, in the moonlight, looked like net made of bright white string. Except that where the string touched Nikki’s skin, it burned and fizzled and popped. She was gritting her fanged teeth, trying not to scream as the silver net drained her strength. 
“Believe it or not, I like you, Reginald,” said Claude, standing over both of them. “The Faction believes that humans are inferior, and that all vampires are superior to them by leaps and bounds. But amongst vampires, we’re actually much more egalitarian than your old Council. The way the Faction sees it, you are vampire, so you are one of us. Maurice respected you. Even the Nation, while it hated you, respected your mind.” Then the smile on Claude’s lips was replaced with a scowl. “But the problem with you is, you think you’re too goddamn funny.” 
Reginald didn’t like the way Claude had used the past tense to refer to Maurice, but he couldn’t think about that now. There was too much pain and too much to lose. The ground below him was hard; the kind of ground a guy his size might be able to crack like concrete. Beside him, Nikki continued to writhe. 
“Again: how does it open? Is this a lock? What’s inside?”
“You’re a big, strong man,” said Reginald. “Why don’t you just smash it?” He resisted the urge, looking at Claude’s imposing frame, to add Like the Hulk. 
Claude looked at the marble tomb. It could be an entrance to a series of underground chambers or it could be just a plain old burial vault on top of the ground. Nobody other than the keepers had ever seen the codex, and nowhere, as far as Reginald could tell, had the codex been described. It could be a scrap of ancient parchment. It could be a fragile porcelain cylinder that would crumble to pieces if treated harshly. Reginald almost wanted Claude to smash the crypt. Better for nobody to see it than for Claude to.
But Claude wasn’t dumb. He shook his head. “I might damage it,” he said. But it probably didn’t matter anyway, as the marble edifice was almost certainly backed by something stronger. The vault had been designed by vampires to keep something hidden from vampires. They’d made it look pretty, but it wouldn’t be susceptible to brute force. It was probably backed by iron and sandwiched with silver.
Claude reached down and picked Reginald up by the back of the neck, then dragged him across the dirt to the tomb. 
“Tell me how to open it,” he said. 
Reginald looked at the tumblers set into the surface of the marble. They almost looked like giant dice, each side the length of the longest bone in a finger. But they had more than six sides each, and they seemed to roll along multiple axes, moving more like a ball joint than rollers skewered to only spin up and down. There were glyphs carved into the surface of the marble, but the marble was soft and had worn with time. But that didn’t matter, because Reginald had already decided that the glyphs were a feint anyway. Vampires thought long-term, and something as crucial as code numbers wouldn’t be left to soften and blur over time. The true code probably came from aligning the shapes of the tumblers themselves. The differences between the different shapes of the tumblers were subtle but obvious to Reginald, and he could see something peeking out here and there at the edges of the marble. Beneath the stone was something harder — something that wouldn’t degrade with time. 
“I don’t know how to open it,” said Reginald. 
Claude smashed Reginald’s face into the tomb’s threshold, shattering his nose and jaw. For a moment he wondered how he was supposed to respond to Claude with his face broken, but then the thought was lost in pain… and then in obvious memory as his bones and skin knitted. 
“Let’s try that again.” 
“Yes,” said Reginald. “Because that was awesome.” 
“Tell me how to open it,” said the big man. 
“I seriously don’t know. You can break my face all day, and I still won’t know.” 
“You’re the vampire mastermind,” said Claude. “It’s why we tracked you from Antarctica. You found something that has been lost and presumed gone for centuries. You’re really trying to tell me you can’t take this last step?” 
Gripping the back of his neck, Claude held Reginald’s head up so that he could look into his eyes. Reginald tried Claude’s mind, but met the same solid wall he’d felt at the VWC. But it didn’t matter anyway, because there wasn’t just Claude to contend with. There were the V-Crew soldiers too, and Reginald counted a dozen of them. With Nikki incapacitated, the ensuing fight would be like thirteen hungry wolves versus half of a hot dog. 
“Maybe you should have let me try the lock before your dramatic entrance,” said Reginald. He snapped his fingers. “Damn your need to be a drama queen!”
Claude smashed Reginald’s face again. With Claude holding the back of his neck, Reginald could only look down. He watched his blood pool below him, painting the tomb’s entranceway crimson. 
“Tell me.” 
“I don’t know.” 
Smash. 
“I can do this all night.” 
Reginald winced, grimacing as his skull knit. He wished his pain switch had been courteous enough to turn off. It was so temperamental. It seemed to work as a warning sense, but never worked when being numb might actually be helpful. 
“Let’s not,” said Reginald. “I think this is less fun for me than it is for you.” 
“Just tell me. Tell me how to open it.” 
“Try to pry it open with those big vampire fingers of yours.” 
“I can’t. There’s silver in the cracks.”
Reginald knew that, of course. He’d seen it right away. The box was a conundrum. It was like giving Superman a safe made of kryptonite. It couldn’t be opened the right way without solving the lock, and it couldn’t be smashed — if it could be smashed — without taking what Reginald reasoned was an excellent chance of destroying what was inside. 
Reginald shook his head as best he could manage. “Then I’m out of ideas.” 
Claude sighed, then threw Reginald aside as if he were a sack of flour. Reginald struck the ground, rolled, then stretched until everything popped into place. He came to his feet. The troops didn’t even flinch, apparently not willing to consider him a threat. He was near their periphery, and less than a foot away was a gap between two men. But even if he’d been thin and if Nikki wasn’t being held, he wouldn’t have tried to squeak between the soldiers. They were too fast, too strong, too trained. 
Reginald walked toward the big vampire. Despite the situation, a feeling of confidence was beginning to settle over him as he thought about Claude’s dilemma. Claude wasn’t getting what he wanted because Claude wasn’t supposed to find the codex. Reginald was supposed to find the codex, so one way or another he was going to come out holding it. Whether Claude then took it from him and killed him was still up in the air, but a partial win was a partial win.
“Why don’t we just leave things to chance?” said Reginald. 
Claude turned. 
Reginald continued: “I can’t read it. You can’t read it. So neither side learns how this all turns out. We just have to do what we’re going to do, and see what happens.” 
Claude blurred toward him. Reginald couldn’t stop Claude’s charge, but his detailed sight and mind saw the blur pull something from behind his back as he approached. A partial second later, he was pinned down with his side to the ground and Claude above him, that same thing buried in his neck. Reginald struggled against whatever had impaled him, but the thing was hot, like a brand. His neck wound wouldn’t close around it. He rolled his eyes to the side and saw that Claude had his hand wrapped around a stake that was tipped with silver. 
“I think,” said the big man, his veneer of calm and cool finally beginning to falter, “that you know exactly how to open that vault.” 
“I don’t!” 
“I also think that the audio pickups in your room at VWC heard you saying something about fate. But a big lump like you wouldn’t believe in something as flimsy as fate, would you? Fate is for fortune tellers. Fate is for mystics. But for the great vampire logician? No, I don’t think so. And that got me at first. It made me wonder if you were really the mind they say you are, if you were willing to spout off about bullshit. But then something occurred to me. Would you like to know what it was?” 
“I’m on the edge of my seat here,” Reginald croaked. The silver stake was pinning his head flat, so he couldn’t look up. He rolled his eyes toward Claude, thinking that the joke was on him. The silver against Reginald’s blood made him weak and unable to fight. But that was his normal state, so ha-fucking-ha.
“I remembered that the whole idea behind the codex is based on fate — but that it was a kind of logical fate. Things were set up; other things had to happen. So if you were spouting off about fate when you thought you were alone…” He tapped Reginald on the forehead. “… then you weren’t using the word in the same way a fortune teller would. No, you would be talking about logical fate. And so I began to believe in you, Reginald. I believe that you were fated to find the codex. I believe that you have to know how to open that vault, because if you don’t open it, how can you get the codex? How can you save the world without holding it in your fat little hands and reading it to the end?” 
Shit. 
But he tried again: “I don’t know how to open it,” he said. “Honestly.” 
Claude withdrew the stake. He moved over to Nikki, still pinned beneath the net. Being careful to avoid touching the silver himself, Claude placed the tip of the stake over Nikki’s heart. 
“I’ll bet she knows how to open it,” he said. 
A strange whistling noise began to fill the air. Claude looked around curiously. The V-Crew looked first at each other, then at Claude. They peeked at the other graves and monuments, seeing nothing coming. But the sound was getting louder, becoming like the roar of an engine. Like an airplane engine. Or like an airplane without an engine. Like something bludgeoning through the air, beating it aside like water from a ship’s wake. 
Reginald looked up. 
What looked like a meteor struck the ground in the middle of the circle of V-Crew soldiers, causing the land to split and buckle. Rocklike bits of hard clay spun into the air and then began raining down. The soldiers had flinched back. Now they were turning toward the boulder, or asteroid, or bomb, or whatever it was. But there was no bomb, and no asteroid. Kneeling on one knee and one arm, like a man preparing to spring, was Maurice. 
Then he sprung. 
He went for Claude first, meeting the bigger man before he could prepare, catching him in the chest and throwing them both against a massive vault with huge doors plated with greening copper. The doors collapsed inward, folding over the ball of vampires like a fist pressed into aluminum foil. The hinges snapped; the vault’s stone front wall sundered and fell. 
The soldiers rushed toward the chaos. 
Reginald wasn’t worth considering, apparently. He found himself alone and uncovered. He reached for a tree branch, snapped it off, and used it as a hook to drag the silver net off of Nikki. The thing was light; it came away easily. Once she was free, Nikki sped into the melee. Reginald called after her, feeling weak and useless. His mind was confused from the silver, as if pieces of the stake’s coating had flecked off into his body. His bloodsense came and went; he couldn’t concentrate enough to summon any of his abilities. He tried to focus, watched his vision slow, watched it crawl forward. He couldn’t stop it. Something was changing. The pain avoidance trick, the hyper-attention trick — all had deserted him, leaving him feeling like a puppet on a string. The moment was chaotic. The codex wouldn’t be able to define or quantify it. Reginald had the free will to use his abilities and couldn’t summon any of them. His foes had the free will to fight, and did. He was an instrument of predestiny. He was a slave to fate. He was an instrument of change, an agent of chaos. He’d started all of this. He would be the one to finish it. 
It was all too much, too many strings to grasp. All he could do was to watch it happen. 
He ducked behind a vault, peering around its edge to see what he could see. But then something massive appeared at his side. 
“Reginald. You okay?” 
It was Brian Nickerson. 
“I can’t do anything,” said Reginald, his head swimming. “I’m useless.” 
Brian was carrying a duffel bag. He slapped something into Reginald’s hand. It was one of the dual-barreled rifles used by the Anti-Vampire Taskforce. 
“There,” said Brian. “Now you’re useful.” 
Brian slung out one of the guns for himself. Further down the row of graves, an apocalyptic battle raged. Reginald watched as a tree was sheared and fell, crushing a mausoleum to rubble. Bits of gravestones hailed down on them. Even clumps of sod were flying. Reginald couldn’t see any specifics, but he’d already counted four fiery explosions. At least one of Nikki or Maurice were still alive, and they’d taken out at least three of their opponents. 
“Maurice can fly?” 
“The oldest ones can fly in extreme situations,” said Brian. “The vampire agent responds like adrenaline. It’s like when old ladies find the strength to lift cars to save babies. But thank God you got staked. It’s how we found you.” 
“What do you mean?” 
Brian ducked around the vault they were hiding behind. Sighting precisely, he fired a burst of shots and one of the V-Crew exploded in fire. Brian had hit him in the back. Shooting a man in the back was very Brian. Brian was helpful when it didn’t put him in danger, such as the time he’d cleared their way out of the American Council building by running for his life, holding another vampire in front of him as a shield. 
“He’s your maker. He can feel when you’re in mortal danger.” 
Reginald looked at the melee, thinking of Nikki. He hadn’t felt her peril when he’d first been on trial in front of the vampire council. But of course, she’d never really been in danger. And, come to think of it, she hadn’t been his progeny yet, either. 
Brian blurred away, leaving Reginald alone. The big man moved like rocket, annihilating graves and vaults in a straight line as he went. One of the V-Crew flew at him, having hidden behind one of the vaults. The vampire struck Brian, but he didn’t remotely impact the huge vampire’s momentum. Brian reached back with his free hand, grabbed the vampire by the ankle, and swung him in an easy circle, slamming his head into the heavy base of a stone obelisk. The vampire’s head exploded on impact like a pumpkin under a sledgehammer, his fancy helmet flying across the yard like shrapnel. His body erupted in fire and Brian, unheeding, ducked behind a square marker that was too small to conceal his bulk. Behind him, the bloody obelisk wobbled slightly. 
“Brian, get in here!” came a female voice. 
Reginald ran toward the voice when Brian did. 
He came to an open area and found Claude hanging from a tree by his neck. He was clawing at the rope holding him, which may have been a repurposed tree root. Maurice was sprinting toward his dangling brother, a sheared off piece of branch in his hands, aiming for the heart. But before he could cross the distance, three V-Crew troops tackled Maurice, pinning him down. The pin lasted a quarter of a second. Maurice exploded upward, sending all three vampires flying like shards from a grenade. Reginald saw Maurice meet his eye, give him a devilish grin that was all Maurice. Then he snapped the branch in half on his knee and ran forward with one makeshift stake in each hand. Soldiers were already coming at him. He speared at both of them; he took one in the chest and the other in the face. The vampire he’d struck in the chest shredded the stake on impact. They wore some sort of armor; Brian had either gotten lucky with his shot or the rounds were armor-piercing. Maurice dropped the stake, grabbed the vampire by the thigh and neck, then ran his hands toward each other to shuck the armor from the soldier like the shell from a crab. He ran forward with his stripped bounty, impaling the soldier on the tree-bound half of the branch he’d broken off earlier. There was a flash of sparks, and the tree began to catch flame. The orange firelight made the radial shadows of a thousand gravestones jump and flicker.
Claude had freed himself from the vine and was on the ground, preparing to lunge. He saw Reginald, then seemed to remember the reason he’d come to the cemetery in the first place. He sprinted forward. Reginald tried to raise his gun but was too slow. But before he reached Reginald, Claude was sideswiped by something smaller than the soldiers and wearing black. Nikki. 
Claude snarled. He grabbed the sides of Nikki’s head and twisted, hard. But Nikki spun herself with the twist, protecting her neck, and came out of the spin to deliver a fist to the side of Claude’s head hard enough to cause his left eye to explode. His head looked dented like a tin can. His good eye found Nikki but she ran, knowing when to retreat and regroup. 
Claude’s healing eyes had lost Reginald, who’d ducked below a row of stones. He began to scan for someone to fight, probably Maurice. Reginald felt his throat try to swallow and fail. Claude was as old as Maurice but was much larger. Reginald hoped the spike of vampire adrenaline Maurice had gotten was good for more than flying, because man-to-man on otherwise fair grounds, Claude outmatched his brother easily. 
Reginald ducked back as Claude sprinted off, caught Nikki’s eye across the opening, and fired his weapon at one of the V-Guards who’d just made an appearance. He didn’t trust himself with the wooden bullets; the second barrel fed by the second trigger seemed to be more forgiving. And it was. When two of the remaining solders (he thought there were six left; there had been some indistinct explosions that even his perfect accounting couldn’t make sense of) paused from their blurred running to approach Brian from behind, Reginald squeezed off a burst of shots. Most missed. At least one hit each soldier. They collapsed to the ground, screaming terrible screams of pain. 
Brian looked back, saw Reginald, and gave him a nod of thanks. He ducked back and squeezed off some shots of his own in the other direction, still not engaging hand to hand. After a moment, Reginald could see what Brian was firing at. There were four V-Crew soldiers remaining, and they were moving in a group. Brian’s shots went wide; the soldiers ducked behind markers; Brian retreated. 
Nikki blurred to Reginald’s side. He let out a held breath, relieved that she was still alive. The V-Crew soldiers were faster and stronger than she was, but she was wily and clever — something that wasn’t usually given fair credit in a fight. 
Across the cemetery, monuments detonated with impact. Reginald couldn’t see the details of the melee — in which Maurice and Brian were battling their five opponents — and watching from a distance was nerve-wracking. He selfishly held Nikki’s wrist, using his strong fingers to grip tight so that she wouldn’t leave him. He told himself that the others would be okay. Brian could best the soldiers if they came at him one by one (or if they stood in front of his gun, if he still had it), and the soldiers were certainly no match for Maurice. 
The thought broke as quickly as Reginald had it, because a second later a mausoleum fifty feet away exploded into stone shards. Then, emerging from the rubble, Claude began proving that he was a match for Maurice. The big man in the suit tackled his waifish brother, sending him into the fluted column of a massive crypt, toppling the front edge of its overhang. Rocks fell. The vampires ran, lapping the building, unclear who was chasing who. Maurice directed a punch at Claude and missed. He struck stone, which exploded to dust. The mausoleum reached its failure point; the wall Maurice had struck buckled and collapsed with a sound like thunder. The soldiers circled the others, unsure where and when to engage. 
Reginald tried to shoot at the V-Crew, but then his gun went empty; apparently Brian had appropriated them half-full. Both chambers clicked dry. One of the soldiers heard the click and looked at him, then began to walk forward. The approaching vampire hadn’t seen Nikki, who’d wrenched free. Nikki circled him, approached from behind, stripped off his armor in one deft motion, and rammed her fist through the back of his ribcage. Ever since their escape from Council, she’d never taken off her carved wooden ring, and now, as it struck the vampire’s heart, he detonated in a ball of flame. Then Nikki ran forward and tackled Reginald, driving him to the dirt, as Maurice and Claude flew above them in a warring ball of fists and fangs. 
Maurice and Claude struck the ground, separated, circled. On Reginald and Nikki’s other side, Brian reached the bottom of his own gun’s clips. One of the remaining soldiers came at him, claws out, and tried to behead him. Brian feinted back just in time and the attacking vampire missed, opening four deep gashes across his face instead. Brian yelled in pain, dove at his attacker, gripped him at the chest, and pitched him away. The vampire projectile sailed at least fifty yards on Brian’s heave, and Brian healed almost completely during the flight. Then he proved that he’d learned something about the AVT guns that Reginald hadn’t. When the soldier came roaring back, he pressed a button on the stock and a silver bayonet flicked out. Brian didn’t even have to thrust. He only had to line up correctly, and when the soldier leapt at him, the attacker met the bayonet’s tip with enough force to penetrate first his armor, then his heart. 
The battle moved behind them. 
Maurice and Claude were in the center of a clearing between graves, standing atop some sort of flat-to-the-ground memorial. They were pacing around each other like characters in a western, apparently having decided that they were too equally matched, that sheer physical force was meaningless. The two remaining V-Crew soldiers were at the periphery, hands and legs in ready stance, seemingly eager to rush to Claude’s aid but unsure where to enter the fray. But the scene didn’t last long enough for them to find out; the brothers had entered the area where Maurice had dropped his two stakes earlier, and Maurice went for one. Claude feinted toward the other. Maurice committed to his grab as the soldiers ran forward. 
What happened next was so perfectly coordinated as to seem rehearsed. And maybe it had been, during all those long years of Annihilist Faction training camp. 
Claude lunged in one direction. Maurice went for his weapon, placed his hand atop it. The soldiers both came forward at once. Maurice got the stake in-hand as he was struck by the soldiers, who knocked it from his grip and tried to pin him against the wall of a mausoleum. Maurice was too old and too strong for them to actually do it, but the moment’s distraction allowed Claude to turn from the stake on the ground, which was his decoy, and instead pull a smaller stake from the back of his belt. 
Reginald saw it happen and began to run. But he was too late — too late by miles. Claude’s fist was a blur, and as Reginald yelled out, the big man struck Maurice in the chest. There was a white-hot explosion of flame and ash as Reginald watched his maker’s face react with unabashed surprise. Then there was the smell of burning and brimstone, and Maurice Toussant — who had been around for Julius Caesar and Jesus — was gone. 
A bloodcurdling scream rent the night as Maurice’s dying fire made scare shadows dance around the three vampires in the clearing. At first Reginald thought it was his scream, but then Claude looked up, and in a fraction of a second his expression of victory turned to an expression of terror. He dropped behind the two soldiers and began stepping backward. Something came from behind and knocked Reginald down. It was Brian, marching toward the soldiers at human speed. They turned to watch him. Reginald could imagine duty filling their hearts — duty to protect their retreating leader. Claude continued to back away, then turned and ran. The soldiers flashed their claws and came at Brian’s throat, but there was no contest. Brian roared as he caught them both by the backs of the head, and then slammed them together. Their heads exploded like melons between his massive palms. Then there was fire, and dust, and nothing else. 
When it was over, Brian turned slowly to face Reginald. Reginald didn’t understand any of what had just happened. Why had Claude run? How had it been so simple for Brian to outmatch the two trained soldiers? Was it really over, that fast? Any why, with Reginald’s best friend and maker gone to the breeze, did he not feel sorrow, but felt hollow instead? 
“Now you need to open it,” said Brian. 
But it didn’t make sense. Reginald walked forward. Brian knelt, his palm brushing the pile of ash that had so recently been Maurice. His clothes had been mostly incinerated in the flash, but there was something else still there — something Brian was picking up in the way you’d pick up a delicate China plate. It was a long sword, black with soot, its point tipped in wood. 
“The vault, Reginald,” said Brian. “You need to open the vault.” 
“Is he really gone?” 
It was the stupidest question anyone had ever asked. Brian held up the sword. Reginald thought Brian might give it to him in the way marines will give a widow a flag, but instead he reverently slipped it under his own belt, where, on Brian’s massive frame, the thing looked more like a dagger. 
Brian nodded. “Yes. He’s gone. So you’ve got to open it, Reginald. You’ve got to make this all worthwhile.” He extended a finger, pointing back in the direction where the fighting had begun. 
They marched back to the utility shed that wasn’t a utility shed, with the strange vampire grave inside. Beside it, the stone angel with fangs stood guard. Looking at the angel gave Reginald a strange sense of unreality. He thought of his maker. Was it possible that good vampires went to Heaven? 
He looked at Brian and Nikki, who were standing behind him. Brian nodded. Nikki knelt beside him. Then, with wet eyes, she put her arms around him. The hug lasted for a long moment, but Reginald could barely feel it. He was barely there. 
He looked at the strange marble tumblers in the door of the vault, seeing their shape, seeing the shape they were supposed to create together. He could imagine the marble as it had once been, when the glyphs carved into its surface had been new and sharp. He could imagine the material beneath the marble, guaranteed to hold its shape. 
He aligned the tumblers. He nudged the door open. 
Inside the vault was a small space containing nothing at all.
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THE TELEVISION WAS ON. THERE was a man on the screen who was supernaturally beautiful. Then the camera shifted and showed a woman sitting next to the man, also supernaturally beautiful. On the news desk in front of them were two coffee cups. The liquid in the cups was red and thick. 
For the past half hour, Reginald had been watching the VNN news network on the TV that Brian had looted from one of the human houses in the valley. Brian’s reasoning was that if he was able to enter the house, then the humans who had once lived there must be dead — and therefore, anything they had was up for grabs. He’d taken the television to replace Maurice’s old one, which had been destroyed when the SA had stormed in and burned the above-ground floors. Fortunately, though, Maurice had been a very rich man who’d had millennia to build and plan, and his house was somewhat like the icebergs that Reginald had avoided in the Antarctic waters — as big in the below-ground area behind the concealed fire doors as it was above. So after the AVT had left the neighborhood (and then almost certainly met their own untimely deaths), it was simple to restock, refurnish, and move back in.  
Brian had mostly returned to his old mood, but Reginald suspected he was repressing. He’d just need time. Reginald knew he was repressing — using TV as his crutch — and would need his own time. They’d both lost a friend. And they’d both lost a maker. 
“I brought you Cheetos,” said Brian, walking in. It wasn’t a joke. He’d been bringing Reginald junk food from each trip he made into the desolated, all-vampire neighborhood to loot supplies. The idea was to make Reginald feel better, or at least feel comforted — to remind him that some things could endure the planet’s change of ownership. But Reginald wasn’t hungry. He avoided the junk food so that he could avoid pleasure, then drank blood in great quantities because its taste made him want to vomit. He watched the news so that he could feel bad. He ran laps around the house because it hurt. He ran until his lungs burned. He ran until he became lightheaded. He tripped, fell, and hurt himself. But nothing mattered anymore. When you were a vampire, you could only live (such as “living” was) and die. There was nothing in between. Life as a vampire was binary; there were no shades of gray. He was as he would always be; Brian was as he’d always be; Nikki was as she’d always be. Reginald wanted to feel pain in order to feel human again, but even the pain never lasted. He could break arms and legs and they’d heal. He was indestructible, and he hated himself for it. 
“I don’t want them.” 
“Come on, Reginald. I miss your fat good humor.” 
“Don’t worry about me, Brian,” said Reginald, sighing and focusing on the new news playing on the new TV, which ran on the newly reestablished electricity. “I’ll forever be fat.” 
But of course, “fat” wasn’t the part of that description that Brian had meant to emphasize. He sat down beside Reginald and said, “You can’t hog all the moping. He was my maker too, you know.” 
Reginald shook his head, his thoughts bitter. “See, that’s just it, Brian. I didn’t know. Everyone wants me to save the world. And guess what? I can’t save it. Not when the whole thing is just a big game. Not when I’m sent to find a magic scroll that doesn’t exist, then lose my best friend because of it. Not when all this time, I’ve had a brother… and I never even knew it.” 
“You know it now," 
“Big fucking deal.” 
Brian sighed, then reached up and turned off the television. It was showing nothing but infuriating news anyway. VNN had replaced CNN, right there on what used to be the human air, and the supernaturally beautiful newscasters had been reporting that crews were working to subdue the remaining human population in order to prevent further losses of vampire life. PSAs in the commercial breaks warned vampire families that humans were dangerous and that they should report any humans they saw to the National Patrol, which was what Timken’s Sedition Army had started calling itself once the “army” moniker had started to sound like overkill. A scroll across the bottom of the screen gave updates on the winding-down progress of the mission to restore the planet. Soon, Reginald thought, the same squawking bullshit would be back on every channel: vampire reality TV, vampire talk shows, vampire infomercials. Maybe there’d even be a few vampire sitcoms, wherein someone hilariously ate a human that someone else had been saving for the Christmas party.
“It was necessary to keep our connection a secret if I was to be on Council,” said Brian. “Maurice wasn’t a sanctioned maker and my paperwork was forged. I didn’t want the foul blood that comes with an approved turning, so I went to a friend. Nobody could know.” 
“Not even me.” 
“Not even you,” Brian echoed. “Blood ties can inadvertently leak secrets you don’t want anyone to know, whether it’s intentional or not. Even Talia and the kids didn’t know. We were going to tell everyone, though, seeing as my position on Council — or any chance that Council might ever return — was pretty much done with.” 
“Awesome. Thanks for the notice of something you might someday have told me and that is now irrelevant.” 
“It’s not irrelevant,” said Brian. “You’re my brother. I’m like Nikki’s uncle… or whatever. We’re blood. And that means something for a vampire. Claude knew that; it’s why he ran from me. Maurice felt your pain a state away because you were his blood, and the vampire agent made him stronger and let him fly. When Claude killed Maurice? Well, Claude is thousands of years older than me, but that moment — if your mission hadn’t mattered more — I could have easily caught and killed him with my bare hands.” 
“That must explain why, later that day, I was able to do a pushup,” said Reginald. 
Brian gave him a tight-lipped frown, then stood. He clapped him on the shoulder and let him be. 
Reginald felt numb. So the vampire agent acted like adrenaline? So it gave you superpowers when your kin was threatened? Such bullshit. He was beyond irritated, all the way to downright incensed. He hadn’t gotten anything. He hadn’t felt any strength at all. He apparently also had no real logical ability, seeing as he hadn’t correctly predicted the events leading up to (not) finding the vampire codex. He hadn’t pegged Claire correctly, either. She was supposed to be the oracle, but she’d said he’d find a thing that turned out to be an empty vault in the middle of nowhere. She’d predicted a vampire revolution that turned their population over end for end, resulting in more balance. She’d predicted Reginald would be a leader. But none of it had come true. He was just a big worthless fatass who could read fast and remember trivia. That was it. He wasn’t a Chosen One, destined to find some mythical plan and save them all. He’d been guided by lies, and he hated himself for allowing himself to feel important enough to sacrifice for. 
He thought about Claire, realizing that he was being selfish. Claire was still sick, still not recovered from the odd, weeks-long flu that had knocked her flat and cut their link to Reginald and Nikki. But whether it was fair or not, he was angry at Claire. She’d pumped him up. She’d made him think he mattered, and that his quest was righteous. But what had happened? Maurice had died. Brian, at the cemetery, had told Reginald to make Maurice’s death matter, but the vault they’d been looking for — the vault that had been just one state over while they’d run to the literal ends of the Earth wasting months and billions of lives — had been empty. Maurice, in the end, had died for nothing. 
Reginald put his head in his hands. 
Another hand ran long fingers through his hair. He looked up and saw Nikki sitting delicately down beside him. She looked like a negotiator about to begin speaking to a terrorist or a suicide jumper. Either scenario required delicacy. Either could easily push the ball in the wrong direction if she weren’t careful. 
“You’ve been sitting here for hours,” she said, her hand finding his. 
“Days,” he corrected.
“Let’s go for a walk. The streets are mostly cleared and there’s a beautiful moon out. It’s safe. National Patrol is keeping watch.” 
“You mean the genocidal murderers? Them? They’re protecting the streets from the innocent people we tried to save?” 
“We did our best,” she said. But it was hollow. 
They sat for a while, saying nothing. Something was hanging in the air. It wasn’t precisely loss and it wasn’t precisely sadness. It wasn’t anger or indignation or even frustration. It was nothing at all. There was nothing to be said. The situation was what it was, and it was terrible, and there were no platitudes that would make it better. 
“How is Claire?’ he finally said. He felt like a hypocrite saying it. He cared how Claire was, but he knew Claire would be fine. What she had was probably mono, but all they could do, with Claire being an unauthorized human, would be to wait it out. He was only asking so he could pretend that he wasn’t wallowing in self pity. 
“She’s okay. She actually told me to apologize to you for not being able to push through a connection while we were traveling. She says she was busy throwing up.”
Reginald snickered, surprising himself. Then, after a beat, he said, “She was wrong.” 
Nikki’s silence sounded pregnant, as if she might say something vaguely optimistic to contradict him. But instead she just said, “Yes.” 
“Not just about the codex. About me. About the war. About everything.” 
Nikki ran her hand over his head, as if he were a pet. “I’m sorry, baby.” 
“Do you think she did it deliberately?” 
Nikki said nothing, so he turned his head, lifting it from her side, and saw her looking down at him with confusion. 
“To give us a reason,” he went on. “To give us purpose.” 
“Claire is eleven. I don’t think she’s that deep.” 
But Reginald wasn’t so sure. Claire had inherited a kind of mental atomic bomb, and it had made her old before her time. She knew, subconsciously, more about the world than anyone who’d ever lived. She knew intimate details of how empires had risen and fallen. She knew how history had unraveled like a tapestry — albeit not a totally predictable one, it turned out. Prescient or not, she had an unfathomable burden on her shoulders. Reginald wouldn’t have wished it on anyone. And from a well that deep, it wasn’t hard to see that armies fought better when they had a quest — when they had a reason they believed in to fight for. 
“I’ll talk to her,” he said. And he wanted to. But not yet. It was all too fresh. 
Nikki stood, holding out her hand. “Come on. Let’s go for a walk.” 
“Through the garden of vampire Eden?” 
“Come on.” 
But Reginald just shook his head. 
Nikki rubbed his shoulder, then left with an implied promise to return. She’d drag him outside eventually. She and Claire were his only anchors. Well, and Brian. But whether they were blood or not, he barely knew Brian. Not as a brother, anyway. They’d shared a roof for nearly a year, but through that time, Brian had kept to his family and acted as security officer and Reginald had kept to his group. And with that thought, Reginald remembered that he did still have his mother. She was off in the other wing, now underground, hidden as were the rest of the humans. They’d adjust in time; she’d simply swap her human TV shows for vampire TV shows. The day would probably come when Reginald and the others would have to turn all of the humans to keep them safe. But not yet. Not until it was required. It felt wrong to spit in the eye of their mission, to aid the vampire cause by giving it another few souls for the pile. 
Reginald turned on the TV. He caught a glimpse of Nicholas Timken, still looking calm and cool and well-dressed. It was a clip Reginald had seen before. Timken was announcing that it was all over — that once again, vampires could live in safety. He spoke of reconstruction, of dayproof homes and dayproof vehicles. He said that their journey had only begun — and that they had, finally, beaten the Ring of Fire back for good, and done their creators proud. 
But if that was true, Reginald wondered, where were the angels? 
Nobody talked about that. An angel hadn’t been seen on Earth since Santos had vanished from Differdange. Balestro and his ilk hadn’t returned. There had been no divine word, no angelic atta-boy for the proud vampire race. Yet Timken talked in doublespeak as if he were in communion with them, as if they had given Timken himself the all-clear. But they hadn’t, and that meant that after everything — after all the slaughter and misery — there was a possibility that the angels were still not satisfied. Or worse: there was a distinct chance that they had never been dissatisfied in the first place, that the Ring of Fire had all been one big joke. A bluff. A lot of bullshit that had amounted to nothing, like the codex itself. Reginald could already see signs that vampires were forgetting the supposed reason they’d fought. Fangbook had settled down; posts containing gore and carnage and good-natured murder became posts about nighttime gardening. Vampires began to post about their new jobs working for the state, for the few re-established vampire businesses. There was a lot to be done, Timken promised. Lots of cleanup. Lots of construction, and an economy to rebuild. The world had flipped. Vampires were the new tenants, with all the responsibilities that came with it.
Reginald fell into a doze, thinking of angels and fire and death. 
As he slept, he had a dream. In the dream, Maurice was sitting beside him. They were playing chess — Reginald behind the black pieces and Maurice behind the white. Reginald won, checkmating Maurice, then waited for Maurice to tip his king. But Maurice just said, “You don’t understand.” 
Reginald awoke sometime later. He didn’t know if it was day or night. The house was quiet. The couch was disheveled, as if he’d spent his entire naptime kicking and thrashing. He sat up. Took a drink of the room-temperature blood in front of him, grimacing and forcing it down. And then he realized that Maurice was still sitting beside him, as he had in the dream. 
He snapped his head to look, but there was nothing. 
Reginald took another drink, shaking his head. Maurice was beside him again. He felt sure of it, but he didn’t want to look. So he turned slowly, as if afraid of frightening a ghost. Reginald could feel Maurice’s blood so close, his presence was like heat. He felt him. Felt him. But then all of a sudden he realized his head was fully turned and that again, he saw nothing. So he looked down at his small hands with a sigh, his eyes drifting toward his pair of thin legs. And he realized that he couldn’t see his gut. 
Instead he saw delicate hands. A narrow chest. Black hair at the periphery of his vision. And the hilt of a sword on his belt. 
He blinked. He saw his own fat gut, his own missing lap. 
“Jesus,” he mumbled aloud, rubbing his eyes. 
“No,” said a voice. “Guess again.” 
He felt a queer sense of doubling — of stepping outside himself, yet remaining exactly where he was. He realized that he wasn’t precisely seeing; he was feeling. It was like a dream but not a dream. Like a vision but not a vision. Maybe it was a trance. He was on the couch, in the house, in reality, for real. But still he could hear Maurice in his head, feel him as if from the inside, as if he were squeezed into a Maurice suit. His body felt strangely strong inside of that suit. Small. Lithe. Agile. Powerful. It was the opposite of how he normally felt. But he knew that it was just an illusion, that he was recalling an echo of Maurice, not the real thing. In real life, he was Reginald. But somehow, right now, he was also Maurice. 
“It’s blood,” said Maurice’s voice. The voice was in his ears but not in his ears. In the air but not in the air. The voice had to be inside of his head. But he heard it like lips on his ear — or perhaps on Maurice’s ear, seeing as he was somehow Maurice. It was like he was talking to himself. 
“What’s blood?” He said it out loud. It felt ridiculous. He waited for someone — in the real world, in the house, beyond the thin veil of whatever kind of strange trance state this was — to walk in and ask him who he was talking to.
“I told you you’d feel me forever,” said Maurice’s voice. 
“I thought you meant while you were alive,” said Reginald, using the same pair of lips.
The voice chuckled. Maurice’s own good-natured, light-hearted chuckle. 
“You’re not really here, are you?” said Reginald. 
“I’m in your blood.” 
“But you’re not you.” 
“I am you. You are me.” 
“That doesn’t make any sense.” 
Again, that chuckle. It was the same way Maurice had greeted the dawn of Reginald’s vampire abilities: with patronizing optimism. Of course he’d never figure out what was going on — same as he’d never be truly strong or truly fast. But that didn’t mean he had to give up on trying. He could do what he could do, and it would be good enough because it had to be.
“You’re an echo,” said Reginald. 
The Maurice voice didn’t answer, but it didn’t have to. He wasn’t seeing and being and feeling and hearing Maurice. He was hearing what was left of Maurice. Maurice was gone. Reginald remained. This had to be a manifestation — the history Maurice had given him and that would forever circulate in his blood like a biological archive, come to odd new life.
“This isn’t normal, you know,” said Maurice’s voice. 
It wasn’t. It wasn’t normal at all. Vampires were supposed to have blood ties like the seer’s — vague impulses and feelings given to them by the bond they’d forever have with those whose blood they shared. Nikki felt it as hunger and occasional anger, drawing on vampires in Maurice’s line. But over the past few months, those same blood ties had begun to feel like a window to Reginald. Or maybe a door. 
He pushed, trying to get a feel for Maurice inside his head. And when he did, he realized he could dive deeper, below the surface of the Maurice within him. He let go of his vision, let himself see what he wanted to see. And a moment later he was looking down at a new man’s torso. This new man was dressed in something ancient, like an ornate robe sewn with golden thread. 
He was in Maurice’s maker — in the blood memory Maurice had of the vampire who’d made him two thousand years earlier, courtesy of the blood memory that Reginald himself had of Maurice. He could feel the maker’s thoughts. Tendencies. Desires. 
Then he blinked, and he was Reginald again, sitting on the couch. 
“What is this?” he said to the empty room. 
“A gift,” said Maurice’s voice on Reginald’s lips, “awoken by a willing sacrifice.”
But because Maurice was dead, Reginald was pretty sure it was really his own mind doing the reasoning. He had Maurice’s memories and history, but there was no Maurice left. The only being here was Reginald. He seemed to be able to put on other vampires like a man could put on other hats. It was strangely disorienting, as if he might get lost. The idea of becoming lost was strangely appealing. There was little left to live for anyway. So: vanishing down a rabbit hole? Not so terrible. 
“A gift,” Reginald repeated.
He said it, then chewed on it. It wasn’t a conversation. It was Reginald talking to Reginald. What Maurice’s echo was saying was something Reginald already knew. The mental trick of slipping into Maurice’s blood and then from Maurice into his maker’s blood was getting easier. From the outside, if Nikki or Brian walked by, this would simply look like Reginald sitting on the couch. But for Reginald, he was trying on new clothes, new emotions, new memories, new minds. He was Maurice. He was the maker — whose name, he realized, had been Jean Paul. Jean Paul was dead. And with that realization, it dawned on Reginald that he didn’t just have the maker’s memories up until the day he’d transferred his blood to Maurice. Reginald had them all. Then, feeling this, he slipped backward, wanting to see if the same was true of Maurice’s memories within him. He realized it was. In the space of a second, he felt Maurice’s desperation as Claire fell sick and he lost touch with Reginald and Nikki in Antarctica, knowing they were in danger. He felt the pull when Reginald had been threatened in the graveyard, and how he’d come to the surface with Brian in tow. He felt the surge that had let him fly. And finally, he watched himself die. 
He came all the way back, becoming Reginald again. 
“A gift,” he repeated, speaking to nobody. So the angel Balestro, on that hilltop after the Ring of Fire, had given him something of value after all.
Reginald closed his eyes, then breathed deeply, centering himself. 
He started over, putting all of the bits of information in order. 
It made sense that he’d be able to visit the blood memory of all of the vampires in his family tree. He’d known he could do that (but apparently not how unheard-of the talent was) for a while. He’d been inside Nikki’s headspace on the TGV when it had derailed, and in the moments before the derailment, he’d found himself staring at the train through Claude’s eyes as he prepared to take the TGV’s impact like a tackle. He’d found himself trespassing in Maurice’s mind and in Nikki’s mind. He realized, now that he knew of their brotherhood, why he’d had to fight so hard not to slip into Brian’s mind and see his thoughts. But in Paris, he’d also gotten the flavor of Karl’s thoughts, and that hadn’t made a bit of sense. He wasn’t related to Karl… was he?
We’re all related. 
The thought was his, but it came with Maurice’s sense of authority. Of course they were all related. Once upon a time, there had been a first vampire, and he’d been father to them all. Legend called that first vampire Cain. Cain had spread the vampire agent in his blood, and the agent had changed the blood of those he turned, and so on down the line to every vampire in existence. Cain’s blood told its stories to the blood of his progeny. His progeny’s blood had told stories to the next generation. And so on and so on. Every vampire was related to every other. There didn’t need to be a direct line between Karl and Reginald. Somewhere in history, they shared a common ancestor. 
Reginald went deeper. Now that he knew what he was experiencing, he allowed himself to feel it, to be it. 
He was a tall man with dark black fingernails.
He was a woman who liked one human food — steak, cooked, but very rare. 
He was a gay man who’d wanted to be turned so that he’d have the power to fight those who’d once tormented him. 
One after another after another. He went deep in Maurice’s line, hopping from blood to blood to blood. Then he went back upward, feeling the chain of ancestry deliberately. Instead of moving from progeny to maker, he began moving from maker to progeny. He found Nicholas Timken. They shared an ancestor thirty generations back. 
So this was what Balestro had given him back on that mountaintop. But why? 
As soon as he’d asked the question, his mind — or some ancient memory within him — answered. It said simply, Because blood must circulate.
He went up ancestry. Down ancestry. He had no idea where he was in time. He saw a cup in front of his lips as he relived an inconsequential memory of drinking tea. Was this yesterday, or had this cup of tea been drunk a thousand years ago? He saw blood on a bitten neck, then a woman’s lips. Who was he feeding on? The sense of untethered abandon he felt was liberating. He didn’t have to be Reginald anymore. He didn’t have to have responsibilities anymore. He didn’t have to miss Maurice anymore. He could stay in here forever. He could be anyone. There were enough lifetimes of blood memories to keep him happy forever. 
You could get lost in here, he thought. And the idea sounded tempting.
He went faster. Deeper. Harder. The sensation was like driving a car very fast on a dangerous road. His dead heart wanted to skip a beat. Something told him to stop. The chains of ancestry were like a maze; he could easily forget where he was, when he was, maybe even who he was in real life. But it didn’t matter. The surface of the present was all horror and pain. Down here, in the archives, it was quiet with the death of time. Everything down here, in the forest of memories, had already happened. There was no destiny. No responsibility. There was no sense of duty or “should.” Nothing could go wrong here, because the past was what it was and nothing could change it. Nobody would look to him down here to change the future, because there was no future. Nobody would blame him for anything. He wouldn’t be a hero or a pariah. He wouldn’t be a success or a failure. He could drown inside the tree and the sea of blood. But it would be worth it. 
Some part of whoever he was on the surface (and who was that? The thought had little meaning to him) remembered the face of a beautiful woman with dark hair. He remembered the face of an eleven-year-old girl who’d been called an oracle and was burdened with the knowledge of millennia. But then those foreign memories were gone and he went deeper. Faster. Faster. Faster. 
Then, with a jolt, he struck the bottom. There was nothing more. He could not go deeper. There were no more makers. There was only progeny. His mind gave him an image like a funnel, with himself sitting at the base. 
He was Cain. 
In this deepest blood memory, he saw the face of an angel. An old man with a hawklike nose and piercing blue eyes. He felt disoriented. Cain felt disoriented. Or was his name even Cain? He didn’t know. He knew he could see far. That he could hear new things. That he felt strong. That he wanted to run. And that he was hungry. 
Blood must circulate, said the angel Balestro. 
Cain understood. 
And all of a sudden, Reginald understood, too. 
Humans and vampires. 
Vampires and humans. 
His mind showed him the image of a shattered vase, moving backward, slowly reassembling. 
The codex. 
Reginald realized why he hadn’t found the codex. It was because the vampire codex wasn’t a thing. It was many things. It was a distributed series of truths — fragments of knowledge spread throughout the vampire lines that, when uncovered by the right mind (a mind that was unlike any vampirekind had ever seen before, but that evolution was destined to one day create) would fit together like a key sliding into a lock. He watched the bits come together in front of his internal eyes. He saw a random document on the desk of a vampire in 1781 in America slide next to a childhood memory of a vampire who lived in Mongolia in the days before written words. There was a system out there. A pattern. You had to have the entirety of vampire knowledge in front of you to see it, but once you saw it, it was as plain as day. 
There was a reason vampires existed. There was a reason humans existed. There was a pattern to it all, just as Claire had said. 
He hadn’t found the codex because the codex wasn’t a thing to be found. It had been right there all along, in plain sight, shattered and spread to the corners of experience. His mind was already putting the pieces together, the same as Claire had, before sending him on his futile errand.
Claire was destined to send Reginald to find the codex. 
Reginald was destined to fail. To watch the world fall. To lose his maker, who would give his life for his progeny and wake the sleeper inside of that progeny — so that Reginald, who held the entirety of vampire knowledge in his veins, could do what needed to be done. 
Reginald’s task wasn’t to find the codex, but to assemble it. 
Humans and vampires. 
Vampires and humans. 
The two species weren’t predator and prey. They were symbionts. Vampires couldn’t exist without humans and humans couldn’t exist without vampires. It was all so obvious. They were like two varieties of fruit trees: you couldn’t grow a single blueberry bush; you had to have two different strains so that they could cross-pollenate. Humans and vampires were each other’s natural check. They were each other’s predators. 
Reginald’s mind showed him the image of a seed cracking open in the heat of a forest fire. It showed him the image of a blade being drawn across a grinding stone. 
Vampires weren’t the stronger of the two species. Humans were. They’d forgotten that, but Reginald, with his new sense of vision, could see that they were. And what’s more, there was one — and only one — way that humans could be made to remember their own strength: pressure from their antagonists. If they were pushed hard enough by vampires, the humans would bloom like a seed forced open by the heat of a fire — like a knife ground hard enough against a stone to gain a razor’s edge. 
Reginald felt the codex’s shards begin to come together in his mind. It had been there all along. All along. 
But as Reginald watched the pieces assemble in his mind, he realized that the codex didn’t tell a story about vampires eliminating humans. It told a story about humans eliminating vampires. 
The thought caused Reginald to yank himself back through the maze of blood memory to the present. When he came out of his fugue, he realized he was shaking. He was slouched on the couch in front of the TV in the basement of Maurice’s mansion, blinking at the bright room lights. Nikki was beside him, her hands on his arm, gently shaking him with wide, compassionate eyes.
“It’s okay, Reginald,” she said, soothing him out of what she’d taken for a nightmare. “I’m here. You’re awake. It’s okay.” 
“It’s not okay,” he said.
“What do you mean?”
“The war,” he said. 
She blinked, not understanding. The statement was so out of the blue. “Forget about the war,” she told him, stroking his sweat-slicked hair. “The war is over.” 
But Reginald could only shake his head. 
“It’s not over,” he said. “It hasn’t even begun.”
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