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For all the fat vampires out there.




 
A
NOTE
ABOUT
THESE
BOOKS
 
 
I’M ONE OF THE THREE hosts of a podcast called Better Off Undead, and on episode six 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. Then I wrote another, and another, and another, because I like to beat a dead horse until it’s undead.
 
This compilation contains books the first 4 books in the Fat Vampire series. 
I hope you enjoy it… with extra cheese sauce.




 
FAT VAMPIRE




 
ASSHOLE
 
 
REGINALD BASKIN, NOT REMOTELY A religious man, closed his eyes in his small cubicle and asked God for his money back.
“Whatever I paid before I was a sperm, Lord,” he said under his breath, “I want it back. Every cent, or I’m reporting your ass to the Better Business Bureau. I was promised much that I did not receive. The marketing was deceptive. I am not completely satisfied. I would like a full refund and a personal apology from the maitre d’. And a free calendar. Not a shitty one. One with naked girls on it.” 
Reginald was many things. He’d been the fat kid in high school. He’d been the fat kid who didn’t fit into the small lecture hall seats and had to sit in the aisle in college. He was now the fat guy who worked for a fitness equipment manufacturer, which had its own unique breed of irony. He was also, on occasion, the fat guy on the bus and the fat guy who wouldn’t take his shirt off at the beach. 
And he was, lastly, the kind of person who prayed out loud to a god he didn’t believe in when nobody could hear him but himself, just to prove a point. 
Reginald stood up, leaning heavily on the corner of his desk to do so. He looked down at his wheeled chair, grabbed the small pink set of rubber lips that was protruding from under his seat cushion, and pulled.
A Whoopee Cushion. Awesome.
He dropped the thing into the trash can, then sat back down and tried to ignore the snickers coming from the other side of the cubicle wall. 
Fucking Todd Walker. 
He wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of replying, of rebutting, or of responding. He’d just act as if nothing had happened. There had been no farting noise and no unceremonious disposal into the trash can. Screw you, Walker. I didn’t even notice your prank. 
Walker had never grown up; that was the problem. Neither had Simmons or Yancy or McGuinness or Graham or Nichols or any of the rest of the sales team. Almost the entire company was male, in its 20s, and in great shape as befitted a proper fitness company. The only exceptions were those who worked behind the scenes: Reginald, Sarah Kopke, Noel Leonard, Scott Valentine, and the new kid who worked overnight and dressed all in black. Everyone else looked alike and was more or less ready for a magazine cover shoot on a moment’s notice, should the need arise.
Reginald was fat. Sarah and Noel weren’t terribly attractive and were the wrong gender. Scott was in his sixties. The new kid looked nineteen if he were a day, and dressed like a goth. He wore a sword on his belt, for God’s sake. Nobody wanted to talk to him. 
But everyone else looked alike, as if they’d been cast from the same mold. Reginald, Sarah, Noel, Scott, and the new kid couldn’t’ve stood out more if they’d tried, and just like in high school, standing out meant Whoopee Cushions on your chair or dentures and adult diapers on your desk. Or, if you were especially lucky, tampons in your coffee. 
It was enough to make you ask for your money back.
Reginald had always held onto hope. He’d taken the abuse all through high school with as much aplomb as he could because it was always only a few more years, months, and days until he was out of school, into college, and into the real world where people understood that appearances only ran skin deep. But that’s not what had happened. Instead of landing in a nonjudgmental utopia, he’d landed in a frat house. 
He wondered if it would always be like this. He wondered if people ever changed. He wondered if he could ever be just “Reginald” instead of “Reginald the fat guy.” 
Across the cubicle wall came a farting noise. Then another. Then another and another and another in rapid succession, counterpointed with the guffaws and chortling of two deep male voices. Apparently the Whoopee Cushions had been a two-for-one deal. 
This wasn’t supposed to be the deal. This wasn’t what he’d signed up for. 




 
IT GUY
 
 
THE NEW KID, WHO WORKED in IT and kept the computers working, turned out to be named Maurice. Reginald felt bad for him. The kid was asking for it by being nineteen. He was asking for it by being a small, shy goth boy with black hair and black clothes and black nail polish. But he was really asking for it — like, above and beyond asking for it — by being named Maurice. 
For some reason, the perpetually teenaged found name humor especially poignant. One of Reginald’s best friends in high school had the misfortune of being named “Tag,” and being in the chess club. From ninth through twelfth grades, Tag was “Fag.” Sometimes teachers even said it wrong because the football players were good at internal branding.  
Not that Maurice rhymed with anything interesting — or at least not anything in the vocabulary range of the clones — but it was very French. It was the sort of name you’d knock a kid’s books out from under his arm for having. 
Still, despite their shared foes, Reginald didn’t want to talk to Maurice. Maurice was weird even from Reginald’s perspective. He was a goth, for one. He wore that sword on his belt, which had to be against human resources’ policy. He never seemed to eat or drink. He had brought in a special chair that he kind of kneeled on and that had no back on it. His hair was always over his face. 
But one day, Reginald found himself in the kitchen with the kid and felt he had to say something, because it was awkward not to. 
“Hey,” said Reginald.
“Hey,” said Maurice. 
Things became less awkward after that. The next time Reginald ran into Maurice, he said “Hey” again and Maurice said “What’s up?” Reginald decided the question was rhetorical and that he probably wasn’t expected to explain what was actually up, but it was nice to have someone feigning interest for a change. It was so much better than being shoved into walls as he walked and told that he was taking up too much hallway. 
The next time he saw Maurice, it was Maurice who initiated the conversation. 
“What’s up?” said Maurice
“What’s up,” countered Reginald, leaving the question mark off the end to affect the disinterest that Maurice seemed so interested in. 
It was nice to have a friend in the office.
Sarah and Noel, the company’s only two women, didn’t understand the new kid. They had both had their perception of attractiveness shattered by the company’s homogenous appearance. The problem was that while the rest of the men in the company were indeed universally attractive, their attractiveness went hand-in-hand with a breed of overt chauvinism that hadn’t been popular since the 1950s. Reginald had a few armchair-psychology theories about Sarah and Noel. He figured they were searching for someone to be attracted to who wasn’t attractive enough to be a total asshole. But Maurice might be too far in the other direction. Maurice confused them. 
“I think he’s gay,” Reginald heard Sarah say while he was heating up a French bread pizza in the toaster oven. 
“Oh, of course he is,” said Noel. “I mean, his name is Maurice.” 
“I don’t think he’s gay,” said Reginald. 
Noel looked at Reginald as if she’d been slapped. Culture at the company wasn’t exactly full of camaraderie outside of the six-pack-abs set, so entering a conversation that you’d overheard but hadn’t been invited to join was sort of like peeing in someone’s coffee while they stood there and watched you do it. 
Noel seemed to think that she should respond, so she said, “Why don’t you think he’s gay?” 
“I don’t know. I just don’t get that vibe.” 
“What would you know?” said Sarah. “You’re a man, and you’re not gay.” 
“How do you know I’m not gay?” said Reginald, who wasn’t gay but who didn’t care if anyone thought he was. 
The thing about Sarah, Noel, Scott, and Maurice was that although they were mostly apathetic about each other and about Reginald, all five were united by their shared loathing of Walker and his clones. Noel, Scott, Sarah, and (probably) Maurice would never say that Reginald was fat, mock his fat, or even comment, when asked about him by a third party, that he was fat. And Reginald, for his part, felt the same about them. Scott wasn’t old, for instance. He was Scott, and he wasn’t part of the army of clones. That was enough. 
“Women can sense these things,” said Sarah. 
“Would you ask him out, if you didn’t think he was gay?” said Reginald. It was an odd question, totally out of character for him to ask. Really, it was out of character for Reginald to ask anything. Really, it was out of character for anyone other than the clones to ask anyone anything at all. Except “for permission.” 
“I don’t know,” said Sarah. “He seems moody.” 
“He’s awfully young,” said Noel. 
“So you’d date him if you were nineteen?” said Reginald.
“I’m glad I’m not nineteen anymore,” said Sarah with a shiver. She had a lazy eye. Like Reginald, she’d simply endured high school, waiting for it to end so that she could move into the adult world where people were civilized. Reginald could tell by the way she jumped when anyone dropped anything that she wanted her money back for the broken promises of adulthood too. 
“I guess,” said Sarah. 
Despite the lazy eye, Sarah was attractive. She didn’t know it, though, and she hid it well. She had no sense of cosmetics and seemed to know just enough about haircare to get her by. Her dark brown hair was always in a tidy but uninteresting bun, and her wardrobe was comprised of dumpy slacks and out-of-style blouses. She turned to Reginald. “Would you, if you were gay and nineteen?”
This line of discussion was strange, but Reginald liked it. He never talked to the others in the office. Sometimes he wondered why, given that they were all outcasts. He supposed it was due to the office’s atmosphere of oppression. The proles in 1984 probably didn’t engage in much small talk either. 
“If I was gay and nineteen, sure,” said Reginald. 
“Someone has a man crush,” said Sarah.
Reginald shrugged. He almost said what was on his lips, which was I don’t have many friends. But in addition to being untrue (he had his family and the four guys he played poker with sometimes), it sounded pathetic. He was already cubbyholed as pathetic for being so fat, and he didn’t need another crucifixion stake floating around, waiting to be picked up. 
The kitchen door opened and a cleft chin with a set of perfect teeth walked in. It took Reginald a moment to decide exactly who it was because the rest of the office looked so much alike, but eventually he saw that it was Todd Walker. Once he did, he became very interested in the coffee he was stirring.  
“You in here again, Reggie?” said Walker, who knew that Reginald hated being called “Reggie.” “Damn, boy, give the fridge some time off!” 
“I was only grabbing…” 
“Just busting your balls,” said Walker, slapping him on the back. Then, in an aside tone of voice: “Assuming I can find them in there.” He chortled again to show that it was just a joke, which of course it wasn’t. 
“That’s not nice,” said Sarah. 
“Oh, he knows I’m only kidding. And who knows? Maybe one day we’ll make a success story out of Reggie like that Jared guy from Subway, and then we’ll all get rich selling the shit out of these treadmills.” Walker smiled. His teeth looked like Arlington tombstones. 
Walker grabbed a protein bar out of the refrigerator. 
“What you all pow-wowing about in here?” he said. 
Nobody answered. Sarah was dissecting her French bread pizza like it was a pithed frog in science class. 
“C’mon. Noel, what were you guys talking about?” 
Noel looked up. “The new guy.” 
Walker made an odd frown that only happened on half of his mouth, like the other half didn’t get the memo. “That fucker’s weird.” He took a bite of the protein bar, then continued with a mouthful of soy or whey or whatever it was. “That sword. I’m worried he’s going to snap. I asked him about it and he said he uses it to trim his hedges. Think he’s serious?” He didn’t pause to let anyone answer. “Saw him leaving a few times when I came in to the office in the morning. So he works all night, and when he leaves, you know what he does? He walks home, and he wears a coat with a hood, and he — get this —“ Walker laughed, because clearly everyone would want to mock the following point. “— he carries an umbrella. Like a parasol.”
Walker, his mouth full of protein bar and his perfect white teeth fighting to be seen amidst the food, looked at Reginald so that he could confirm how crazy the IT guy was. 
Reginald shrugged. 
Walker closed his mouth and shrugged back. “Maybe you don’t think it’s strange, but you’re not exactly in the middle of the bell curve.” He took another bite. 
Noel coughed, then covered her mouth quickly and resumed looking at her lunch. 
“Well, I’ve gotta get to work. Trying to leave early. Have a date with a contortionist who can put her legs behind her head and cross them like a pretzel.” He leered at Sarah and Noel, both of whom might be prospects for Walker if they underwent an extreme makeover. “Can either of you do that?” he said with an erect penis in his voice. 
And with that, Walker was gone. The earlier spirit of loose camaraderie left with him. 
Then Sarah spoke. “I wonder if he has a skin condition or something,” she said. “Maurice, I mean.”
Reginald turned to go. “Maybe he’s a vampire,” he said with a chuckle, and then he let the kitchen door close behind him and walked back to his desk. 




 
BRO
DATE
 
 
MAURICE WORKED FROM 11PM UNTIL 8am with, presumably, an hour break for what Reginald had to assume he called “lunch.” His job seemed to be doing a lot of technical stuff that Reginald didn’t understand and didn’t particularly care about. 
After a few weeks, Reginald’s rut began to settle into a familiar rhythm of intersection with Maurice’s rut. They started to run into each other at precisely 7am each morning when Reginald, who preferred to get in early and get out early, walked down to the kitchen for his second cup of coffee. That’s where he found Maurice one day, sitting at one of the tables with a cellular phone in his hands, using both of his thumbs to text or email someone at an inhuman speed. 
“Holy crap are you fast on that keyboard,” said Reginald. Then, deciding to go for broke with his new office “friend,” he added, “My fingers are too big for one of those things, but even on a regular-sized keyboard I’m pretty slow.” 
Maurice jerked his head around and uttered a noise of surprise. The door had been propped open and he hadn’t seen Reginald enter. 
“I’m sorry,” said Reginald. “Thought you saw me here.” 
“Nah, it’s… it’s cool,” said Maurice, stowing the phone with a self-conscious glance around as if he’d been caught doing something private, lewd, or both. He paused, then answered Reginald’s observation: “Practice texting is all.”
“You work at night, right?” said Reginald. He didn’t wait for an answer because he was only making preamble. “So when you take your hour break, do you call it ‘lunch’ even though it’s like 3am?”
Maurice nodded. “Yeah,” he said. 
 “So do you eat lunch foods, or is it, like, your dinner?” 
Maurice’s mouth made an amused half-smile. “I just grab a quick bite,” he said. 
“And so, if you work at night, how do you have a social life?” Then he realized how forward that question was, especially with the corporate culture being what it was, and muttered an apology. It was the fact that the clones weren’t here, he realized. None of them arrived before 8am, and most arrived closer to 8:30 or 9. These were the sweetest hours of the day — another reason he liked to come in early. 
“It’s cool,” said Maurice. “I don’t mind you asking. And to answer your question, the truth is that I don’t have much of a social life. It’s one of the downsides of living how I do.” 
“Maybe we could hang out,” Reginald blurted. It was out before he gave himself permission to say it, and he immediately regretted it. Maybe he did have a man crush. This was odd of him, odd at the office, and odd in a dozen other ways. 
“Sure,” said Maurice. “It’d have to be right before I get to work, though. Like nine or ten at night. I get up around eight PM, and, honestly, I can’t get much sun.” He shrugged. “I’ve got a condition.” 
“That’d be cool,” said Reginald. Cool. The word felt foreign on his lips. It was something he never had been, and definitely was not currently. “Let’s do that sometime.” 
“Cool,” said Maurice. He stood to go, tipping an invisible hat at Reginald and then stepping sideways to move his skinny frame around Reginald’s formidable protruding stomach. He didn’t ask Reginald to move aside, even in a polite way, and made no show of holding his own tiny gut in as he passed. Reginald silently thanked him for the courtesy. 
When Maurice was halfway down the hallway, Reginald decided, in the spirit of the moment, to ask one final question. 
“Hey,” he said. “Why do you wear a sword on your belt?”
“I use it to trim my hedges,” said Maurice. 
He waved and was gone. For some reason, Reginald decided he was dead serious.




 
BABES
 
 
REGINALD DIDN’T BUG MAURICE ABOUT setting a time to hang out. He felt odd having proposed a bro date in the first place, and he wasn’t used to not being laughed at. He figured he’d let the idea simmer. Either Maurice was genuinely interested in hanging out or he was just being polite. If the latter was true, Maurice would never propose a time and Reginald would give himself the dignity of never raising the issue. But as it was, Maurice turned out to be genuinely interested, and surprised him the next Monday by suggesting they go bowling.
They settled on meeting at the lanes at 9pm — a full two-meal cycle after work for Reginald and two hours before work for Maurice. Reginald was surprised that Maurice had suggested bowling. He half figured they’d end up using a Ouija board or attending a black opera. Something as normal as bowling coming from the sword-wielding goth kid was a welcome surprise. 
Reginald hadn’t bowled in years, but he’d been good back in high school despite already being over two hundred and fifty pounds. Now, a hundred pounds heavier and with foot trouble, back trouble, high cholesterol, and (he was pretty sure) pre-diabetes, bowling was still within his physical capabilities. It was physical but not taxing, and the lane balls came in a wide range of weights and finger-hole sizes. As a plus, a bro date involving bowling wasn’t awkwardly intimate like dinner or loud like going to a bar — which for Reginald would also be totally uninteresting because he was a teetotaler. 
Yes, bowling would do just fine. 
They were three frames into the first game when Maurice seemed to hear something, looked toward the entrance, and groaned. 
Reginald raised his head and followed Maurice’s gaze. At first, he thought that Walker and his clones had gotten into character and followed them to the bowling alley, but then he realized it was an entirely different group of perfect people. 
It was Maurice’s own collection of Todd Walker clones. 
The group was comprised of two couples that appeared to be in their early twenties. All four were supernaturally beautiful. The women’s hair (identical in style, though one was blonde and one was a deep chestnut) was perfectly groomed and styled, shiny and bouncy, seeming to move in a breeze that didn’t exist. The cheekbones on all four were high and perfectly set. The men had a sixteenth inch of stubble that didn’t look shaggy, but instead looked stylish and handsome. They were somehow both rugged and feminine, like they could chop some serious wood, but could do so without ruining their nails or knocking a hair out of their perfect cover-model hairdos. 
All four were dressed like Maurice — full black coats with black clothes underneath. They even wore black nail polish, and the women wore black lipstick. The only difference between their black clothes and Maurice’s black clothes was the cut. What the four beautiful people were wearing was chic and at the height of couture. What Maurice wore looked practical. Where Maurice looked morose, the four newcomers looked like European runway models. 
“Friends of yours?” said Reginald. 
“Hardly,” said Maurice. He made eye contact with one of the men, who’d spotted him and was leading the group over. 
Maurice stood and met them halfway between the lanes and the door. All five of them stood in a scrum, twenty feet from Reginald. Maurice looked small and shabby next to the others. It was as if they were all siblings in a high-class litter of dogs, and Maurice was the runt. Reginald tried not to watch them out of courtesy, but he couldn’t help staring at the women. They were astonishingly beautiful. Like dark angels, they were. 
After a few minutes of what looked like argumentative discussion, Maurice walked over to Reginald and said, “Sorry about this. I need to handle something. It shouldn’t take long.”
The blonde woman was looking at Reginald. She was licking her lips. His first thought was that she was mocking him — someone as attractive as she was couldn’t possibly be attracted to someone like him — but then he noticed that the other woman was doing the same. Then, putting a new point on the whole experience, he noticed that the men were doing it, too. 
The blonde woman raised her hand and made a slow beckoning gesture with one delicate finger. Reginald didn’t consider refusing. His legs propped him up as if of their own will and he found himself standing beside her before he knew what had happened. 
The woman looked at Maurice. “I want him to come with us,” she said. Then, to Reginald: “What’s your name, big boy?” 
“Reginald.” 
“Nice to meet you, Reginald,” she purred. “I’m Moira.” She extended a hand. The gesture was feline. It almost felt as if she expected him to kiss it and he actually felt himself bending at the waist to obey, but then he caught Maurice’s eye and simply shook the beautiful hand. She lowered it slowly, her eyes never leaving his. 
He was beginning to feel lightheaded, as if he were intoxicated. 
“Moira,” said Maurice. “Knock it off.” 
The woman looked away, at Maurice. Reginald felt his environment return like a splash of cold water. It was as if a spell had been broken. 
“Is he yours?” she asked Maurice. 
The question seemed to embarrass Maurice. “We’re just hanging out,” he said. 
“Then maybe he’d like to be mine,” said the woman with the chestnut hair, running a finger along his shoulder.
Reginald felt his chest rise. 
“Or mine,” said one of the men. 
Reginald felt his chest fall. 
There was a moment of silence, and then Maurice stepped between the group and Reginald. He did it with the air of an older brother breaking up some kind of idiocy being perpetrated by siblings, but it was strange because the others were all at least four or five years older than he was. 
“Reginald, this is Moira, Penelope, Charles, and Isaac. We have a… a kind of working arrangement. They need a few minutes of my time.” 
“He’s been naughty,” said the one Maurice had called Penelope, running a finger down Reginald’s neck. 
Moira whispered in his ear. “He’s been baaaaad…” 
Maurice shook his head, exasperated. 
“Charles and Isaac need to spend a few minutes with me out back, trying to intimidate me and pretending they can tell me what to do,” said Maurice, his eyes on Charles. “But then they’ll run on home like good little errand boys and we can finish our game. Isn’t that right, kids?” 
It was odd to hear so young of a man call the others “kids” and speak to them so disrespectfully. There was some odd subtext beneath what Maurice and the others were saying that Reginald didn’t understand. Maurice seemed to be speaking with a double-meaning on purpose, knowing that it would mean nothing to Reginald but unable to stop himself from doing it anyway. Reginald was reminded of himself asking God, out loud, for his money back when Walker had put the Whoopee Cushion on his seat. 
But what was most interesting to Reginald was that Maurice, who was smaller and younger than the others, was clearly in charge of whatever was happening. Isaac and Charles thought that they were in charge, but they were wrong. 
“Okay,” said Reginald. “Do what you need to do. I’ll stay here.” 
“The women are staying here,” said Maurice. 
“Okay,” said Reginald with enthusiasm.
“So you’d better come with us,” said Maurice. 
“Oh. Okay.”
The men turned and Reginald started to follow them, but then Penelope put a hand on his shoulder and turned him around. He looked into her eyes and found himself becoming lightheaded. She smiled and stroked his cheek. Reginald found himself repeating a foreign thought that seemed to have been borrowed from the lips of Todd Walker: I could nail her.
“Come on,” said Maurice, grabbing Reginald’s other shoulder. And so Reginald did, but before his eyes left Penelope, she mouthed the words, We’ll miss you. 
They walked through the lobby of the bowling alley and down the back hallway, went through a door, and emerged into a rear parking lot. The main entrance was at the front, and most of the cars were parked there. There were only four cars and two dumpsters behind the building. The lot felt cavernous and quiet. 
Maurice put a hand on Reginald’s chest and looked in his eyes. Then, very authoritatively, very unlike the shy and quiet IT professional Reginald knew from the office, he said, “Stay here. You won’t be interested in our discussion.” 
Reginald decided to stay where he was. He leaned sideways against a dumpster, his elbow on the lid. He discovered that he wasn’t remotely interested in what the three men were going to talk about. He was mostly interested in staying where he was. In fact, he couldn’t conceive of not staying right where he was. Once Maurice said it, it seemed so obvious.  
Despite his intense interest in staying by the dumpster and his relative lack of interest in what Maurice, Charles, and Isaac were doing, Reginald caught the gist of their conversation. Charles and Isaac had apparently been sent to reprimand Maurice about something that was, naturally, far less interesting than standing by a dumpster. Charles even pulled a sheaf of official-looking papers from an inside pocket of his coat and tried to give them to Maurice in the way a server would hand over a summons, but Maurice slapped them away and laughed. There was some shouting. Reginald heard a few uninteresting phrases and snippets tossed around. Among them were Charles saying, “Your age doesn’t give you any authority” and “Relic of a obsolete era” (despite being uninteresting, that caught Reginald’s attention because it was such a strange thing to say) and Maurice saying something about “bigotry” and “short-term thinking” and about his “not recognizing authority” of some kind. It was all very uninteresting. 
Suddenly there was a sensation on his ear that cut through his lack of interest like a knife. There was a puff of cold breath on his neck. A soft, sexy voice at his right shoulder purred, “We couldn’t stand to be away from you.” 
Over the other shoulder, on the dumpster side, another voice and another cold breath: “You’re… intoxicating.” 
Right: “We were supposed to stay inside, but…” And a giggle. 
Left: “It’s fun to be naughty.” 
He turned and found himself face-to-face with Moira. Her face was two inches from his. She smelled amazing. She was unbelievably pale. He found himself falling into her green eyes, which had a silver tinge, as he’d fallen into Penelope’s earlier. They were the most beautiful things he’d ever seen. 
“Do you want to be ours?” she said. 
“Ours,” purred Penelope’s voice somewhere to his side. 
“You don’t have to choose between us,” said Moira. 
“We can share,” said Penelope.
“Yours,” said Reginald. 
He fell and fell and fell into her eyes, and then there was a distant pain and then nothing at all except pleasure, and everything he’d ever, ever wanted.




 
FIGHT
FIGHT
FIGHT
 
 
IN HIS MEMORY, THE SCREAM he makes is an exclamation of pleasure rather than an expression of pain. Moira is on one side and Penelope is on the other, their mouths and tongues soft and sensual on his neck. The feeling is like being between two erotic clouds. He feels himself floating, careless of matters that seemed so pressing just a few hours earlier. But despite this, despite his ecstasy, Maurice reacts in anger as if it’s his business to deprive Reginald of his companions. It happens like magic, the back of Maurice’s head suddenly becoming his irate face as he hears the scream, as if he’d turned it faster than the eye could see. 
In the next moment, the women fly backward as Maurice appears in front of him, both Penelope and Moira landing on the pavement near the back door to the bowling alley. Reginald feels his euphoria lift and pain descends like a hammer, his head feeling as if it’s been mostly severed at the neck. But moments later, blessedly, the pain starts to dissolve into a swimmy semiconsciousness and he feels his shirt becoming wet, starting to sit heavy against his skin. 
His perspective changes and he wonders why, but then realizes that he’s fallen against the dumpster and has slumped down, and might have been that way all along. He’s not sure. The world is nothing but pain and obscene fantasy. 
Exhibit: Maurice yelling like some kind of a beast, a roar coming from him that can’t be made by a man. 
Exhibit: The two women skittering backward on their hands and feet, chests up, moving like crabs. 
Exhibit: Maurice rounding on Isaac and Charles, returning to where they’re standing so fast that Reginald knows he must have lost a blink of consciousness, and Reginald is suddenly very interested in going to sleep as soon as this odd dream ends. Anger radiates from Maurice like heat from a coal, somehow blaming the men for whatever has gone wrong, and suddenly the fact that Maurice is very much in charge is apparent to everyone. Isaac and Charles back away. Maurice says something. Isaac says something back and, fear and anger mixing on his face, pushes Maurice in the chest. This is the wrong thing to do. Maurice pushes back, but it’s more like a strike than a push and the noise is like a sledgehammer hitting a steak and suddenly where Isaac was is not where Isaac is and he’s flying backward across the parking lot, striking a car, the car folding in half around him, broadside, the car/Isaac hybrid then flying into a lamppost, which falls over in a shower of sparks. 
Maurice is suddenly back by Reginald in another quick cut of memory, too fast to have actually happened, and then Penelope appears — doesn’t climb onto, but appears on — Maurice’s back. Both of Maurice’s hands swing over his head and behind his back and then he’s got her lengthwise and then, as if she were a twig, he brings her down onto the top of the second dumpster, on the other side of the back door. The dumpster, humbled by the impact, warps at the front edge and its right front wheel digs two inches into the concrete with a sound like a shotgun. 
And then Isaac, who is obviously dead, appears in front of Maurice, clearly not just not dead but also unhurt. And now he’s angry, and who could blame him after being blown into a car and then into a lamppost, and his hands go to Maurice’s throat and his teeth bare and they’re sharp and his fingers are like claws, tendons twitching in his forearms, but then he stops suddenly, backing away, his hands up like a supplicant. 
There’s a blur as Maurice’s arm moves at his waist, and Isaac disintegrates into fire, like the flash of a pile of gunpowder. 
Then Maurice is over Reginald, ten or twenty feet tall, his coat pendulous behind him like a cape and Charles, Moira, and Penelope are making odd noises of surrender, their hands up and palms out, backing away, and Charles is on one knee and there are sparks from the felled lamppost and shouts and then




 
FOG
 
 
MAURICE’S FACE IS ABOVE REGINALD’S. The terrible thing that Maurice became a minute ago or a second ago or a year ago is gone and this is now just Maurice again, and Reginald wonders why he’s laying on the floor somewhere, he doesn’t know where. He remembers furor and fire and as he starts to fall asleep he asks the most irrelevant but most interesting question on his mind. 
“What happened to Isaac?” he croaks. 
“My sword,” says Maurice. “It’s tipped with wood.” 
This is as good of an answer as any, and Reginald lets sleep take him again. 




 
DRINK
 
 
SOMETHING WET IS AGAINST REGINALD’S mouth and he wonders if it’s water. Then there’s movement and he remembers that it’s Maurice there with him, somewhere, and possibly they’re bowling. Maurice’s arm is hurt; it’s red with blood and Reginald wonders if he can still pick up that spare, if the pizza Reginald ordered is ready yet. 
“Stay here,” says Maurice. “Look at me. Look.” 
So Reginald finds Maurice’s eyes and suddenly, as he peers into them, there is a modicum of clarity.
“I can make you focus and I can make you decide, but the actual decision has to be yours,” says Maurice. And the bloody arm is above him and Reginald wants to wince, but can’t summon the will. 
“Decide?” says Reginald.
“Decide to die now, a few minutes early,” says Maurice, “so that I can save you.” 
“Sure,” says Reginald, and then Maurice covers his mouth with the arm, trying to smother him, and despite the smothering he can feel the blood running down his throat and then a great pain climbs his spine, starting from the base and radiating through every nerve and it’s like being consumed by fire while being slit open by a thousand razors and there’s a great flash of light and




 
DEAD
 
 
REGINALD AWOKE PAIN-FREE, FEELING good, feeling strong. He didn’t know where he was or how he’d gotten to wherever he was, but one thing he knew was that he was sitting in a pool of red liquid so large that it had to be some sort of gross practical joke. 
“What is this?” he asked Maurice, holding up a dripping red hand and spreading his fingers. Something seemed to be wrong with his eyes. The liquid appeared pearlescent, as if lit from within. 
“It’s blood,” said Maurice, who was sitting on a rock a few feet from Reginald and looking off into the distance. He turned to Reginald. “Your blood.” 
“It can’t be my blood,” said Reginald. “There’s gallons. I’d be dead.” 
Maurice turned to look forward again. “Yeah, you would be.” 
Reginald looked around himself. “This is disgusting.”
“You should have seen it before,” said Maurice. “Wait until the police find the puddle behind the bowling alley. It’s much bigger than this one.” 
Reginald looked down. He was on a concrete pad at the top of a hill. There was nobody around. It looked like it might be an observation patch used by hikers who came up through the woods, but if that were the case, then the police would be alerted to a second large puddle of blood when the hikers came through. Quite the busy night.
“You brought me up here?” 
“Couldn’t stay at the bowling alley. Too much noise. People were coming.” 
“Where are we?”
“The park. The big one.” He pointed. “That’s I-17 down there.” 
Reginald wondered why he wasn’t woozy, especially if he’d lost as much blood as Maurice had said he had. But he wasn’t woozy. In fact, he felt sharp and clear-headed. He did the calculation in his head.
“The park is an hour from the bowling alley by car. And you didn’t have a car.” 
“I ran. Carrying you.” 
“What time is it?” 
“Eleven thirty.” 
“You’re missing work,” said Reginald. 
“Yes,” said Maurice. “But it’s allowed. I’m on paternity leave.” 
Reginald didn’t understand that, but it was no more bizarre than claiming to have run forty miles with a three hundred and fifty pound load in an hour, so he let it go. 
Reginald strolled away from Maurice, taking in his surroundings. He’d never been up this far, but he realized that knew where he was. He knew there was a trailhead a bit farther down the hill, near a picnic area that was reachable by car. His mother had taken him to that picnic area a dozen times throughout his childhood and into his adulthood. No, wait. Fourteen times. The last time had been on April 28th. He remembered that very clearly. 
There was a square post in the ground twenty or thirty feet away. Reginald walked over and touched it. There was a blue metal arrow nailed to the post, and the arrow pointed to a gap in the woods. Reginald reached back in his memory until he could see the other end of the blue trail near the picnic ground in his mind. That end of the trail left the area almost vertically. Impossible to climb without getting down on your hands, in fact. 
He marched back to where Maurice was sitting. Reginald realized that he could see a webbing of veins in Maurice’s face and neck, and on his hands. He wondered why he hadn’t noticed it before, because it looked sickly. Perhaps painful. He gasped. 
“You’ve noticed the change in your vision,” said Maurice.
“Did I hit my head?” 
“No. This is something else. Tell me, can you read that billboard down there?” 
Reginald looked where Maurice was pointing and was able to make out a yellow billboard with an advertisement for a lawyer on it. He read the words on it aloud to Maurice, then gasped. It had been easy and natural to read it, but now that he looked again, he realized that the billboard was only an inch across in his field of vision. He could hold his arm at full length in front of him and the billboard wasn’t much larger than his fingernail. It had to be miles away. 
“Sorry,” said Maurice. “I meant that one.” He pointed again. “To the left.” 
“Which?”
“The blue one.” 
“I don’t see a blue one.” 
“Almost directly to the left of the one you just read, then higher up.” 
Reginald squinted into the distance. He could see a blue speck, but nothing that looked much like a billboard. Nothing within reason, anyway.
“All I see is that blue speck above the two red lights, near the horizon.”
“Yes. That one.” 
It was easily ten times as far away as the yellow billboard. He couldn’t even tell that it was a billboard, let alone read it.
“Of course I can’t read it,” he said. “It has to be ten miles away.”
“Probably about fifteen,” said Maurice, standing. “From this height, the horizon is nearly twenty miles off. I can see a sign on top of a gun store near Harvest Street, which has to be fifteen miles at least. I could read farther, but the curvature of the earth prevents it.” 
Reginald decided to let that go too. Too much was odd right now, and he decided he should pick his battles carefully. So he asked something more pertinent.
“How did I really get up here?” he said.
“I told you. I carried you.” 
“I weigh almost three hundred and fifty pounds,” said Reginald. “And that trail back there? It comes out of the lower trailhead at a forty-five degree angle.”
Maurice walked over to Reginald and wrapped an arm around his legs. Before Reginald could protest, Maurice lifted him in the crook of one arm as easily as Reginald lifted his 2-year-old niece. Then he set him down without comment. 
“What are you, some kind of circus strongman?”
“Oh, come on, Reginald,” said Maurice, suddenly looking nothing like his usual, young goth self. He looked older. In fact, he looked almost amused. “Stop being so obtuse. You saw what you saw, if you’d let yourself believe it. I’m a vampire, and now so are you. You’ve figured that out by now.”
“Ha ha.” 
Maurice opened his mouth in a sharp, fast motion. Fangs descended from his upper incisors. 
“Neat,” said Reginald. 
“You have them too.” 
Reginald felt his teeth. No, he didn’t. Then something happened and suddenly he did. They had descended somehow, spearing his finger and drawing blood. 
“This is always the lamest part of any supernatural story, where the person refuses to believe it all,” said Maurice. “I’d love it if we could skip the drama.” 
Reginald, strangely unafraid, thought about the proposition in front of him. It made sense. Supernatural feats. Fangs. Blood. He’d seen the movies. Part of him wanted to protest and recoil, but another part — a part that felt new, and making itself at home inside of his head — told him to man up and be the first person ever to see what was right in front of his eyes. His new, vampire eyes. 
“Okay,” said Reginald. 
“You’re on board?” said Maurice.
“Yeah, sure. Why not?”  
“You understand that you’re done with daylight. You can only be out at night, or you’ll need to stay inside all the time. You’ll need to call into work and change your shift so that you’re working at night, like me. And if they won’t change you over, you’ll need to find a new job.” 
“No problem,” said Reginald. He wasn’t big on natural light anyway, and this would get him away from Walker and his clones. Win freakin’ win. 
“You’ll never age.”
“Good deal.” 
“You’ll never die unless you get staked or get stranded in the sun. Or unless you go tanning. No tanning, Reginald.” 
“No problem.”
“And you’ll need to drink blood to live, of course.”
That was gross but not in the least unexpected. He’d already thought about it, and he guessed he’d get used to it.
“Can I still eat pizza?” he asked.
Eventually Maurice said, “I guess.”  
Then something struck him, and what struck him made him suddenly excited. 
“Wait,” he said, holding a finger up to Maurice. “Check this out.” 
He turned back toward the blue trail and, new vampire nature running through his veins and nerves, ran as fast as he could. The trees blurred around him. He felt wind against his face. His arms pumped. His legs thundered. He wasn’t tired. He felt exhilarated, the world seeming to swim by as if in a dream, the horizon rotating like a record on a platter, and then it rotated end for end, the ground above and then the air above, and again and again and again until his face hit a rock and he heard his nose break. 
He rolled over onto his back, panting, his breath trying to climb out of his chest. Then his stomach clenched and he rolled to the side just as he exploded into fits of vomiting. 
The last thing he saw before blacking out was blood — probably Maurice’s blood — in a pool of something that looked like oatmeal.  




 
FALLING
SHORT
 
 
HE AWOKE ON THE SLAB again, feeling deja vu. Only this time, he was clear of the giant pool of congealing blood and his chest was moving up and down, up and down. He was sweating, and he barely had control of his breath. Maurice was standing over him. 
“Don’t try that again,” said Maurice. 
“What the hell?” said Reginald. “I’m breathing. I’m sweating. I’m supposed to be dead.” 
“Let me ask you something,” said Maurice. “In vampire movies, do the vampires bleed?”
“Sure.” 
“How is that possible, if their hearts don’t work?”
Maurice sank down into a squat at Reginald’s side.
“How about changes in hair? With the exception of Interview with the Vampire, we’ve never seen a vampire who can’t change his or her hairstyle, grow it longer, grow a goatee. What do you make of that?” 
Reginald didn’t see what Maurice was getting at.
“One more. In those same movies, how do vampires get their nutrition?”
“They drink blood,” Reginald answered.
“How would that work, if their digestive systems don’t function?”
Reginald sat up, his senses returning. He used his sleeve to mop what had to be a half cup of sweat from his forehead and neck. 
“What are you trying to tell me?” he said.
Maurice sat down next to him, sighed, and said, “The agent that makes us vampires changes us, Reginald. It changes our eyes, our ears, our brains, our nerves, our blood. It alters the function of all of our organs and all of our systems. It makes our muscles work better. We get stronger. It makes us more or less impervious to the things that used to kill us, save sunlight and penetration of the heart by wood. And perhaps most importantly, vampirism allows us to heal amazingly fast. But what you need to understand is that all of those organs still function. We can run fast because our muscles heal as fast as we damage them. Our cells heal faster than we can deprive them of oxygen. We can be shot and stabbed through the lungs not because we don’t need to breathe, but because we can heal the damage instantly.” 
“Is this just… you know… FYI?” said Reginald. 
“Becoming a vampire means, more than anything, that you’ll heal instantly, with emphasis on the idea that ‘heal’ means ‘to return to your previous state.’ You could cut off my leg and it’d grow back. But…” He rolled up one of his pantlegs and pointed at a white line just above his ankle. “But this scar? Watch.” 
Maurice pulled a small knife from his pocket. It was very sharp; Reginald could see the uneven, ugly wear that suggested it had been repeatedly sharpened beyond the pristine and pretty edge it’d had when it left the factory. Maurice hesitated half a beat, then sliced the blade into the skin above his ankle. He inhaled with a hiss. Then, with one quick motion, he sliced away a chunk of skin as thick as a swatch of leather. Blood spilled to the dirt. 
Then, within seconds, the wound became pink and then pale. Hairs sprouted. And as the skin knitted, the scar reappeared. 
“Reginald,” said Maurice, “are you familiar with the process that goes into determining whether a person will be granted a sex change?”
As much as Reginald didn’t know where Maurice was going before, he really didn’t know where he was going now. 
“Noooo…” 
“It’s not just a medical procedure. Prospects are required to go through rounds of therapy and counseling and hormone treatments… all with the purpose of making sure they truly want to commit to an irreversible change, and of preparing them for that change.”
“Are you saying…” 
“I don’t know that I should have turned you,” said Maurice. “It was an impulse, and it was rash. Maybe too rash. Probably too rash, actually. You’re ill-equipped. You didn’t know what you were getting into, and you didn’t have time to prepare. I’m sorry, Reginald. I made a snap decision. For some reason, I didn’t just want to let you die.” 
“Um… thanks?”
“You may not be thanking me later. See, you’re now more powerful than you’ve ever been, but a vampire’s enhancement is always relative to their condition at the time of their change. I was fast when I was turned, and vampirism made me much, much faster. I wasn’t particularly strong, but I did get stronger, and I developed more strength with age. You, on the other hand…” 
“I’m a fat vampire.” 
Maurice shrugged. “Did you ever wonder why there are no legends about overweight vampires? It’s not because vampirism makes you fit. It’s because just like with a sex change, becoming a vampire is usually something that a person enters into willingly. It’s something that prospects know about well in advance — and because they know they’re committing to never, ever changing, it’s something people train for. It’s like picking your hairstyle and wardrobe for a photo that will last forever. Before people become vampires, they get strong. They get fast. They get healthy. You wouldn’t believe how many vampires are vegans and vegetarians before they’re turned. It’s ironic.” 
Reginald felt as if a great weight had settled on his shoulders. 
“You, on the other hand, didn’t have time to get prepared, either physically or psychologically. One day you were a human and the next day you are a vampire. You’re going to find yourself at a significant disadvantage in the vampire community — especially today.”
“Especially today?” 
“Everything evolves with time, and the Vampire Nation is no different. I remember when the rules and practices surrounding creation were different, but…” 
After Maurice trailed off, Reginald decided he should say something optimistic to lighten the dour mood.
“I wasn’t much of a daylight kind of person anyway,” said Reginald. “And now I can… wait. Let me try.” Reginald rolled onto his stomach and did a pushup. “See? That’s awesome.” 
“I don’t think you respect the gravity of the situation,” said Maurice. 
“It’s okay. I’ll work on it. I’ll be the fastest, strongest protege you’ve ever had.” 
“You aren’t hearing me,” said Maurice. “You can’t train. You can’t lose weight. A potential vampire usually takes three to six months to get strong, get lean, get fast, and get healthy. Nowadays, they train for sprinting and for combat. Muscle memory is physiological, so if you learn kung fu and then become a vampire, you’ll be able to do it well forever. Every generation, people manage to get more and more physically refined before they take the blood, and they become amazingly powerful when they’re turned. You, on the other hand, are untrained. The muscles and organs and systems you have now are as changed as they will be, ever again, for all of eternity. I’m sorry, Reginald, but you are exceptionally out of shape as far as vampires are concerned, and that will never change.” 
Reginald, who had grave doubts about the self-improvement field but who held a secret hope that Tony Robbins might someday come to magically save him, found this incredibly depressing. All of his life, do-gooders had been telling him that he could do anything he set out to do, that a person’s potential was unlimited, that there was a fully realized version of himself deep inside just waiting to come out. And now he was being told that no matter what he did, he was screwed. It was as if Tony Robbins had walked into his house and punched him hard in the balls. 
“‘Whether you believe you can or you believe you can’t, you’re right,’” Reginald mumbled under his breath.
“Not anymore,” said Maurice. 




 
BAKED
 
 
REGINALD TRIED TO CALL OFF work the next day.  He was unsuccessful.
He phoned the office and asked the secretary to transfer him to Phil Berger. Phil was nearly identical to Todd Walker, and Reginald often confused one for the other if one of them went by too quickly. The only real difference between them was that Phil, who was his boss, seldom body-checked him into the walls when they passed each other in the hallways. Seldom, but not never. 
“I can’t come into work today,” Reginald told him. “I’m sick.” 
“Can’t give you the day off, Reggie,” said Berger. “Try to be here in a half hour.” 
“I can barely stand.” 
“Twenty minutes if you can swing it. The fiscal year-end is coming and those spreadsheets won’t fill themselves in.” 
Reginald sighed as he hung up. He was bone tired. Sitting through work — on zero sleep and up while the sun was out — was not going to be easy.
After their sobering heart-to-heart on the hill the night before, Maurice had led Reginald down the blue path, past the trailhead, all the way to the base of the big hill. Then, once they were back on flat ground, Reginald told Maurice that he wanted to test his legs again. Maurice advised him to dial his speed back and told him that being a vampire was like running an engine without a governor. Although his body would allow him to push very hard for a long time, doing so would burn him out — whereas a somewhat slower but still very fast speed (something Maurice called his “sustainable top speed,” the speed at which his body would be able to repair itself as fast as he damaged it) would keep him upright, and keep him from running out of steam.
While Reginald experimented with faster and slower running speeds, Maurice added that whatever his top speed was now, it would change. He’d get faster as he got older, for one, and he’d get an extra infusion of speed and stamina once he fed for the first time. For the first few days, however, Reginald was kind of like a vampire in reverse. His new nature was actually feeding on what remained of his human blood, and that would provide him with enough sustenance for three or four days. After that, he’d start to get hungry and weak, and he’d need to learn to feed himself. 
Then Maurice told him that blood had a kind of telepathy, and that the two of them were bonded by blood for as long as they both lived. Because of this, Maurice said that as Maurice’s vampire nature fed itself inside of Reginald’s body, he could actually taste Reginald as if he were feeding on him himself. This seemed embarrassingly intimate to Reginald, so he said nothing.
A minute later, he noticed how Maurice kept grabbing his side while they were running. 
“What’s wrong?” Reginald asked.
“Side stitch. And nausea,” said Maurice. 
“Vampires get nausea?”
“Depends on what we eat,” he said. “I’m considered a health nut amongst vampires. I usually feed only on vegetarians.” 
“What have you been eating that’s got you sick?” Reginald asked. 
Maurice took a breath and held it as if fighting through a cramp. “You,” he said. 
“Oh,” said Reginald. “Sorry.” 
“No problem,” said Maurice. Then he turned and vomited on the side of the road.
Reginald’s sustainable top speed turned out to be, unsurprisingly, far slower than Maurice’s. Even with Maurice incapacitated, he kept having to stop and wait for Reginald to catch up. But that was okay. Maurice had said that older vampires were faster than young vampires and that he himself was quite old. He’d said that Reginald himself would improve with age, and might even improve some after feeding. And regardless of how much faster Maurice was, Reginald himself was fast and running was suddenly easy. He’d never run even a mile before, and so far they’d run several. He’d never felt so much wind in his hair. He felt invincible. He wished a car would go by so that he could race it. He wanted to see if he could catch a deer on foot. 
“This is amazing!” he said to Maurice.
Maurice, at his side, smiled.
“I could run a marathon!” he said. “In no time at all!”
“Good for you,” said Maurice. 
“I’m not tired! I feel so energized!” 
“That’s fantastic.” 
“Fuck out the way!” said a voice, and two teens on low-rider bicycles passed Reginald on the left. They slowly pulled ahead until they’d vanished in the distance, laughing. 
After a few more miles, Maurice pulled a cell phone out of his pocket and called for a cab, and a half hour later Reginald was at home. 
He tried and failed at sleeping for a few hours, but it was like sleeping in the middle of the day, which he’d never been able to do. Eventually he pulled himself out of bed bone-tired, wondering if his new vampire nature was asserting itself as a flipped circadian rhythm. He wondered if being awake during the day would drain him in some way, but Maurice hadn’t said anything about that, so he figured it’d be okay. 
Okay, but really damn tiring.
By the time he’d showered (scrubbing hard to remove all of the dried blood), shaved (he cut himself once and it healed instantly), and dressed (which was slow due to torpid fingers and the fact that he fell asleep while buttoning his shirt), it was after eight and well beyond his normal start time. He’d have to stay later, getting maximal doses of Walker. And… 
Reginald stopped in his tracks and said, “Dammit.” 
Maurice had told him that being a vampire wasn’t complicated. There were really only two things he needed to know to get through his first day, and then Maurice would meet him in the evening to work through the rest. One of those things involved feeding: he didn’t yet need blood, and although he could eat human food if he wanted, he in no way needed it.
The other was a stern admonition to stay as far out of the sun as possible.
“Damn damn damn,” Reginald said again, peeling aside a drape and looking out at his sun-drenched lawn. 
What Maurice hadn’t told him was whether he had to stay inside when it was sunny or if he could just avoid direct sunlight, perhaps even venturing out when it was overcast or while wearing sunscreen. Then he remembered what Walker had said about Maurice walking home in the mornings holding an umbrella and wearing long sleeves and gloves and decided that he could no doubt do something similar. And besides, he didn’t have much choice at this point. An hour had passed since he’d talked to Berger.
So, Reginald donned a size 4-XL long-sleeved Oregon State hoodie that his mother had given him for Christmas last year and a pair of heavy gardening gloves. The gloves were the only ones he could find that were large enough for his hands. He found them in the garage. They had belonged to the house’s previous owner and were pink with flowers on them. Reginald made a mental note to keep his hands in the front pocket of the hoodie until he got inside the office, and then to stow them post haste. That’s all he needed was to give Walker more ammunition. 
Properly attired, Reginald climbed into his car in the windowless darkness of the garage. Then he whispered a little prayer of hope and opened the garage door. A shaft of yellow penetrated the gloom. Then, holding his breath and squinting against the exceedingly bright light, he backed out of the driveway. 
Tires crunched on gravel as he backed into the street. 
The sun even seemed dangerous as he made his way down the street. Something in his blood seemed to fear it. It made him nervous to be so totally surrounded by brightness. It was as if he were on a tiny lifeboat, surrounded by sharks. He’d have to ask Berger for a switch to the night shift immediately. There was no reason he couldn’t switch. His work was only vaguely time sensitive, he didn’t interact with any of his co-workers, and the company, as evidenced by Maurice, already had people working nights. 
Reginald reached the end of the street. He put on his blinker and turned left, toward the office…
… and felt his face suddenly on fire, as if he’d taken a desk nap in a bed of red hot coals. His skin bubbled and boiled, and he heard himself start to scream. He could feel his cheeks sagging, melting, becoming liquid. His vision blurred and then became a flat, featureless black. He could feel the gelatinous content of his eye sockets run out and begin inchworming down his cheeks like a Slinky. His scream had started to disintegrate into a wet, gargling sound. 
He was going to die right here. Day one and already out of the game. Someone would find his car with a pool of flesh and blood in the driver’s seat, or maybe just ash, a huge hoodie and slacks and shoes in the middle of it all, and a pair of pink gardening gloves…
Turn your head.
But of course. The sun was still low in the sky, and he’d just turned to the east. It hadn’t been bothering him a minute ago.
Reginald turned his head to the right and the boiling, melting sensation abated. 
He took a deep breath, just trying to hang on. Two breaths. Three.
The burning diminished more and more, and then it was gone.
Reginald’s hands traced his face with his gloved hands. Everything seemed to be back where it was supposed to be. He also had sensation back in the skin of his face. He could feel the roughness of the gloves on his cheeks, his forehead, his lips, his chin. 
He kept his head turned, feeling as if a very large gun had been placed against it. 
He’d made most of the turn before the burning had started and so his car, idling, had driven into a brick mailbox. Smoke and an acrid odor had filled the car. He reached down, fighting the urge to retch, and found the gearshift by feel. He depressed the brake and pushed the transmission into reverse. He wouldn’t be able to look behind him. He’d have to trust the passenger-side mirror, and if someone or something was behind him, then so be it. 
He backed up in a quarter circle, back to the stop sign. 
Then, slowly, he reversed his entire course, backing into his driveway. He closed the garage door, felt the darkness cover him like a comfortable blanket, and sighed. 
He didn’t want to go back out there, no way and no how. 
But because he was a man who did what he was told, he fought down the fear and thought of Maurice and his walk home, and then he went inside, grabbed the largest umbrella he had, and ran to work, east, with the umbrella held in front of himself like a shield. 




 
WORK
 
 
WORK WAS A CAVALCADE OF humiliating situations. 
For one, it took nearly an hour to run the five miles to his office, and when he arrived, Walker and several of his doppelgängers were waiting in the lobby, clapping. Walker had spotted him from his office, which had a west-facing window, and had taken a movie with his cell phone that he was showing to the gathering when Reginald arrived. Walker clapped Reginald on the back and said that while he was glad Reginald had decided to get in shape, he could use some form tips — for instance, don’t run with an umbrella, because it adds wind resistance. And by the end of Reginald’s first five minutes, Walker had ordered Reginald a pair of jogging shorts and a moisture-wicking shirt. Or at least he’d tried to, but then had apologized that they didn’t seem to have shirts big enough, and ordered a parka instead. 
Then, once Reginald was safely in his cubicle, he found that he couldn’t stay awake. Three separate times before lunch, he woke up quite unexpectedly to find that he’d fallen asleep on his keyboard, his screen filled with a repeating string of random letters (and, in one apropos section, nothing but “zzzzzzz”). At one point a new email arrived from Todd Walker, and Reginald opened it to find a photo Walker had snapped of him asleep on the keyboard, a puddle of drool leaking onto the dark surface of the desk. 
He’d also gotten chewed out by Berger for being so late, and for being so sweaty. “If you want to get in shape, that’s great,” he said, “but do it on your own time.” Then he made an exaggerated face and waved a hand through the air. “And then take a shower.” Reginald considered protesting, but then ran a hand through his hair and found it wet, found it standing up and resisting his efforts to smooth it, and noticed the giant wet stains on his shirt, across the front, sticking to his back, and actually dripping at the armpits. 
At the end of the day, hoping his boss’s animosity had cooled, Reginald walked into Berger’s office and asked to be transferred to the night shift. Berger said no, that he needed Reginald around when the accountants and bankers were awake. Reginald protested. Berger held firm. Finally, Reginald told him that he had a rare family disease that had recently fully developed and that he was ultra-sensitive to sunlight. He even Googled for a segment he seemed to remember on a news magazine show about a girl who couldn’t get any sunlight at all and showed it to Berger to prove that this was a real thing, but still Berger was skeptical. 
“I don’t believe you,” he finally said. “Why now? Why today, suddenly, with no warning, when you were okay yesterday?”
Rash action was going to be required.
Reginald took a deep breath and placed his hand in a ray of sunlight streaming through the window and onto Berger’s desk. Immediately, his skin began to turn red and blister. Reginald yanked the hand back, making noises of discomfort, and shoved the hand into his pocket so that Berger wouldn’t see how quickly it healed.  Berger looked shocked. Finally, he nodded. 
“So it’s a real threat to your health?”
“Absolutely,” said Reginald, seeing the light at the end of the tunnel. “I could die.” 
“Okay, You can work ten PM to seven AM, starting Monday.” 
Reginald started to protest, but then decided that it was kind of absurd of him to expect Berger to invert everything overnight, and so he let it go. 




 
BIG
BRAINS
 
 
IN ORDER TO AVOID THE daylight remaining before he could switch to the night shift, Reginald called in sick on Wednesday, and planned to do the same on Thursday and Friday. He called early, before Berger’s secretary was in, and left a message on Berger’s voicemail. Then he turned his phone off for the rest of the day. 
Maurice came over on Tuesday night before heading to work. It was Reginald’s first full night as a vampire. He had some questions about his new life, and he had a story to relate.
“Yeah,” said Maurice when Reginald told him about the day’s events. “Daylight’s a bitch.” 
They were sitting in Reginald’s house. Reginald was on the couch, semi-supine, and Maurice was in a La-Z-Boy with the foot support up, a cigarette burning in his hand. He said he’d picked up the habit back in France, well after becoming a vampire. No, it didn’t make sense, he said, but vampires liked to be chic, and smoking in Paris cafes was the height of chic at the time. 
“It isn’t just daylight,” said Reginald. “A lot’s a bitch so far. I’ve got to be honest. I’m not seeing the upside.”
“Well, you’ll never die unless you burn in the sun or someone stakes you,” said Maurice. “You’ll never get old. And you’re stronger.” 
“Yeah,” said Reginald. “Watch this.” He picked up an empty can of Mountain Dew, flourished it for Maurice, and crushed it. 
“Stronger than you were, I mean,” said Maurice.
Reginald rolled his eyes and opened a new can of Mountain Dew. It turned out that vampires could eat and drink human foods if they wanted to, and Reginald, always a comfort eater, still very much wanted to. He’d already eaten two buckets of fried chicken since dinner, and the remnants were still on his face. There was a Sara Lee coffee cake warming in the oven and the corpses of three Twinkies at his feet. At the rate depression was setting in, he’d bankrupt himself on Cheetos and Yoo-Hoo within a month. 
“It’ll get better,” said Maurice. “Like I told you, we get stronger and faster as we get older.” 
“How quickly does that happen?”
“Pretty quick,” said Maurice. “You’ll notice a significant difference in a century or two.” 
“That’s not fast,” said Reginald. 
“Measurable improvement even in a decade, then,” said Maurice with the air of someone conferring a great favor. 
Reginald sighed. 
“Are you hungry?” asked Maurice. 
“Starving. That’s why I ordered the pizza.” 
“You understand that human food doesn’t nourish you anymore, right?” said Maurice. 
“It nourishes my soul.”
Maurice sat up. “What I was asking was, are you hungry for blood? Because by tomorrow or Friday, you’re going to need something other than carbs and grease.”
“I’m hungry a lot. How can I tell the difference?”
“Well,” said Maurice, “if you feel like you will die — and I mean literally die — if you don’t get some sustenance soon, that’s blood hunger.” 
“I feel that way now,” said Reginald. 
“No you don’t. That’s just old habits.”
Reginald waved his arm dismissively, indicating that Maurice was of no use to him. 
After a few minutes of silence, Maurice hopped up buoyantly, like an aerobics instructor. “C’mon,” he said. “Stand up. I want to try something. Have you tried anything physical since last night? Maybe your wind is getting better.”
Reginald shrugged. 
“Do some jumping jacks,” said Maurice. 
Reginald did. After twenty, he was starting to pant and sweat. 
“I did twenty!” he said, jubilant. 
Maurice shook his head.
“I’m not improving? Am I hopeless?”
Maurice didn’t answer. Instead, he propped his elbow on a stack of TV Guide magazines like he wanted to arm wrestle. “Let me see your guns,” he said. Then, noticing the look on Reginald’s face, he added, “I’ll go very light. I just want to see where you’re at.” 
Reginald hunkered down and put his palm in Maurice’s palm, which made Maurice’s hand look like that of a child mannequin by comparison. He set his elbow on the TV Guides and looked up. 
“Ready?” 
“I guess,” said Reginald. 
“Push.” 
“I am pushing.” 
“I mean, push as hard as you can.” 
“I am pushing as hard as I can,” said Reginald. 
Maurice sighed. “Okay, then try to resist me. I’m going to push really, really light. Okay?”
“Okay.” 
There was a loud snap and Reginald’s wrist exploded in a mess of tendons and veins. It was as if someone had thrown spaghetti into the air. Blood sloshed down his arm, and a tiny gusher from the severed artery began squirting Maurice in the face.
Maurice tilted Reginald’s hand, which was still attached by a flap, back up and into place. It healed instantly. He grabbed a greasy KFC napkin that Reginald had tossed onto the floor and began mopping his face with it.
“Sorry,” he said. Then silence hung in the air. 
After a few minutes in which Reginald thought Maurice might be deciding to kill him after all, Maurice looked up with something like hope. 
“What about your mind?” he said. “Have you ever been tested?” 
Reginald had been a mediocre student. High school had been miserable and he’d wanted only to survive it, to make it to the next day and the next day until it was over. 
“I was average. I got mainly B’s in school.” 
Maurice shook his head. “Not the same thing. Have you ever displayed high creative aptitude? Are you good with math? Music? Memory? Problem solving?”
Reginald shrugged, unsure. 
“Think about it,” said Maurice, “because vampirism enhances our true mental natures just as it enhances our physical natures. The only hitch is, the things that get enhanced in your head aren’t always the things you were good at as a human. It’s like vampirism reads your innate skills right off of your DNA — the potential you were born with. Many new vampires are surprised by what they find they can do. I have a friend who’d never played an instrument before, but learned to play drums as good as any human alive in an hour. He discovered it quite by accident, by playing Rock Band and then deciding to try the real thing.” Maurice nodded at Reginald’s video game console and his Rock Band guitar and drum set.
“Are you asking if I’m good at Rock Band?”
“Just looking under the hood. Have you played since last night?” 
“No.” 
“Want to?” 
Reginald wanted only to drink his Mountain Dew and wait for his pizza, and maybe spend some time hoping to die. Everything else felt pointless and futile. 
“Nah.” 
“You might be surprised, Reginald. Seriously. I was thinking about this last night. Typically, vampires are very good either above the neck or below, but seldom both. It’s as if there’s only so much improvement to go around. Most vampires end up being strong and fast, but not much more mentally adept than humans. The most mentally gifted vampires I’ve ever known were those who aren’t perfect physically. It’s like vampirism goes to your brain when there’s not much else for it to work with.” 
Reginald barely heard the point about mental adeptness. He’d heard something else.
“You’ve known vampires like me?” 
Maurice rocked his head back and forth a little, unsure. Then he said, “Not like you, no.” 
“But you’ve known vampires who weren’t physically perfect.”
“In the past. Yes.” 
“In the past?” 
“Times change. Things change, even for us.” 
“Do you still know them? Can I meet them?” 
Maurice bit his lip. “No. There aren’t many around nowadays.”
“But the old ones. What happened to them?” He was rising from his chair, finally feeling excited, but Maurice didn’t seem to share his excitement. 
Instead of answering, Maurice changed the subject. “Do you know about glamouring?” he said. “Skill at glamouring usually goes with better mental adeptness.”
“Glamour. You mean like putting on makeup?”
“I mean like making humans do what you want. It’s like hypnosis. I thought everyone knew about that.”
Reginald raised his eyebrows, intrigued. The idea of making people do his bidding was promising. He could make Walker come to work without pants. He could get Berger to give him a huge raise. He might be able to get hot women to have sex with him, or at least get them to undress in front of him. 
“Can I try it on you?” he asked. 
“Vampires can’t be glamoured,” said Maurice. “Try it next time you’re around a human. Just one human to start. Just look them in the eyes and start talking, never breaking eye contact. Ask them to do something small, like snap their fingers, to see what effect you have. You’re either going to have a gift for it or not, and if you do, you’ll figure it out with practice.” 
Reginald nodded, encouraged. 
Maurice looked Reginald over, from top to bottom and down again. Then he leaned back against Reginald’s breakfast counter and crossed his arms. 
“Okay,” he said. “Reginald, you are easily the most out-of-shape vampire ever created. Which means…” 
“Gee, thanks.” 
“Let me finish. Which means that if lack of physical gifts really does correlate with increased mental gifts, you might have some value to the Vampire Nation after all. As a culture, we’ve gotten dumber since my time. I can see it happening. It might be coincidence, or it might not be. Stand up.” 
Reginald stood. 
“I’m above average by today’s standards, but among vampires as a whole I’m not particularly mentally gifted,” said Maurice. He grabbed a book at random from Reginald’s ramshackle bookshelf and looked at it. Then he showed it to Reginald. It was Stephen King’s The Shining. 
“I’ve never read this,” said Maurice. He opened the book, looked down at it, and then there was a blur and the riffle of pages, like shuffling a deck of cards, as the stack of pages moved from Maurice’s right hand to his left. “Now I have. People say this guy doesn’t end books well, but I didn’t see that boiler explosion coming.” 
He tossed the book to Reginald, who caught it with both hands. “Now you do it,” he said. 
Maurice had read the book in under fifteen seconds. Reginald looked at the thing in his hand as if he’d never seen it before. 
“That’s what ‘not particularly gifted’ looks like?” he said. 
“I’m just fast,” he said, pulling out a new cigarette and lighting it. “‘Fast’ is muscular. Humor me and try it yourself.” 
Reginald raised a finger and prepared to open the cover, but just as he did, Maurice jumped as if he’d sat on something. “Oh, I just thought of something.” He set the cigarette in an ashtray and pulled his cell phone from his pocket and held it up.
“You’re going to take a picture of me reading?” said Reginald. 
“A movie,” said Maurice, a slight smile on his face. “Go ahead; I’m rolling.” 
Reginald looked back down at the book. “But I’ve read it before,” he said. 
“Not like this, you haven’t,” said Maurice. “Go.”
Reginald opened the cover and thumbed to the first page of the first chapter. He read about Jack Torrence’s impression of Stuart Ullman as an officious little prick. 
He looked up. Maurice nodded. 
Reginald read the first page, then the second. Maurice was probably getting bored, but out of the corner of his eye, Reginald could see him smirking behind his phone. He read more. Then more. After ten pages and probably twice as many minutes, he finally looked up and stared at Maurice. “Okay, this is ridiculous. How long do you really want to stand there while I plod through this?” 
Maurice wordlessly held up the cigarette he’d lit before turning on the camera. Reginald could still see the square end in the ash from when the cigarette was new, meaning that it was burning very, very slowly. 
Then Maurice gestured at the clock on Reginald’s wall to show him that it had stopped at some point while Reginald had been immersed in operations at the Overlook Hotel. 
Reginald shrugged, but something was strange. Maurice was smiling. 
“What?” 
“This is good,” said Maurice. 
“What’s good?” 
“How did that feel?”
“I don’t know. Normal?”
“How long were you reading just now?”
Reginald shrugged. “Ten minutes?” 
Then Maurice walked to where Reginald was standing and pressed a few buttons on his phone. Reginald saw himself on the small screen, staring down at the book. 
The tiny Reginald on the phone said, “But I’ve read it before.” 
And offscreen, a closer, deeper voice said, “Not like this. Go.” 
The picture jarred slightly as, Reginald remembered, Maurice had nodded back at him. Onscreen Reginald looked back down, and there was a blur of white at his fingertips. Then onscreen Reginald looked up and said, “Okay, this is ridiculous. How long do you really want to stand there while I plod through this?”
Reginald looked up, his mouth hanging open. Maurice was grinning. 
“You know how they say that time flies when you’re having fun? It’s vastly magnified for vampires. When you’re doing something you’re good at, you fall into it and you lose track of time… if you choose to perceive it that way. Apparently you can be fast at a few things after all. Faster than me, even. Like I said, this is good.” 
Maurice pressed his lips together, smiling an appraising half-smile from half of his mouth. He seemed to be truly enjoying himself. He pocketed the phone, set the cigarette back in the ashtray without disturbing the squared-off end of the ash, and crossed his arms.
“Finish it,” he told Reginald, pointing at the book still in his hand.
This time, now aware that he could apparently speed-read, the experience was different. It didn’t precisely feel like it took him hours to read the book, but he did feel, somehow, as if he’d sat down with the story and the characters for a day, a week, maybe a month. It was as if the entire experience was suddenly sucked into his mind within the span of a few seconds, but then it dilated in his memory to a much longer period of time. He wasn’t sure if he’d spent a long time reading, or a little. 
Reginald looked up. The cigarette was still burning where Reginald had set it, still with the square end of ash stubbornly in place.
“How long did that take?” he said. 
“Less time than I’ve ever seen,” said Maurice. “Maybe I did a good thing, turning you.” 
Reginald didn’t know what to say, so he bobbed his head in agreement.
“Now,” said Maurice, taking the book from Reginald and opening the cover, “I have a question. What’s the first word of the book?”
That was easy. He’d read it before. “Jack,” he said. 
Maurice nodded, then flipped to the back. “And the last word?” 
“Sun.” 
“Okay,” said Maurice, flipping to the middle, “time to take off the training wheels. What’s the title of the 32nd section?” 
Reginald didn’t know how Maurice expected him to know something so obscure. The book was written in short chapters, and in the edition Reginald owned, the pages didn’t even break between chapters. The chapter headings were like subheads, and there were a ton of them sewn right into the narrative of the story, and there was no way he
“‘The Bedroom,’” he found himself saying. 
His face must have registered surprise because Maurice chuckled and said, “This is like using a muscle on a limb you never knew you had,” he said. “It’s going to take some getting used to. Just trust yourself.” 
“But I didn’t know it!” Reginald blurted. 
“And yet,” said Maurice with a Vanna White wave of his hand, “you did.” 
Reginald didn’t know what to make of this odd new ability. Even now, he had no knowledge of the individual chapter headings. In any normal sense, he did not — even now — know the chapter title that Maurice had asked for. But then, he also kind of did. He could see a strange afterimage in his head, as if he were staring at the page. He closed his eyes, and without the conflicting sensory input, he almost could see the page. Right there: 32, in italics. Below it, further to the right, none of it centered, THE BEDROOM, all in caps. The previous section ended with the word now. The first word of Chapter 32 was Late. 
Maurice said, “What message does Halloran receive from Danny at the bottom of page 314?”
Reginald closed his eyes and it was as if he’d turned a page in his mind. He read the sentence at the bottom, all in caps, italicized, framed by parentheses. 
“COME DICK PLEASE COME DICK PLEASE.” Then, because he couldn’t help himself, he added, “That’s what she said.” 
“Which word is hyphenated at the end of the first line on page 215?”
Reginald closed his eyes and… 
“Keep your eyes open,” said Maurice. “It’s not actually visual, so don’t reinforce that idea for yourself. You want to be able to use this while being fully present wherever you are.” 
This time, the knowledge just arrived at his lips. It seemed to bypass both the visual image and his conscious awareness. “Canvas.” 
“The last word of chapter 33?”
“Danny.” 
“The eighth line from the bottom on the sixth complete page of the first section?”
“Was he a college graduate.” 
“You say that like a statement,” said Maurice. 
“The question mark is missing. It’s a typo.” Then, surprising himself, he added, “It was fixed by the 1992 mass-market paperback edition.” 
Where had that come from? One time, sitting uncomfortably in a tiny faux leather chair in a Barnes & Noble bookstore to kill time while his mother got her nails done at a salon in the mall, Reginald had picked up a copy of the book and had begun reading. That had to be ten years ago.
“Interesting,” said Maurice. “Apparently it’s not just new information. You have no idea how rare that is, to pull that kind of recall from the archives of your prior, unenhanced human brain.” 
Reginald nodded, surprised but pleased. “I’ve never been particularly smart,” he said. “Competent. Organized. But I never took any honors classes or anything like that.” 
Maurice closed the book and set it on the counter. “Tell me: What’s the square root of  sixty-five thousand, eight hundred and ninety-four?”
“Two hundred fifty-six point six-nine-eight… you get the drift.” 
Maurice picked up his cigarette and drew on it. “I’ll have to take your word for that,” he said, “that not being one of my abilities. You are going to be an exceptionally gifted glamourer. It all goes together. You’ll be good at music, too, if you care to be. Music and math are very closely related.” 
“It feels like parlor tricks,” said Reginald. 
Maurice shook his head. “It’s not. This isn’t just recall. It’s function.” He locked eyes with Reginald, becoming serious. “And when, over the next weeks, you feel like you’re not a very impressive vampire, I want you to remember something: At this, you are exceptional.” 
“Exceptional?” 
“Like nothing I’ve seen before. You’ve got a bit of a secret weapon.” 
With this, Maurice stabbed the cigarette out in the ashtray and rose to his full height, which wasn’t much. He was still wearing the sword on his belt, which Reginald thought ruined the otherwise suave image he’d displayed tonight. But the sword had its purposes, he guessed. 
“Wait,” said Reginald. “You’re leaving?” 
“I need to get to work.” 
“But…” Reginald whined, loathe to be alone with his odd new ability, “… you haven’t taught me anything about how to be a vampire!”
“Stay out of the sun. Avoid wood stakes. Keep a low profile. Feed, but that comes later. And I’ll be back tomorrow night, so don’t worry.” 
“What about sleeping?” 
“Do it. During the day.” 
“Do I need a coffin?” 
“Only if you’re morose.” 
“What about silver?” 
“Silver is bad. It’ll burn your skin and make you weak.” 
“What about…?” He couldn’t think of anything else. 
“Relax, Reginald. There’s simply not that much to it, and there’s no real training to be had. You’re kind of like an animal now, and you’ll find that your instincts have become much, much louder. The things you need to know will come to you naturally. Any details about any of it that you need, just ask.” 
Maurice pulled on his coat, and the doorbell rang. The pizza man.
“The pizza this guy brought you is just oral masturbation now,” said Maurice, inclining his head toward the door. “But see if you can glamour him into giving it to you for free.” 
“How?”
“Look into his eyes. The rest is like what you did with the book. It’ll come. Trust me.” 
The doorbell rang again. Maurice took a step toward the door. 
“You’re going to go out the same door he’s coming in?” 
“I’m fast. He won’t see me.” 
“Wait!” 
Maurice stopped, his hand on the knob. 
“Um… how old are you, Maurice?”
Maurice shrugged. “Old enough. Let’s just say that I knew Caesar.”
Reginald, thinking of his pizza, said, “As in, ‘Little’?” But the door was already open, the pizza man was pulling a box from the insulated bag he was carrying, and Maurice was gone. 




 
HUNGRY
 
 
ON THURSDAY, REGINALD SUCCESSFULLY SLEPT through most of the daylight hours. He woke up around six, ordered Chinese food, ate it while watching reruns on Fox, and then humiliated an entire box of Ho-Ho’s he’d forgotten he had. It was nice to know he couldn’t gain any more weight and that he wasn’t begging for a heart attack or a diabetic leg amputation. So there were some upsides.
Maurice arrived around ten and apologized that he’d gotten a late start and didn’t have much time to spend before heading to work. Then he asked how Reginald had done in his attempt to glamour the pizza man. 
Reginald reported great success. After he’d gotten the pizza for free and was preparing to send the pizza man on his way, he had, on impulse, told the pizza guy to stick around and play The Sims. They’d ended up playing until an hour before sunrise. 
“And did you feed on him?” Maurice asked. 
“Oh,” said Reginald. “No. Was I supposed to?” 
“I thought you might. I didn’t want to suggest it. I wanted to see if you felt it by instinct.” 
“I was pretty full from the pizza,” Reginald explained. But then Maurice gave him that look again and he said nothing further. 
“You’ll need to feed tonight or tomorrow. It’s time. Every few days at most from here on out. The bad news is that I don’t have time to hunt with you tonight, but the good news is that you don’t really need me to. And if for some reason you can’t figure it out, you’ll be fine until tomorrow and I can show you then. Good pickins on Friday nights. That’s when the freaks come out.”
“I’ll wait.”
“I’d rather you at least try on your own,” said Maurice. “Maybe you’ve noticed how I keep trying to get you to learn things through instinct? There’s a reason.” 
“I don’t know…” 
“You’ll do fine,” said Maurice. “Find someone alone somewhere and try it out. You’ll know how to extend your fangs, where and how to bite, how to drink, and when to stop. This is stuff that is part of your biology now. Just don’t forget to make them forget after it’s over, assuming you don’t kill them. And don’t, by the way. Murder is so much harder to get away with now, and you’re not ready to try.”
Reginald had a disturbing moment wherein he realized that Maurice had certainly killed people, and probably a lot of them. In fact, he probably still did it today. But, Reginald told himself, saying his vampire friend killed was like saying that tigers killed. They did, but that’s what tigers do.  
“What if I terrify them? What if they scream?”
“Do it somewhere secluded. Use a gag if you have to. And when it’s all over, don’t feel guilty. You’re going to make the bad memory go away, and they’ll heal.” 
“Can’t I just rob a blood bank?” 
Maurice laughed. “If only. Everyone thinks of it, but it’s too high-profile a crime. But you may get lucky someday and find someone who is willing to share their neck with you. Someone who wants you to feed on them.” 
“Sounds sick.” 
“Messed up humans are my bread and butter,” said Maurice. “Look at me. You think I dressed like this in 17th century France? I’m a goth kid today because goths jump at the chance to be fed on.” 
“Really?” Reginald was trying to imagine himself as a goth. The visual was frightening. He’d look like a looming thundercloud. 
Maurice nodded. “I’ve got to go. But try it. Go out and feed. Good luck.” 
 
 
After Maurice left, Reginald got in his car and procrastinated for an hour and a half, trying to submerge what he was beginning to suspect was blood hunger in a series of fast food errands. Everywhere he went, he sat in the car, snacking, watching people, trying to get a feel for how often they actually did walk solo, where, and how solo they’d need to be in order for him to feel comfortable chancing an attack. 
Eventually he ended up at the waterfront. There was a path that ran along the river, and people walked the path at all hours. There were bars at one end and a residential area at the other end, so the path got crowded in the early evenings and again when the bars closed at 2am. Between those times, though, he hoped to find his virginal prey.
He sat on a park bench away from the path, in the shadows, and waited.
Some time later, he saw a woman coming toward him, jogging alone. Reginald thought that jogging alone at nearly midnight was a dumb thing for her to be doing, despite the widespread perception that the waterfront and the path — and, hell, downtown in general — was reasonably safe. A girl could get robbed doing something like that, or raped, or murdered. Or attacked by a vampire. 
Reginald decided that what he was going to do to her would be far better than being raped or killed, considering he would make her forget all about it after it was over, and then send her on her way. It was the lesser of evils. He’d be doing her a favor, really.
She passed by without seeing him. Reginald took up pursuit from the rear. 
With Reginald behind her in a jog, the woman approached a section of the path where two lights in a row had burned out, and the path was in shadows. This was his chance. Reginald moved faster. He wasn’t going for a sustainable pace; this was a predator-and-prey situation. He sprinted. The distance closed. She’d never know what hit her. He could see a pair of white iPod earbuds in her ears, so she couldn’t hear him. Perfect. 
His lungs were beginning to burn and his heart was beginning to beat harder, but he fought down his fatigue. He told himself, rallying his new nature, I am vampire!
She was so close.
He reached a hand out, but the distance had stopped closing and had begun opening again. He watched as the space between his outstretched fingers and the jogger’s back increased. 
If he could just grab her jog top, he could pull her back and wrestle her to the ground. Then, once she was down, he could sit on her. It might not be dignified, but there were things he could do and things he couldn’t, and he might as well play to his strengths.
But she was pulling away. 
He summoned everything he had for one final push, his hand still out, his fangs descending, his blood crying out with lust…
… and then his lungs seized and his feet became heavy and he felt his bulk rolling forward, the pavement jumping up at him. He hit the ground hard with his face. His head rang. Then, finally still, his face to the blacktop, he breathed in.
Out.
In. 
Out. 
The world felt light and swimmy. An ant crossed an inch from his left eye carrying the shell of a sunflower seed. It seemed to stop and look at him with disgust, then move on. 
He looked up without lifting his chin from the blacktop. He could see the woman further down on the path. She started to sing the refrain of whatever it was she was listening to, and a minute later she was gone. 
“You okay, buddy?” said a voice. 
Reginald rolled onto his back, his chest rapidly rising and falling. He felt like he was having a heart attack, except that was now impossible. 
The speaker was an old man with a cane. Reginald wondered why he was out so late, then remembered that there was a senior apartment complex just behind them. The more capable among the residents could stroll to the waterfront, look around, and stroll back at any hour, especially given the safe neighborhood. Perfect for elderly insomnia.  
“I’m very hungry,” said Reginald. 
“Can you get up? Come with me. I’ll get you some food.” 
Reginald took several deep, shambling breaths. It was still hard to talk. 
“Can I drink your blood?” he said. 
“What?” 
“Come down here. Look in my eyes.” 
“What’s wrong with you, you sicko?”
“I need it. I need your blood.” Two deep breaths. “Help me out here.” 
The man hit him hard in the ribcage with his cane and walked on, mumbling. 




 
TRYING
AGAIN
 
 
ON FRIDAY NIGHT, FEELING MORE like a failure than ever, Reginald called Maurice and informed him that he was ready to begin learning to hunt. Maurice asked if he’d tried on Thursday as he’d suggested, and Reginald, unable to repeat his humiliating defeat at the hands of a jogger and a senior citizen to his vampire mentor, said he hadn’t. Maurice sounded disappointed that Reginald hadn’t even tried, but told him that the good news was that he could try tonight. 
“With you. Of course.” 
“No,” said Maurice. “Not with me.” 
Reginald thought he must have heard incorrectly. 
“What do you mean, ‘Not with me?’” 
“I have to go out of town,” Maurice told him. 
“Wait. You’re not coming over here at all?”
“I’m already on my way out of town. I’ll be back Sunday.” 
Reginald couldn’t believe what he was hearing. How could Maurice abandon him? 
“Sunday? Are you kidding?” 
“You’ll be fine. Any vampire can feed. It’s in your blood… no pun intended.” 
Reginald considered telling Maurice about last night’s failure after all, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. It was too humiliating. Besides, if Maurice was really already on his way out of town, then there was nothing he could do anyway. Reginald’s best bet was to act indignant. It wouldn’t change anything, but at least it’d make him feel better. 
“How can you abandon your prodigy on the eve of his inaugural feeding? I might die of starvation while you’re off galavanting!” 
When he replied, Maurice’s tone was amused and not at all perturbed, but there was a seriousness in his voice that indicated that what he said was final… possibly even grave. 
“This is an errand I can’t refuse,” he said. “Vampire Nation stuff. I’ll tell you all about it when I get back. But in the meantime, you’ll be fine. Even if you can’t feed, you’ll live. You may not want to live at that point, but you will.” And he laughed, because he clearly thought this was a situation that would never come to pass. But after last night, Reginald thought it was a distinct possibility. 
He begged for another minute or two and then hung up, thoroughly dispirited. 
So it was off to the park again, then. How fun.
Before leaving, Reginald ran through his attack options in his head to find the scenario with the greatest likelihood of success. He’d need to wait for someone who was walking, not running. He’d need to approach with stealth, closing as much of the distance as he could before commencing the attack. It was a simple plan.
He planned in this way for six hours. Forming the plan took two minutes of that six hours, and the rest of the time was spent playing sudoku, which had gotten much easier in the past week. He completed three books, then spent some time imagining his inevitable failure. Then he got in the car and drove.
By the time he reached the waterfront, it was four-thirty — the time when the people who are up late give way to the people who are up early. Traffic on the path was very light. 
It was a half hour before he saw his first group of people, and a while after that before he saw any singles. While he was waiting, sitting on his dark and lonely bench and wishing stupid Maurice hadn’t taken his stupid self off on some stupid errand, he checked his cell phone. Sunrise was at 6:46. By the time he saw his victim, it was nearly five-fifteen. 
The victim in question was a young man walking alone. He was texting. Like the woman last night, he had a pair of headphones in his ears. He wasn’t paying any attention to the world around him. 
Trotting up slowly, quietly, afraid to so much as breathe, Reginald came up behind the kid. With another night of hunger under his belt, he found that he could actually smell the young man’s blood. It made his head spin. Maurice had been right. He would know what to do. He felt his fangs descend. The fangs seemed to have a mind of their own, and he could feel them pulling him toward living flesh. He knew, on some level, how the blood would taste. The thought didn’t repulse him. It made him hungry. Only, it was more than hunger. It was a base, physiological need. The thought of feeding on the kid made his face burn. It was almost arousing. 
His victim was wearing a brown hoodie, slung casually back. He was wearing a strappy undershirt underneath. His neck was tantalizingly exposed. Reginald got close enough to see the veins and arteries under his tan skin, throbbing and pulsing. Reginald’s tongue licked his fangs, which didn’t feel at all odd in his mouth. His breath became shallow, excited. He opened his mouth. Then he grabbed the kid with one hand on a shoulder and the other on the side of his head. Quickly, he leaned forward as if he were about to eat a watermelon. 
The kid snapped away just as Reginald was about to pierce his skin, snatching the enticing neck away. He turned and stared hard into Reginald’s eyes. Reginald was too shocked (and feeling the vampire equivalent of blue balls) to think of glamouring him. He just stood with his hands still in watermelon-holding position, his mouth open and his fangs out. 
“What the fuck, homes?” said the kid. Then something changed in his face and he stared more closely at Reginald, who didn’t know what to do and had frozen in place like a waxwork. His eyes were darting from side to side, waiting for someone to rescue him.
The kid said, “Are you a fucking vampire?”
Reginald nodded, slowly. 
“I know you weren’t about to drink my blood, motherfucker,” he said, his face becoming angry. 
Reginald decided to go for broke. He peeled his lips back and hissed. “I could break your neck before you knew what hit you. Make it easy on yourself and come back over here, and I’ll let you live.” 
The kid shook his head. “I don’t think so. The only thing you could break the neck of would be a bucket of fried chicken. Aren’t you pretty fat for a vampire?”
“You don’t know who you’re messing with,” said Reginald. “I own the night!” 
“Dude, you don’t own shit. You should own a treadmill.” Then he laughed. 
Reginald couldn’t believe this. Even as a vampire, he was being mocked. He decided that if he concentrated all of his speed into one small motion, he could impress and scare the kid, to show him who was boss.
He pistoned his hand toward the kid’s arm. The kid stepped back and slapped it away. 
“Motherfucker! Get your hands off me! Fat faggot motherfucker trying to suck my blood. Knew I shouldn’t have come out here tonight. Nothing but fat faggot vampires in the parks these days.”
Reginald reached again, desperately hungry. He didn’t have the energy or the time to try and find someone else, and he couldn’t make it through another night. “Get over here,” he said. 
“Fuck off!” 
“Come on. I’ll be quick.” 
“Motherfucker, you will keep your hands the fuck off me!”
Reginald reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. “Tell you what. I’ll pay you. I’ve got fifty bucks in here. Like, two minutes tops.” 
“The fuck is wrong with you, you fat fucking faggot?” said the kid, knocking Reginald’s wallet out of his hand. “What kind of a vampire are you, paying people to let you bite them?”
“A hundred, then,” said Reginald, stooping to pick up his wallet. “I only have the fifty, though, so you’ll need to come with me to an ATM.” 
Then everything went black as the kid hit him, hard, across the chin. 
 
 
He had a dream that he starved to death. He desiccated like a raisin and Maurice found him curled up in his house and said, “I knew I made a mistake.” Then things in the dream changed and he was in hell, a vampire hell, with vampires everywhere, their legs and arms and hair on fire, forever in pain and forever burning but unable to die…
… and then his eyes opened and there was nothing but pain across his face as a beam of sunlight lanced him like a sword. He rolled away and it stopped, but a second later there was another pain in his hand, then on his face again. It was disorienting. 
He fought the pain and got to his hands and knees and looked around. He was maybe ten feet off the path, more or less hidden from early-morning walkers by three trash cans marked for the disposal of aluminum, glass, and refuse. The sun was rising in the east, across the river, and he was mostly shadowed by a huge, overhanging tree. Sunlight was peeking through the shifting holes in the leaves, and each time one of the beams touched him, it was like being seared by a brand. 
He scrambled back, deeper into the shadows.
As the sun began to rise, Reginald ducked back into the shadows under the tree. He figured he could spend the day on his usual bench near the trunk of a second, larger tree, but then he realized that he felt very hot despite the fact that his skin had already healed from the singeing. 
He opened the buttons on his shirt. He rolled up his pantlegs and rolled down his socks. Then he took off the shoes and socks. If he’d had a razor, he would have shaved his head. Eventually, fighting embarrassment, he stripped off his shirt. His gut looked enormous and pasty in the outside air. But none of it helped, and sweat began to bead on his skin and pool in his belly button. It ran down his back and onto the bench, into his pants and underwear. His hair became a heavy, sloppy mess. 
It was the sun.
Even though the shade was filtering out direct light, indirect light was bouncing off of every surface he could see. And really, that was just the visible spectrum. All of the other wavelengths of solar radiation were moving right through the leaves — right through the bark of the tree — and baking him.
As if to confirm this, his exposed white belly began to turn red before his eyes. He lifted one of the large folds of skin and found his flesh white underneath. He held the flap up and watched as the newly exposed skin began to turn red, too. 
He had to get out of here. But to where?
The bridge. 
There. Not far away, but far enough away to be terrifying.
As if playing a deadly serious game of “the floor is made of lava,” Reginald slid off the bench and made his way across the grass, staying in the rapidly diminishing islands of shadow, until he reached the underside of the bridge over the river. He climbed up underneath it like a troll. 
With several feet of concrete and rebar between him and the sun, Reginald began to cool down. He pulled his phone from his pocket. It was just after seven AM, and about fifty-nine degrees. He assessed his own temperature. Yes, that felt about right. He’d be safe here. 
With no way to get home and nobody to call, Reginald settled in to spend the day under the bridge. There was one other person in the crook of the bridge with him — a homeless man who seemed very concerned that Reginald would try to steal his blanket. Reginald showed the man his fangs and the man took his blanket and ran. It was only after he’d left that Reginald realized he could have fed on the man, at which point Reginald told himself, yet again, that he was the worst, fattest, biggest failure of a vampire ever. 
As the sun rose, he tried to sleep. It wasn’t easy. There was no truly level surface up high under the bridge, and every time he tried to sleep, he found himself starting to roll down the incline and toward the jogging path. So he sat up and leaned against a stanchion, pulled out his phone, and watched YouTube videos until the battery had all but died. He decided to save a few minutes of usage just in case. Maybe he could get someone to deliver a pizza to a man under the bridge. You never knew.
A few hours later, several hot dog vendors set up within his line of sight. It was like torture. He didn’t need hot dogs any more than he needed the pizza he’d ordered a few nights ago, but the memory of human hunger mingled with his blood hunger drove the sensation up to a fever pitch. He tried several times to get people on the jogging path to get him a hot dog, yelling at them from up under the supports, but each time he tried, the person he’d been trying to solicit either yelled obscenities at him or took off running. 
By the time the sun set on Saturday, his hunger had become something physical. His skin, on his hands, was beginning to look dried and wrinkly. His stomach didn’t rumble, but somehow his blood did. He could feel it in every part of his body, running outward from his core in long, ropy tendrils of desperation. With each heartbeat, need left his heart and screamed out in search of sustenance, and with each beat, blood returned to his heart empty-handed and sad. He could feel his blood’s need in every cell of his body. What had Maurice said? It was like a limb he didn’t know he had. 
Yes, it felt like that. 
Having been outrun by a woman, caned by an old man, and beaten up by a teenager, Reginald decided to lower his expectations. He wasn’t ready for the big leagues. He had to go down past the farm leagues, past the minors, past little league. He needed the vampire hunting equivalent of preschool tee-ball. 
So, as the sun was setting, he used the last of his phone’s battery to do an internet search. After a few minutes of dead ends, he found a church that offered daycare for parents who worked late — later than most daycares even on weekends, for later-than-normal parents. 
This one would keep your kids until ten if necessary. 
Past sunset. 




 
LITTLE
GIRL
 
 
WHEN REGINALD ARRIVED AT THE church, the children were out in a well-lit, fenced-in play yard. There were quite a few of them. It seemed strange to Reginald that there were so many kids in childcare on a Saturday night, but apparently the church was the only game in town for parents who worked unconventional hours.
Reginald looked at his cell phone to check the time. It was eight-thirty. He sat on a bench a hundred or so yards from the play yard and, using his enhanced vampire sense of sight, watched and waited as over the course of the next hour, parents arrived and claimed their children. Reginald started to doubt his plan. How had he expected to ambush a kid while under the church’s supervision or while holding their parents’ hands? 
Ten o’clock arrived. Reginald crossed his fingers. The lights went out. Someone opened, peeked out, and then locked the door to the play yard. Everything became quiet. 
Ten minutes passed. Nothing.
Reginald swore. 
He’d known this was a stupid idea. What had he expected? To grab one through the fence? To have one walk over and offer him- or herself up after the shop was closed for the night? The whole idea was stupid, and now that he thought about it, he realized he’d wanted it to fail. He couldn’t bite a kid. He couldn’t terrify an innocent child. And now he’d wasted almost two hours and the kids were all gone, but it was for the best, he’d just have to head back to the bridge and find that hobo, or head into the city and find a hooker with a bad enough drug habit to allow him to do something particularly kinky, or maybe he could…
The front door of the church opened and a small figure, wrapped in a jacket against the nighttime chill, emerged and began walking away. 
Reginald watched for a few seconds. He could see a brown pony tail running down the back of the jacket. A girl. Judging by the height, he guessed she had to be nine or ten. Why was a little girl leaving the church as the daycare closed? Why was she left alone to walk the streets at night?
But in the end, it didn’t matter. With his blood growling, hating himself for what he was about to do, Reginald got up and started to follow her. 
The third time was bound to be the charm. Between the woman and the teenage kid, he’d learned exactly what not to do. 
He approached the girl slowly, diving into pools of shadow behind her and keeping his footsteps light. There weren’t many streetlights. The girl was wearing earmuffs. He doubted she’d be able to hear him. 
Loathing rose in his throat. He pushed it down. She’d be fine. She’d be scared, and she’d be hurt, but afterward he’d make her forget and she’d continue on her way. He’d even follow her, he decided, to make sure she got home safely after he’d fed. He’d be energized. He’d want to return the favor. 
And besides, he needed it. He really, really needed it. If he didn’t feed soon, he’d die. 
As if to confirm this thought, Reginald’s leg hitched and he almost fell. A cramp curled his left hand into a claw. He looked down at his arm, at the claw hand, as it slowly relaxed. The skin on his arm was scaly and gray. 
The girl would get over it. He needed the blood more than she did. 
He sprinted toward the girl and grabbed her by both shoulders. Then, without hesitation, she spun as if she’d been waiting for this exact move, rotated ninety degrees, and slid sideways out of his grip. Then she ran. 
He ran after her, feeling deja vu.
“Hey! Wait!” he shouted. He asked himself what a successful pedophile would say at this point and then yelled, “Your dad sent me to give you a ride home!” 
The girl was running, but he was keeping pace just a few yards behind her. She wasn’t screaming or panicking, but her running speed felt deceptively slow for someone her age. It was as if she was toying with him. 
She turned her head and yelled back, “I’ve never met my dad!” 
“I mean your mom!” Reginald huffed, already starting to lose his wind. 
The girl didn’t turn this time. Breathing easily, she said, “My mom would never do that!” 
“I… I have candy!” 
“Do you think I’m an idiot?” the girl yelled. 
Reginald, already out of shape and further weakened by his need for blood, felt his legs give out as his breath fell short. He collapsed onto the ground and then, giving up, laid motionlessly on the concrete for the third time in as many nights. 
Several minutes later, his heaving gasps for breath began to abate and he felt his pulse slow down. “I’m the worst vampire ever,” he muttered aloud. 
“You’re a vampire?” 
The voice wasn’t far away. It sounded curious. Reginald lifted his face from the concrete and looked up. He felt a piece of gravel drop off of his forehead. 
It was the girl. She was maybe twenty feet from him, standing under a streetlight. She was wearing a pink jacket with Hello Kitty on the front. The zipper bisected Hello Kitty, three whiskers on each side. A pair of fluffy white earmuffs were hanging loose around her neck. She must have removed them after their brief sprint. 
“You’re a vampire?” the girl repeated. 
Reginald sighed. “Yes.” 
“But you’re fat.” 
“Yes.” 
“I’ve never heard of a fat vampire.” 
Reginald rolled onto his back, then sat up. “There’s a reason.“ 
“Were you trying to eat me?” she asked. She didn’t sound afraid, just interested. 
“I’m sorry. I’m very hungry.”
The girl shrugged. “Well, I’m not letting you do that.” 
Reginald sighed, then looked up. “Why are you still here?” 
“I know I can outrun you,” she said, her eyes avoiding his. He waited for her to say more, but apparently the subject was closed. Reginald rose to his feet and brushed the rest of the gravel and glass off of himself. The girl, true to her word, didn’t move.
“I’m very hungry. And I’m a vampire,” he said. 
“I got that.” 
“I could just grab you before you could stop me. So you might as well just come over here and we’ll make this easy.” 
“I don’t think so,” said the girl. “You’re too fat.” 
“I was making it sporting,” he said. But he could tell she wasn’t buying it. 
Reminding himself that his very survival was at stake, he lunged forward, determined to somehow move faster than he ever had before. He could do it. 
But, no he couldn’t. The girl turned and ran again, only this time she was laughing. Not in mockery, but like an elated child in the middle of some seriously great play. 
They rounded a corner, then another, and then she sprinted up a set of steps to a small brownstone and  fumbled out a set of keys. She was going to open the door, and that would give him time to catch up…
… but it didn’t, because Reginald was even worse at steps than he was at running. His belly bounced and struck his thighs as he climbed as if it were trying to drive him back down. 
The girl was through the door before he reached the top of the stairs but he bounded after her, his hands out, and as she tried to close the door he threw his weight into it and it exploded inward. The girl stopped halfway down the inside hallway and looked back at him. 
Feeling triumphant, he stepped across the threshold. 
Then, he stepped across the threshold. 
Then, he raised a foot and stepped across the threshold. 
He looked down at his feet. Every time he placed a foot inside the house, an invisible force propelled it backward. With the repeated stepping and pushing out, it looked like he was doing the moonwalk.
And from inside, the girl said, “Cool.” Then she walked forward, closed the door in Reginald’s face, and locked it. 




 
FUCK
THIS
 
 
WITH THE DOOR LOCKED AGAINST him, Reginald sat on the stoop and resolved to simply sit where he was until the sun rose. He’d burn, he’d die, and that would be the end of Maurice’s little rash decision. 
“Hey,” said a voice from above. He looked up. It was the girl, her head and arms hanging out of an open second-floor window. 
Reginald sighed. 
“Hey,” she repeated. 
Reginald thought, Go away. You’ve humiliated me, so let me catch my breath, and then I’ll die.
Something hit him on the head and bounced to the step at his feet. It was a button. 
“Hey.” 
Another button hit his head. 
“Hey.” 
And another.
He looked up. “What? What do you want?” 
“What’s your name?” she said. “My name’s Claire.”
“Reginald.” 
She frowned. “Do people call you Reggie?” 
“They do. But I don’t like it.” 
“Okay, Reginald,” she said. 
After a few seconds, she said, “What’s it like, being a vampire?” 
“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”
“How did you get turned?”
But he didn’t feel like small talk. Not in the least. He sighed and played with the buttons at his feet. Then he had an idea. He looked up. The girl was watching his feet too, watching him scoot the buttons around on the step below him.
“Hey,” he said. 
“Yeah?” Still looking at his feet. 
“Hey.”
“What?” Now looking at the top of his head. 
“Look here,” he said, pointing at his eyes. 
“No.” 
“Just for a second.”
She kept looking at the top of his head. “No.” 
“Just… I want to see something.” 
She ducked inside, then reappeared. Something small flew out of the window and hit his shoulder. It was a keychain. He bounced the thing on the palm of his hand. On the keychain, he saw darkness. Fangs. It was from the teen vampire series Twilight. 
Only, it wasn’t a Twilight keychain at all, he realized. It was from the HBO TV series True Blood. 
“You ran into the wrong girl if you’re expecting to pull one over on me,” she said. “I know all about vampires. You’re not going to glamour me.” 
Reginald looked at the keychain for a moment, then tossed it onto the lower step with the buttons. He sighed, then looked at the streetlamp. It was wrought iron. Pretty, for something so utilitarian. 
“How old are you?” he asked the girl.
“Ten.” 
“And your mother lets you watch True Blood?” 
“She doesn’t know what I do,” said the girl. “She’s not home most of the time.”
“Is she home now?”
“Nope. Not for another hour. That’s when her second job ends.” 
“So you walk home by yourself because the church closes at ten?”
“Yep,” said the girl. 
“I wouldn’t let you do that if I was your father,” said Reginald. “Or if I was someone who worked at the church.”
“It’s not far,” she said in a voice that suggested the matter was closed. Then she said, “You look pretty bad, Reginald.” 
“Thanks.” 
“I mean you look sick. There’s something wrong with you.” 
“I’m very hungry,” he said. “I’m not sure what happens to a vampire when they can’t feed, but I’m about to find out, and so far it’s not so great.” 
Reginald let his head sag, wondering how long it would be until the sun rose. At least eight full hours, he realized. 
He felt more tired than tired. This was too much. He wished his short vampire life could just end now, before he had to endure more torture. What good was it being a hunter who couldn’t catch prey? What good was it being a creature of the night who couldn’t move with stealth, who couldn’t lift a car, who couldn’t seduce women into nights of exaggerated, over-the-top sex? He’d given up daytime and donuts to become a vampire. And for what? There was no upside. He’d been a fat outcast in the human world, and he was now a fat outcast in the vampire world. You had to know when enough was enough. You had to have the awareness to quit when you’d hit a dead end. 
Behind him, the door opened and closed. He turned, expecting to see that the girl had come out for some reason, but instead he found a steak sitting in a shallow Styrofoam tray and wrapped with cellophane, the way the supermarkets sold them. 
A minute later, the girl was back at the window. She looked at the steak, still studiously avoiding Reginald’s eyes. 
“I don’t know if that will help,” she said, “but I don’t really want you out there when my mom comes home.” Then, realizing she may have said something she shouldn’t, she added, “Just so you know, she’s a runner. I wouldn’t waste your energy trying to chase her.”  
Reginald looked up. “What am I supposed to do? Sink my fangs into it?” 
“I don’t know. There’s blood in there, is all I know, and even though I don’t want you to die, I’m sure not going to let you bite me.” 
Reginald tilted the tray and watched a shallow pool of beef blood roll around at the bottom. It was cow blood, but maybe it would be better than nothing. He was so, so hungry. Tossing his pride aside, he ripped the cellophane off the package and tipped the corner of the tray into his mouth. 
He had no experience drinking blood so there was nothing to compare it to, but to Reginald, who was starving, the effect of those few drops of cow’s blood was immediate. Warmth rushed through his veins, to his brain, to the tips of his fingers, wrapped his heart in a blanket and gave it a kiss. Then the wave subsided and he simply felt a little less drained, a little less on the edge of death. It was a start. 
He bit the steak with his fangs and tried to suck the blood out of it. It didn’t have working arteries, so no gush of blood came out, but he found he was able to suck the liquid out of the spongy tissue. He squeezed it. He licked it like a lollipop. He even tried to wring it out into his mouth. And then, after he’d gotten out all of the blood that was forthcoming and had licked his fingers, he ate it piece by piece. Slowly it went down, and as it did, there was a quenching noise in his stomach. Then he realized he felt alive — or at least, as healthy and alive as he’d felt a week ago, as a human. 
Reginald took a deep breath of relief and blew it out between pursed lips. “Thank you, Claire,” he said. “That was fantastic. I don’t know how to thank you.” He thought that human courtesy was probably beneath vampires, but he was still mentally more human than vampire and the girl had just saved his life.
“You can go home now,” she said. “Before my mom gets back.” 
“That’s a good idea,” said Reginald. “I didn’t get any sleep last night.” But that wasn’t right. “I mean, last day,” he amended.
He stood up, gave Claire a small wave, and walked down the stairs. He’d turned onto the sidewalk when the girl called to him again. 
“Hey, Reginald,” she said. 
He turned. 
“Will you come back and visit?” she said.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. Mom’s got extra hours all this week. Every day, into the night. It gets boring here.” Then she raised a hand at him, palm out. “Just so you understand, this isn’t an invitation inside my house. You are not invited inside. I’m just saying, you know… come back. We’ve got steaks in the freezer. I’ll thaw some for you.” 
Reginald nodded. “Sure. It’s a date.” 




 
TOO
FAT
 
 
MAURICE RETURNED THE NEXT NIGHT, on Sunday. He asked Reginald how things had gone while he was away. So to punish Maurice for leaving him alone, Reginald told him exactly how things had gone. He told him about the three failed attempts at feeding, and then he told him about the steak and how he’d graciously accepted it, going so far as to bring the styrofoam tray home so that he could repeatedly lick it clean.
Maurice made a face.
“What else could I have done?” Reginald asked. “I’m a fat guy who can’t eat. I was desperate.” 
“Well,” said Maurice, “you could have fed on the pizza man that first night. That was kind of what I meant for you to do.” 
“I told you, I wasn’t hungry enough yet,” said Reginald. “I didn’t get hungry until a few nights later. After you’d abandoned me.” 
Maurice didn’t take the bait.
“You can feed on animal blood, and you can feed on dead blood, like you did with the steak,” said Maurice. “Both are terribly poor substitutes, and combined like that — dead blood that is also cow blood, and filled with food coloring at that — is the equivalent of being a human and digging through a trash can to find uneaten parts of hamburgers that have been sitting in the sun for two days. If you can keep it down, it’ll keep you alive, but… ugh.” 
“It tasted good,” said Reginald. 
“You probably have a forgiving palate anyway, and when you’re that hungry, anything will taste good,” said Maurice. “But it’s like I said — not feeding won’t kill you. It just makes you very weak, and it can be quite painful. As you know.” 
“Well,” said Reginald, an edge of resentment in his voice, “thanks for leaving me to mere torture instead of death.” 
Maurice, his good humor maddeningly intact, sat forward and patted Reginald on the legs. 
“Okay,” he said. “Let’s talk about that. Did I tell you why I was called away?”
“You said it had something to do with the Vampire Nation. That’s all.” 
“Ah. Well, yes. The Nation as a whole, but more specifically the Vampire Council, which is our local ruling body. We’ve never gotten along, the Council and I, because our society used to be hierarchical based on age, and I’m older than everyone on the council, including its leader. Under the old system, that would make me superior to all of them. Now, I don’t have a taste for politics, but the current leader of the council — a man named Logan — has such a taste for politics that he can’t help projecting his lust onto everyone else. To him, those like me — and there are a handful of us, and plenty who are younger but still old enough to remember how it was before the current regime — have always been a threat. But because I’ve always just ‘had a lot of old-fashioned ideas’ and have never directly challenged them, the whole thing has just kind of simmered. We don’t like them and they don’t like us, but we just kind of let each other be. But then, a few weeks ago, I did something big enough that they couldn’t ignore it… and when Charles and Isaac brought me a sort of summons, I killed Isaac. It had nothing to do with his duties as errand boy, and he and his girlfriends were definitely out of line, but vampire/vampire killings are frowned upon. So that was strike two. But strike two got lost in the shuffle immediately, when I committed strike three that same night.” 
“And that was?” said Reginald. He wanted to stay pissed off himself, but it was hard not to be intrigued by Maurice’s recounting of vampire politics. 
Maurice held out his hand, palm up, at Reginald. 
“Me?” 
“You remember how I told you that people train before they become vampires?” said Maurice. “That’s a relatively new thing. We used to procreate naturally, turning people as we saw fit, often to create eternal friends and companions. But that meant a lot of ‘imperfect’ vampires — people like you and me, who have our flaws — and progress always seems to want to march on, to trend toward ‘bigger and better and faster.’ 
“Vampire culture is very animalistic. Just for an example, the classic way to ascend to the head of the Nation is to assassinate the current head of the Nation. It’s been buried in bureaucracy and we have a farce of democracy nowadays, but that core is still there, and still very true. The strongest among us tend to survive, and so a few hundred years ago, our whole society underwent a change designed to help us survive in a world where humans were increasingly powerful and self-aware. It made sense at the time to a lot of vampires. It did make us stronger and faster and more elusive, but it also created a race to the top. Each generation of vampires since has tried to be a little stronger, a little faster. The bar just keeps getting higher and higher.”
“Sounds like the Olympics,” said Reginald. 
“Exactly. But it all happened slowly, and at the time, it all made sense. Why shouldn’t the Nation keep track of new vampires? Nobody saw the harm. Then they created a system of orientation, to teach new vampires the things they needed to know, so that they’d be able to function and wouldn’t give all of us away. That made sense, too. Then orientation became a class that people could take before becoming vampires, to help inform the decision they were about to make. That was sensible. Then orientation became bootcamp, complete with physical training. Then that training became more or less mandatory. Today, there’s a whole system — with controls, regulations, even applications — in place for people who want to become vampires. It’s no less bureaucratic than the bureau of motor vehicles.”
“So it never ‘just happens’ anymore?” said Reginald. “You have to… what… get permission? Because I’ve got to say, that sounds really funny coming from a race of cold-blooded killers.” 
“Procreation accidents like ours do happen,” said Maurice. “It’s frowned upon, and it’s very much fringe behavior — on par with humans who undergo extreme body modification. Usually the creator vampire isn’t punished, but the new progeny is almost always treated like a baby with a terrible birth defect for his or her entire life, and the creator is usually shunned for willfully subjecting another to a flawed eternity. But it does happen, and when it does, it usually just means a few more forms and a bit more hassle, like if you forgot to renew your license plates until months after they’d expired.  But you…” 
“Me?” said Reginald. 
“Well, let’s just say that you’re a bit farther outside of what our society is used to even in the most spontaneous of accidents. Quite a bit farther.” 
Maybe it was his new vampire nature or the fact that he’d starved himself into exhaustion in Maurice’s absence, or simply the fact that he was tired of taking shit from everyone — human and vampire — but Reginald found himself getting angry again.
“Just say it, Maurice,” he said. “I’m like trying to get license plates renewed after the car in question drove off a cliff, exploded, dissolved into ash, and then gained three hundred pounds.” 
Maurice sighed. “Frankly, yes.” 
 “So… what? Why did they call you in? I’m assuming it wasn’t just to yell at you.” 
“They want to evaluate you,” said Maurice. “If they like what they see, you’ll go through the normal registration processes, retroactively, and life will go on. If they don’t, you’ll be destroyed.” 
Well. That was blunt.
“Can I impress them with my speedreading?” Reginald asked.
Maurice shook his head. “I doubt it. The evaluation is a standard thing. I could show you videos; it’s all public record. It’s composed of physical tests. No real weight is given to the mental.” 
“Can I pass it?”
“I don’t see how.” 
“So the evaluation is a formality,” said Reginald. “You’re basically telling me I’ve been sentenced to death.” 
“That may be a little fatalistic, but it’s probable.”
“Then I’ll run. In a car, I mean.” 
“You can’t run,” said Maurice, shaking his head. “Nobody really knows where our authorities watch, but we know it’s all very Big Brother and that they don’t miss much. I might try it if it were just me, but you don’t exactly blend in.”
Reginald threw up his hands. “Am I just supposed to stay here and wait to be killed? Between no chance and a tiny chance, I’ll take the tiny chance. What do I have to lose?” 
“Well, one thing I didn’t tell you is that the Council plays dirty,” said Maurice. “People have run in the past, so the Council has found a solution to that particular problem. They simply start killing everyone the runner knows until they return or until they run out of people and vampires to kill. So your mother and father, any siblings, childhood friends, you name it…” 
“Do you think they’d kill Todd Walker?” 
Maurice grinned. “Definitely.” 
“Then I’m definitely running,” said Reginald. 
Maurice chuckled.
Reginald sat down, then sighed. 
“Okay. Fine. I won’t run. So what now?”
“We’ll go to the Council. A week from Wednesday.”
“Where is it?”
“Nobody knows. It moves. Part of Logan’s paranoid regime. Someone will come for us, and we’ll go with them.”  
“And in the meantime?”
Maurice stood up and brushed at his pantlegs. “The best way to make a good impression while you’re waiting is to demonstrate your ability to follow directions and blend in,” he said. 
“And what does that mean?” said Reginald. 
Maurice went to the door, opened it, and tipped Reginald a goodbye salute. “Tomorrow is Monday,” he said. “I’d suggest you go to work.”




 
NIGHT
SHIFT
 
 
THE FOLLOWING EVENING AT TEN o’clock, Reginald arrived for his first night on the night shift, made a pot of coffee, and walked back to his cubicle feeling strangely content. 
On his way to work, he had stopped by the church he’d visited on Saturday night and waited for the kids to come out into the play yard. Once they did, he found Claire and called her over to a corner. She came toward him easily, and he found himself wondering if, once she got close enough, he could grab her and bite her. But when she got within ten feet, she all of a sudden jumped as if goosed, then turned and ran in the other direction. Reginald was about to leave, dispirited, when she ran back out, hiding something under her coat. When she got close, she pulled out what looked like an enormous brain. It turned out to be a five-pound bulk tray of ground beef, on a white Styrofoam tray, wrapped in cellophane. 
“They had it in the cafeteria fridge,” she explained. 
Though she still wasn’t meeting his eyes, she was close enough to grab… but he looked down at the beef and felt his insides soften as if she’d given him a teddy bear. Maurice’s reservations aside, Reginald still didn’t have anything to compare dead beef blood to, and he couldn’t help but be touched. 
“Thanks,” he said. 
He told Claire that he couldn’t come over to visit. He said he had to go to work and apologized. She seemed disappointed — said she’d even thawed him a few steaks — but then something bright leapt into her eyes and she asked if he got off work when it was still dark. He said that his shift ended at seven and that as it stood, he’d have to very carefully make it home while the sun was shining — a notion that fascinated Claire, who didn’t see how that was possible. Her face fell again, but she said she understood. 
Then, as Reginald was turning to leave, again thanking Claire for the pile of ground beef that he was already starting to pick at, he said that he could probably visit on his lunch break, if that wasn’t too absurd. She said that it wasn’t absurd in the least, and so they arranged to meet at a ground floor window on the side bordering an empty house and away from her mother’s bedroom. She promised to leave him a chair so he wouldn’t have to stand or sit on the grass. 
Then he went to work, wondering if it was odd that his two best friends were turning out to be an impossibly old vampire who looked eighteen and a ten-year-old girl. If anyone was watching him, they’d think he was a pedophile. But that was the good thing about being a social misfit — it didn’t matter too much what other people thought, because they were constantly thinking the worst anyway. 
With his coffee in hand, Reginald walked into his cubicle and sat down on his cushion. A loud farting noise came from beneath him. 
Reginald closed his eyes and asked both God and whoever oversaw vampires for his money back. 
A head with perfect teeth and a perfect cleft chin popped over the cubicle divider like a jack in the box. A hand stole over the perfect teeth to keep in an outright burst of laughter. What escaped instead were chortles. The eyes squinted to slits and tears brimmed at the corners. 
“Hey!” said the perfect head of Todd Walker once it had gotten its laughter under control. “Welcome to the night shift, Reggie!” 
“Todd?” 
“You and I are like hair in a braid, Reggie. After you said you had to go to the night shift on account of your skin-melting disease, Phil moved me back here too.”
And Reginald, in addition to wondering if it was legal for Berger to tell people about his “skin-melting disease,” thought: … to torture me?
“You’ll be here all night?” said Reginald, fishing the Whoopee Cushion out from under his seat cushion and dropping it in the trash. 
“3pm to midnight,” he said. “I’m like an ambassador, bridging the worlds of night and day. I didn’t want to do it, but at least I got a big pay raise.” 
Reginald didn’t take that very obvious bit of bait. 
“Besides,” said Walker, “the night shift isn’t all bad.” At this, he nodded toward the door, where a tall, dark-haired woman was walking in and hanging up her coat. She looked like she was probably in her late twenties, dressed in a black skirt and black sweater with a white shirt peaking out from underneath. She was wearing heels, but even without them she was tall. Reginald, who was both tall and big, noticed that she almost hit her head on the low EXIT sign that he often ran into himself. 
The woman walked in their direction, coming between the rows of cubicles. Walker raised his cleft chin and displayed his perfect white teeth. 
“Hey Nikki,” he said. 
“Hey Todd,” she said. 
“What are you doing after work?” 
“Sleeping.” 
“Want any company?”
She rolled her eyes humorlessly and walked past them, into the kitchen. 
“IT specialist, like your buddy,” said Walker. “Apparently she’s also a pianist. Pianist. Pianist. I wonder if she likes all things that sound like ‘pianist.’” Big grin. Reginald noticed that Walker was speaking to him about the night shift girl the way he’d talk about marathon running to a person in a wheelchair. 
With nobody to talk to except for Reginald, Walker was harder than usual to shake. When Reginald had worked the day shift, Walker had been a pest. Now, he was a friendless pest who, in addition to torturing Reginald, seemed willing to take any conversational port in a storm. And most of what he seemed to want to talk about was how hard he was going to nail Nikki once he broke through her veneer. 
With the unexpected and unwelcome addition of Walker, the first part of the night shift went much the same as the day shift always had. Reginald didn’t have a window, so large stretches of time passed where nothing seemed different, with Walker raising his petty annoyances every few minutes. The only real difference was that when he went into the kitchen for coffee (which he still very much enjoyed, just like pizza, fried chicken, and the rest), he ran into Maurice, with whom he exchanged a few words. He also ran into the new girl, except that she wasn’t exactly new. Maurice said she’d been working at the company for as long as he had. 
Walker left at midnight and the world became blessedly quiet. It was as if a weight had been lifted off of Reginald, but he wasn’t the only one who felt the change. 
“Oh, hey, did it just get less assholish in here?” the not-new new girl said aloud as she watched the door close behind Walker.
Reginald looked up. It seemed unlikely she was precisely talking to him, but he was the only other person within earshot. So he smirked, but said nothing. 
“Now the party can start, right?” she said. This time she definitely was talking to him. 
Reginald smiled, then looked down.
“Reginald, right? I’m Nikki. I would have introduced myself earlier, but I’ve been socially beaten down since that jerk started working nights. It’s like living under a totalitarian regime.” She extended a hand. 
Reginald decided that this was the largest number of words a woman had voluntarily said to him in ten years. Reginald shook her hand. It was small but strong, and soft as powder. 
“Have you met Maurice?” she said, gesturing. “He wears a sword on his belt.” 
“Yeah, we knew each other from before. We overlapped a bit when I worked days.” 
She nodded. “Well, nice to meet you.” And she turned to go. 
Being the only three people in the office, Nikki, Maurice, and Reginald pinged past each other for the rest of the night like the last few bingo balls left in the hopper.
“How’s your hunger?” said Maurice, who he ran into a bit later. “Did you feed yet?” 
“Um… kind of,” said Reginald. 
Maurice made a face. 
“I’m going out for lunch,” Reginald added. 
At 2am, Reginald put on his coat, nodded to Maurice, and headed out to his car. He drove the few miles to Claire’s house and, suddenly very aware of how bad all of this could look, parked a block away and approached on foot via a small alley behind the row of houses. As he walked, he decided that this was a dumb idea. Not only was he fraternizing with a little girl through her window in the middle of the night, but she probably wouldn’t even be awake. Kids said dumb things, then forgot them. 
But as he rounded the corner between Claire’s house and the abandoned house next door, he saw a chair sitting on the grass next to a window. A light was on in the window, and as he approached, the sash raised and a small head wearing an anorak hood stuck out and smiled. 
“Reginald!” she said. 
Reginald shushed her, then scampered up to the window. “Your mom will hear you!” he said. “And for the same reason, are you sure you want that light on?” 
“She’s totally passed out drunk,” said Claire. “I could set the house on fire and she wouldn’t flinch.” 
“Oh.” 
Claire read his facial expression. “It’s okay. She does it all the time.” 
“Oh.” 
“I mean, I’m used to it.” 
“Gotcha.” 
Claire sighed inside of the giant fur hood. “I shouldn’t’ve said anything. Now you’re going to think she’s a sleazy drunk. She’s not. She’s really nice. But it’s been hard on her, raising me alone, and she has to work two jobs and I think it just sometimes gets her.” 
“It’s just the two of you?” 
Claire nodded. 
“Do you ever do anything together? Like, hang out?” Reginald, whose own mother was perhaps too attentive, admitted to himself that he might not have an objective frame of reference, but it seemed like all Claire’s mom did was to work and sleep. Without any father, siblings, or other family, he could imagine Claire spending hour after hour after hour alone in the ramshackle house. Watching True Blood.
“We had a party for my birthday,” she said. “And we always eat dinner together if she’s home.” 
This was too depressing. He opted to change the subject.
“When do you sleep?” he asked her, gesturing at the encompassing night with his eyes. Then he smirked at her. “Are you a vampire?” 
“I got up just for you, Reginald. I’d normally sleep now, like a normal girl.” 
“C’mon. Let me see your fangs.” 
“I don’t have fangs.” She giggled like a little girl, because she was one despite her resilient exterior. It was perhaps the first sheen of youth he’d seen from her, he realized. The thought made him sad. 
“I’d like to, though,” she said. 
Reginald shook his head, not understanding. 
“I’d like to be a vampire. Tell me… how does it happen? How do you get turned?” 
“You wouldn’t want to be a vampire,” he said, thinking of how everywhere you went, a group in power was telling you that you weren’t good enough. At least humans had daytime to spread their intolerance around in. 
“I would, though,” she said. “I’d be a good hunter. How is it done, Reginald?”
He shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know.” And he told her the story of how he’d been turned, exactly a week ago now. 
“And now Maurice, my friend… my ‘maker,’ I guess is the word you’d know… he’s in trouble for turning me. And I’m… well…”
“You’re what?”
He sighed. “I’m a fat vampire.” 
“So what?” 
“I’m slow. I’m weak. I didn’t know in advance, and didn’t prepare.” Then, because he knew the sorts of things she’d say if he paused there, added playfully, “What about you, Claire? Have you done your training? Have you been hitting the weights? Make a muscle. Show me.” 
She curled her biceps into an invisible peak. Reginald made impressed noises. 
After a few minutes of silence, she looked him in the eyes. Reginald realized he could easily glamour her, but he no longer wanted to. 
“I’d like you to turn me,” she said. “Not now, obviously. You’ll need to figure out how it’s done for sure, but then I want in.” 
“You want in?”
“I spend all day in a stupid school that I hate and then I come home and spend nights either literally alone or pretty much alone here, watching TV. This neighborhood isn’t great. Sometimes there are shots outside at night. I’m little for my age. I get picked on.”
Reginald thought of how easily she’d bested him on the night they’d met, how she’d spun out of his grip as if his hands had been greased. He thought she must do okay, but Reginald knew what it was to be picked on — how it dug into your spirit like talons — and said nothing.
“If I were a vampire,” she said, “I’d be on top. I wouldn’t just hang out here alone. I could go out at night. I wouldn’t have to be afraid of anything.” 
Then she looked right at him, waiting. 
“You’re serious.” 
“Yes. Can you find out how it’s done?” 
“I can’t do that, Claire. Even if I wanted to.” And he explained about the training, about the reason that the only vampires anyone ever heard of were fit and thin and strong and fast and attractive. “Besides, he said, you’d never grow up. It’s bad enough to know I can never lose weight, but to know you’d be a kid forever? It gets better as you grow up, Claire. Not always a lot better, but for now, you just have to put in your time.” 
She’d been staring past him, to the side, toward the front sidewalk. Her face didn’t move when he was done speaking, but a single tear began to fall down the side of her nose and nest in the hollow above her upper lip. 
“Then can you come inside for a while and just sit with me? Just watch TV with me for a while?”
“Are you inviting me inside your house?” he asked. 
“Yeah.” 
He nodded solemnly, picked up the chair and moved it to the back porch, and entered the back door as Claire held it for him. 
She made microwave popcorn and they sat on the threadbare couch together watching whatever came on, which just so happened to be the last half of an episode of Columbo. There was no stirring from elsewhere in the house, and Reginald thought how disturbing it was that a girl could invite a stranger into the living room and the only authority in the house would never know.  
Claire curled up and put her head in his lap, and within ten minutes of finishing her popcorn, she was asleep. He slipped out from under her, replacing his lap with a pillow, and covered her with an afghan. 
As he left, being careful not to make any noise, he looked back at the little girl who wanted to be a vampire so that she could be as strong as she tried to feel, the little girl that he couldn’t bring himself to feed on. 
She looked very small. 




 
RUT
 
 
THE SECOND HALF OF REGINALD’S shift was far better than the first half, now that Walker was gone and his only co-workers were Maurice, who he already knew and liked, and Nikki, who seemed to loathe Walker as much as he did. 
Over the rest of the time before his assessment by the Vampire Council, Reginald found himself falling into a nice rhythm. He’d wake as the sun was setting, eat a breakfast of human food out of habit, shower, get dressed, and head off to work. The church where he’d met Claire was on the way, so he always stopped for five minutes to say hello. Then he went to work and he, Maurice, and Nikki endured Walker until he’d gone. 
After midnight, a new mood descended over the office. It was still work, but because there were only three of them working and all three got along, the place had a slumber party feel. Without Walker’s distractions, Reginald found himself able to complete his work well before his shift was over — and without Berger there to tell him to do more, he simply ended up with free time. Some nights, he played wastebasket basketball with Maurice and Nikki, who seemed to have discovered the same efficiency long ago and had been waiting for Reginald to catch up. 
Each night at 2am, Reginald took his lunch break and went to visit Claire. He tried to talk her out of it, saying she needed her sleep and that her mother was bound to, at some point, come downstairs to find her daughter hanging out with a three hundred and fifty pound stranger who she could easily catch if she decided to pursue as he fled — and having promised that he’d feed on neither Claire nor her mother, flee he would. But Claire was having none of it. She promised him steaks and hamburger as enticement and said that besides, Reginald’s visits were the highlights of her day because he was one of the only friends she had. The notion was depressing beyond belief to Reginald. 
He returned to the office around three. His shift was supposed to last until seven, but Nikki, who confessed she knew about the odd disease that her two co-workers coincidentally shared, offered to cover for both from six until she left at eight. So Reginald would go home while it was still dark, draw his blinds, and sit inside watching TV for a few hours, and eventually he’d fall asleep. 
One day, when Reginald returned from lunch, he sat down in his seat and heard a loud farting noise. He looked between his legs and saw the pink lips of a Whoopee Cushion. 
There was a low chortling, and then a head popped up from Walker’s cubicle, saying, “What, Reggie, did someone step on a duck?” 
It was Nikki. She was holding Walker’s coffee cup, sticking her teeth out in imitation of his giant white tombstones, and letting her lower jaw hang slack. Oddly, the Walker parody did nothing to diminish her beauty. 
Reginald laughed, hard. It was the first time he’d laughed — genuinely laughed, with all of his mind and body — in as long as he could remember. 
Nikki put down the coffee cup and rested her arms across the cubicle divider. 
“What are you doing after work, Reggie?” she said, still imitating Walker’s voice. Then, in her own voice: “I know a 24-hour piano bar. Maurice and I are getting out of here and going over at five. They’re a bit dodgy, but it’s the only piano bar in this part of town that’s open at five AM and serves waffles, so our choice is limited.” 
Reginald loved waffles. 
“Count me in,” he said. 




 
HOT
CHICK
 
 
WHEN THEY ARRIVED AT THE piano bar, the official pianists were long asleep or drunk, so the manager, who Nikki knew (probably through the bonds that form amongst pianists) said it’d be fine if they tinkered with the piano on and off while eating their waffles — or, in Maurice’s case, while he was drinking his coffee. 
Nikki was in her element. Upon receiving the go-ahead and before her waffles arrived, she sat down on the bench, opened one of several sheet music books from a rack beside the piano, and began to play. It was beautiful. It made her more beautiful. As she played, she sat taller, and Reginald could swear that something inside of her began to glow in the way he’d seen his own human blood glow that first night on the hill. 
While she was playing, Maurice leaned over and said to Reginald, “Have you thought of feeding on her?” 
A counterpointing thought crossed Reginald’s mind, and he was surprised to realize how deeply it bothered him. Rather than answering the question, he asked Maurice what had occurred to him. “Have you fed on her?” he said.
Maurice chuckled. “The only woman I feed on is my wife.”
“You have a wife?” 
“Yes. And one thing you’ll learn is that in the vampire world, we have as many strange, nonsensical conventions as humans have. One is that if you’re pledged to another, it’s considered infidelity to feed on a human of the same sex as your spouse.”
“Your wife is a human?” Reginald said. 
“No. She’s vampire. But both of us have to feed, and so she feeds on women and I feed on men. Mostly goth kids, who are totally into it.”
“That doesn’t make any sense at all,” said Reginald. “That would be like saying that if I were married, I couldn’t eat nachos. I could only eat cheeseburgers.” 
“It’s probably because the act of feeding is, for us, very close to sex when we’re feeding on someone we’re attracted to. The lines blur. My wife and I feed on each other while… well, you get the idea. But drinking another vampire’s blood doesn’t nourish us, so we have to eat somewhere. This is how our society has chosen to answer that particular sticky problem. For humans, the lines don’t blur. You’re not almost having sex with nachos when you eat them.”  
Reginald thought that Maurice had never seen him eat nachos. 
 “So,” Maurice said. “Have you thought of feeding on her?” He nodded at Nikki. 
“Very much.” 
“So glamour her, then feed.” 
“I can’t,” said Reginald. “I thought of it when you went to the bathroom. She was looking right into my eyes, but I couldn’t do it.” 
Maurice smiled. “Why?” 
“It felt wrong.” 
“So you’ve given up feeding on her, then?” 
But Nikki interrupted the conversation by returning. She looked flushed and deeply pleased. Something radiated off of her and again, Reginald found himself looking longingly at her neck as her hair moved. He fought it down. 
“Shit,” said Nikki, looking at the new arrival on the plate in front of her. “How long was I playing? My waffle is cold.”
“You know,” said Maurice, “Reginald plays piano.” 
Reginald shook his head. “No I don’t.” 
“Yes you do.” 
“No I don’t,” Reginald repeated. 
Maurice turned to Nikki. “Hey, could you do me a favor? I need a tissue, but there was no toilet paper in the men’s room and I don’t feel like blowing my nose on these cloth napkins. Could you grab me a handful from the ladies’?” 
She nodded, got up, and walked toward the bathroom. Reginald watched her go.
Maurice slid something into Reginald’s hand. It was his phone, and the website on the screen was HowToPlayPiano.com.
“Read it,” said Maurice. 
“I can’t learn to play piano from reading a page on a website,” said Reginald. 
“You already know how to play the music, believe me,” said Maurice. “You just need to know what the notes mean and which keys to hit.”
“I have no idea how to play piano,” said Reginald. “Seriously.” 
“Read it. Hurry, before she gets back.”
So, because Maurice hadn’t been wrong yet, Reginald quickly read the single long page on the screen. He gave the phone back as Nikki was coming out of the bathroom. She handed a wad of toilet paper to Maurice, who thanked her, and again begin slaying her waffle. 
“So as I said,” Maurice repeated, “Reginald plays piano beautifully.” And after much nudging and pushing and cajoling, Reginald found himself sitting on the bench in front of the piano, a dozen or so bleary-eyed patrons staring up at him. The bench groaned under his weight. He couldn’t get close enough to the piano until he forced it, folding his gut under the keyboard, and even then he felt stretched out. The book of music Nikki had been playing from was still on the piano. He picked it up and began to flip the pages, totally unsure of what would be good to start with. Something easy. 
He looked at Maurice, who nodded encouragement. 
The book was filled with different pieces, none of which were remotely familiar to him. Finally he found one by Beethoven, who was at least a name he recognized. The piece was called Hammerklavier, and because Reginald had a little bit of German, he knew that “klavier” meant “piano.” It seemed as good a starting point as any.
He placed his fingers on the keys and tried to let his mind go back to the place he’d found last week, when Maurice quizzed about passages in The Shining. He didn’t know how to play. He didn’t know how to play. Then, from somewhere in a fog, he kind of did. He knew a few of the first notes on the page in front of him. He could see how they fit together, like pieces in a jigsaw puzzle.
He played the notes. 
Then he saw how the next few fit, and played those. 
As he fell into rhythm, his fingers seemed to figure out what to do. They knew whether to strike the keys hard or to touch them gently. He stopped seeing the notes on the page and simply saw the music in his mind. The page was irrelevant. He knew what the music was supposed to be. He could see it as if he were solving a problem. One note led logically to the next, to the next. He closed his eyes. The room disappeared. He played by feel, both in his fingers and in his mind. He saw the piece as a whole, even though the whole hadn’t been in the book. But it was too long. He finished a section and spun off, into something new. Something from inside himself. And he played. And he did know how to play.
Some time later — though he had no idea how long — his fingers pecked out a few final notes and he realized, quite suddenly, that he was done. And so he stood up, returned to the table, and resumed eating. 
Across from him, Nikki looked like she’d been slapped. There was a tear running down her cheek. 




 
SOUL
 
 
NIKKI HAD ALWAYS BEEN POLITE and friendly, but in the days that followed, she seemed much more interested in Reginald than could be explained by politeness or friendliness alone. 
There was much more smiling and small talk in the halls. They had coffee together in the kitchen, where Nikki kept prodding Reginald about how he had learned to play piano so well. They even hung out twice more at the piano bar — both times alone, because Maurice declined.  
Then one day, Nikki asked Reginald to go with her to Taco Bell, which was one of the only restaurants open at 2am. Reginald, who loved Taco Bell, said that he would really like to go, but that he was meeting someone. This was intriguing to Nikki, and she asked who could possibly want to meet with him at two in the morning. 
At this point Reginald tried to change his story, but he was a bad liar and Nikki was both persistent and beguiling. And so finally, he told Nikki that he had a standing appointment with his 10-year-old niece. He thought that Nikki would find it very odd that Reginald would visit his niece in the middle of the night, but once he told her that his niece had the same sun-wasting disease that he had, she nodded knowingly and said, “I gotcha,” and seemed to accept it. Then she asked to come along. 
Reginald tried to refuse, but Nikki was both persistent and beguiling. 
So Nikki went along, and this time all three of them sat in Claire’s living room, watching Columbo and eating popcorn, while her mother laid upstairs in a drunken slumber.
Nikki fell absolutely in love with Claire, who she said reminded her of herself as a girl. She told Claire that she wished she had her as a niece, and Claire, to whom Reginald had covertly whispered the lie to which she should adhere for the evening, nodded eagerly. She said she’d love to have Nikki as an aunt and Reginald as an uncle and then smiled knowingly, and then all three of them chuckled until Reginald caught Nikki’s eye and suddenly became terribly embarrassed. 
Nikki and Claire enjoyed each other so much (devolving into actual, literal hair-braiding and nail-painting at one point) that Reginald and Nikki didn’t arrive back at the office until after four. Reginald apologized to Maurice, who he found shooting staples into a trash can, and Maurice said that he was getting really good at shooting staples and hadn’t realized they were gone. 
The next evening — the final evening before Reginald’s appointment with the Vampire Council — Nikki and Reginald went out to dinner before work. The lighting was low. There were candles on the table. It was almost like a date, except that she was a hot girl and he was fat Reginald. Otherwise, the resemblance between their dinner meeting and a date was uncanny. Reginald even made an effort to dress up, in the spirit of what felt like an occasion. Nikki wore a dress with a slit up the side. She promised to change into something more boring before going to work lest she blow Walker’s mind, or lest she find herself fending off his grabby hands until midnight. 
“You don’t think he’d actually grab you, do you?” said Reginald. 
“Yeah, I do,” she said. “And in fact, I kind of hope that one day he does.”
Reginald almost took this the wrong way, but then she explained that she’d been practicing Krav Maga since her father had started making her attend lessons at age six, when it had become apparent that she’d be pretty. 
“That fucking guy,” said Reginald. Then, demurely, he put a hand in front of his mouth, as if he’d shocked himself. He didn’t swear much, and certainly not in front of women. Swearing, in Reginald’s mind, implied confidence, which he’d never had much use for. 
“It’s okay,” said Nikki. “He definitely is ‘that fucking guy.’” 
“Asshole,” said Reginald.
“Motherfucker,” said Nikki. Then she giggled, a sound that for some reason made Reginald’s blood hunger rise to the back of his throat. She brushed a loose hair off of her neck. Her neck was long and white, and Reginald had to suppress an almost irresistible urge to leap over the table and sink his fangs into it.
“I’d like to be forward, Reginald,” she said. “May I?”
“Sure.” 
“You’re better than you think you are.” 
Reginald didn’t know what to say to that. It was forward. For one, it was presumptuous to tell him who he was. For two, it implied that he didn’t think much of himself. And for three, he didn’t care and hearing her say it made him feel good.
“Thanks.”
“I mean it, Reginald. I see how Walker is with you, and I see how you avert your eyes when people talk to you. Can I be even more forward?” Then she answered herself, laughing: “Why stop now? Okay, I’ll say it. Just because you’re big doesn’t make you less than that asswipe, or any of those other asswipes. Our society is messed up. We judge people by how they look. But you? You’re better than the Walkers of the world. The soul you showed when you played the other night? It’s beautiful.”
“My soul?” 
“Yes. Music comes from the soul,” she said matter-of-factly. 
“I thought that one came from Beethoven,” said Reginald.
“Well,” she said, “forgetting for a moment that Hammerklavier is one of the most difficult pieces I know of — especially for someone who ‘just learned by playing around’ — you spun off on your own at the end. Where did that come from?”
“I don’t know. I guess my gut.” Then, realizing the pun, he patted his gut and laughed. “It does have some authority.”
“It came from your soul. Your soul is beautiful.” 
Reginald thought that her breasts were beautiful. He felt guilty thinking something so shallow, but then he decided it was okay because he liked a lot about her, and her chest was just one part of an overall delightful whole. 
“I like being here with you,” she said. 
“Why?” said Reginald. He realized how it sounded, but it was a knee-jerk reaction. The word was out before he could stop himself. 
“I told you why.” 
“But… I’m fat. And not terribly attractive.” 
“Beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” she said. 
A full minute passed. She reached forward and took his hand. 
“I’m a vampire,” he blurted. 
She nodded. “I know.” 
“You know?” 
“Maurice told me.” 
“Maurice is a vampire too.” This verbal diarrhea was idiotic. He’d rat out his mother for a crime she’d never even thought of committing if he kept it up. Maybe Nikki was a vampire. Maybe she was glamouring him right now, except that vampires couldn’t be glamoured. And by the way, what a load of crap that was.
She smiled. “I know he’s a vampire. We’ve known each other for a while. Things come up. He has some stories that don’t make any sense without that particular tidbit.”
“Are you a vampire?” 
“No. But I assume your niece is?” 
“My niece?” 
“Your niece. Claire? I assumed that’s the reason you meet with her at 2am.” 
Reginald shook his head. “She’s not my niece. She’s a human I tried to feed on because I couldn’t catch anyone else. I couldn’t catch her either, so she gave me a raw steak. Her mother is always drunk. We get together every night at 2am and watch Columbo because she’s lonely and doesn’t have many day friends.”
That was without question the oddest reply that anyone had ever given to anyone, anywhere, ever, but Nikki seemed unfazed by it. She patted his hand, as if 10-year-old, middle-of-the-night playmates were totally normal. 
Reginald’s head sagged. “I’m a bad vampire. I’m slow. I’m weak. I’m too fat to be undead.” 
“Maurice says you’re smart.”
“I guess.” 
“And he’s always told me that vampirism enhances what’s in you already,” she said. “Which is how I know that your soul is beautiful, with that music you had inside.” 
Reginald found himself starting to smile, but then his mind floated to tomorrow, to his meeting with the Vampire Council, and the smile left his lips. It seemed unfair that he could have found such contentment so soon before being sentenced to what felt like an inevitable death. He was once a fat kid, then he was a fat adult, and then he’d had two and a half weeks to be a fat vampire. Soon he wouldn’t even be that. Soon he’d be ash, and as far as the vampires of the world were concerned, it was good riddance to bad public relations rubbish. 
“I’m on trial tomorrow,” said Reginald. “Did Maurice tell you that?” 
“Yes.” 
“Do you guys have long conversations while I’m in the bathroom or something?” 
“Maurice is my mentor,” she said. 
“You must not talk about computers much, with all the vampire discussions you have,” said Reginald. 
“No. I meant, he’s my mentor in vampirism,” said Nikki. 
“He’s what?” 
She shrugged. “Some people meet a baseball player and decide to become a baseball player. I met a vampire.” 
“Wait. You’re going to become a vampire?” 
“Yes. I’m in training. Just finished, actually.”
“Ah. Training.” 
“There’s a whole program,” she told him. “It’s like Six Sigma meets Navy SEALs bootcamp. You’ll see.” 
“I’ll see?”
“After your trial. Maurice says you’ll have to do it all retroactively. But the good news for you is that they can’t decide not to turn you since you’re already turned, and…” 
“Nikki,” said Reginald, interrupting her, “I’ll never see that training. I’ve watched some of the ‘meetings’ from the council records. I know what they’ll ask me to do and I can’t do it, not even close, and so I’m going to be executed. It’s a big puppet show. They just want to humiliate me before they kill me, because I blemish their image.” 
Reginald didn’t tell her the other unsavory things he’d learned from the public records, like how the only way to avoid a quick death in a sun chamber was to commit an additional offense that really pissed off the council — in which case you’d be cut open over and over and over before finally being dragged into the sun to die. From what Reginald had seen, the torturers were quite good, and used a wide variety of sharp knives to do their jobs.
Nikki shook her head. “You should run,” she said. 
At least she wasn’t telling him that he might pass his ordeal. That would just be insulting to both of them. 
“I can’t run,” he said, and told her what Maurice had said about what the council did to the families and friends of runners. They’d kill Maurice if they could catch him. They’d kill Nikki. 
“We could run, too.” 
“You can’t outrun vampires.” That was another thing he’d seen while studying his foes’ records. Humans targeted by the Vampire Nation never survived. Never. 
“I could turn. I’m ready. Maurice could do it. Or you could.”
“I’m going to make it worse by turning you?” He shook his head. “No way. There’s no way out. And even if there was, there’s all the other people I know. My family. My neighbors and their families.”
“You could find a way to…” 
Reginald interrupted her. “And Claire.” 
Nikki slowly closed her mouth. Then she said, “Yeah. And Claire.” 
“But honestly, I’m worried about Claire anyway. The Council is sadistic. The stuff I’ve watched and read? They don’t like to leave loose ends. If anyone knows I’ve been hanging out with her, which they almost certainly do, I’ll find out at the trial. It’ll be a nice little surprise before I die. ‘Oh, hey, just so you know, we know all about your friend, and we’re headed out there now to suck her dry.’ They do stuff like that all the time from what I’ve seen.” 
“Maurice can protect her.” 
“Maurice will be with me. Hell, they might just kill him too. He’s already said he’s on thin ice. That’d be a cool twist, right? Your night shifts might be a lot quieter next week.” 
Reginald didn’t like the way he sounded, but he couldn’t help himself. Because the Council’s biggest concern was being overthrown by a rising power-seeker, it ruled through fear. The trials Reginald had reviewed were absolutely filled with psychological torture. It made him angry, but there was nothing he could do except to take it out on Nikki, who was the only outlet he had. 
“Me, then,” she said. 
“What about you?” 
“I’ll protect her.” 
“Nikki…” 
“After you turn me, of course.” 
Reginald raised both of his hands in a warding-off gesture. 
“Look,” she said, “I’m already cleared. I even got an approval letter. I’ve got a formal ceremony coming up in a month, but if they do decide to kill Maurice, then it all falls apart because he’s my mentor. I’d have to start all over. This is just moving things up a little. And this way, when you and Maurice go in, I can watch the fort here for you.” 
Reginald tapped a finger on the table. 
“Come on, Reginald. Think it through in that big, enhanced brain of yours. What other choice is there?” 
He knew the answer, of course: None. He’d probably doomed Claire the moment he met her, but he’d almost certainly sealed her fate this week. Of course vampires would be watching him in the week before his trial, and of course he’d never have noticed them. Claire couldn’t protect herself and she couldn’t run. The chances of vampire Nikki protecting her were still incredibly slim, but slim was better than none. Reginald knew how to turn her, too. It was one of many, many things he’d learned over the past few nights about vampirism and vampire culture in his futile search for a way out.
“Are you thinking about it?” she asked him. 
“Yes.” 
“Will you do it?” 
He exhaled and began nodding slowly, his big, enhanced brain working through scenario after scenario after scenario. 
“Okay,” he said. “But I want to do one thing a little differently.”
And he told her.




 
MORE
ASSHOLES
 
 
ON THE NIGHT OF THE meeting — which in Reginald’s mind had definitely become a “trial” — Maurice came over to Reginald’s house and the two sat on Reginald’s run-down, bent-in-the-middle couch and watched America’s Funniest Videos until a knock came at the door. 
“Let’s not let them in,” said Reginald, suddenly nervous. 
“This is no longer a human house,” said Maurice with a wry smile. “You can’t keep them out if they want to come in.” 
“Oh. Okay.” 
So he got up, and he walked to the door and opened it. Standing on the stoop under the porch light were Charles, Moira, and Penelope — the three remaining of the foursome he’d met a thousand years ago, back when he was human. 
“Hello big boy,” said Charles, his eyes full of something Reginald couldn’t interpret. “As a duly appointed representative of the Vampire Nation, I, Charles Barkley, bring with me a warrant requiring your presence at…” 
“Your name is Charles Barkley?” said Reginald. 
Charles ignored him and continued speaking. “… at a meeting of the Vampire Council…” 
“Because in your shoes, I’d go by ‘Chuck,’ or ‘Charlie.’” 
“… to determine your suitability for inclusion in the population of…” 
“Or, you know, just never use your last name.” 
Charles ceased his delivery and locked eyes with Reginald. “Joke now,” he said. 
“I’m just saying,” said Reginald, who hadn’t been joking. He’d once known a man named Ronald Reagan. The man was so liberal, he was left-handed. Reginald had always meant to ask why he didn’t just go by ‘Ron,’ but had never had the nerve.
Charles turned to Maurice. “And you. Do you have a death wish? As his maker, you’ve now committed your third act of treason in a month. Nobody cares how old you are or what rights you seem to think you have, Maurice. You can be staked by the Guard just like anyone else.” 
“I stand by my creation,” said Maurice, with a glance toward Reginald. Then he added, “… and my right to make as I choose.”
The women had broken away from Charles and, as they’d done on the night behind the bowling alley, began circling Reginald. Their voices came from behind him, near his ears. Now that he was no longer human, their voices were no longer hypnotic, but they were still a turn on.
“You tasted amazing,” said Moira. 
“Delirious,” said Penelope. 
“And now?” said Moira. 
“Such a pity,” said Penelope. 
Reginald whispered to Maurice. “Why did they like me so much, yet I made you barf?” 
“Why do so many people like McDonald’s, yet the grease would make a healthy person keel over?” Maurice answered.
The women came full circle and stood in front of them, one on each side of Charles. All three looked like they could appear in a magazine photoshoot right then, without going to hair, makeup, or wardrobe. Reginald, not even a little bit gay, found even Charles beautiful. 
“Quite a pity,” Charles agreed, looking Reginald over from head to toe. “A beautiful cut of meat wasted… and a race blemished.” 
Maurice’s hand went to his sword. 
“Easy, Maurice. You won’t get away with staking me like you did Isaac. I’m on orders from the Guard. You’d burn for it.” 
Maurice’s hand lowered. 
“If only you’d come with us when we came for you the first time instead of making your little scene,” said Charles with phony regret. “Just think — all of this could’ve been avoided.”
Maurice stared at Charles, his eyes unblinking.
“So,” said Charles. “Will you come with us? Or would you like me to leave without you and put your apprehension in the hands of the Guard?” 
“I hope they want to tussle first,” Moira whispered to Penelope.
Penelope rubbed her breasts. Her fangs snapped out, and she ran her tongue over them. “Me too,” she purred.
“We’ll come with you,” said Maurice.
Penelope’s fangs receded and a pout formed on her lips. “Oh, poo,” she said. 




 
TESTED
 
 
“WE’RE GOING TO MISS OUR window,” said Charles from behind the wheel of the SUV.
Reginald and Maurice were in the rear row of seats, behind Penelope and Moira, behind a silver mesh, restrained by silver handcuffs. Charles wasn’t speaking to them, but Reginald knew exactly what he was talking about. In the past week, he’d researched and learned more about the Vampire Council — which shared its protocols openly so that any power-seekers would fully understand the futility of an attack — than he imagined Charles would ever know.  
For one, the Council kept its location top secret, even from itself. The entire Council worked like a touring mega-concert, with hundreds of vampire roadies tasked with disassembling, transporting, and reassembling the entire operation every eight, nine, or ten days. The location, specific timing, and coordination of these movements were determined by an incredibly complicated encrypted algorithm. The algorithm was a total black box. The council could request a move, but could not control or predict that move. The only way for Council members to see where the Council would go next was to follow the instructions given by the algorithm and wait until all of the pieces fell into place.
Every eight, nine, or ten days, the algorithm would deliver new sets of orders to the roadies. The algorithm coordinated their travel — via discreet and different paths — to their final location. Dozens of individual surveyors were constantly feeding updated information into the database regarding the suitability of locations, weather and population updates, purchases and sales of real estate, and anything else that might be relevant, and the algorithm drew from all of it. On any given move, the Council might repurpose an abandoned structure, re-use a past location, or build something fresh. The whole production was like a colony of ants obeying orders made by an unseen intelligence.
The only way for anyone to get in or out was to pass through a series of hand-offs involving several pairs of escorts. Because the Council was a moving target, the algorithm coordinated this entire process as well. It was impossible to predict where someone on their way to the Council might be at any given time or what route they might take. Even the escorts didn’t know where they were taking their passengers until they were on the road, and theirs was only one leg of a larger route comprising several legs. 
Charles was worried because when you were summoned by the Council, the algorithm gave you only a location and a half-hour window of time. If you missed the window, you missed your chance — and then, usually, you paid a price. 
Charles had three minutes left.
“It would be so much faster to run,” said Charles, “if only I had a secure way to carry that fat load.” 
“And me,” said Maurice. “Don’t forget the fact that I’d tear your head off the minute we got out.” 
“You’d never escape,” said Charles, taking another glance at the dashboard clock. 
“I didn’t say anything about escaping,” said Maurice. “After I killed you, I’d be sure to make the window. “ He would, too. Maurice could argue that he’d had to kill Charles because Charles was going to make him late for his pickup. The Council would accept it as a justified tradeoff.
Charles pulled up to the pickup point, which turned out to be under a bridge downtown, with thirty seconds to spare. One of the waiting Guards was actually looking at his watch as they pulled up and piled out of the SUV, Maurice and Reginald held between the others. 
“You’re almost late,” said one of the Guards. 
“We call that ‘on time’ around here,” said Maurice. 
The Guard punched Maurice hard in the face.
The other Guard looked at Charles and the women. “You’re supposed to come along,” he said, indicating Charles. Then he waved at the women. “They’re not.” 
The women pouted, purred a goodbye to Reginald, and drove away in the SUV. When they were gone, the Guards put Reginald, Maurice, and Charles into the back of their vehicle, which was also an SUV. There were no windows in the back compartment. All were bound in silver handcuffs and blindfolded twice so that when the doors were opened at subsequent checkpoints, they wouldn’t be able to see where they were. 
“So where is the Council today?” Maurice asked a Guard as he was preparing to close the door. “I’ll bet it’s a drive-in. Is it a drive-in?” 
There was a thick slugging sound that Reginald assumed was the Guard punching him again. 
“Never hurts to ask,” said Maurice from somewhere in the darkness once the door had closed. “Well, other than literally.” 
The SUV drove off, leaving the remains of Reginald’s human life behind. He wondered if he’d ever see his house again — and if not, whether his plants would die before someone realized he was missing.
After three transfers to different vehicles, they were offloaded, grabbed by the arms, and told to walk. They proceeded through what seemed to be a long, echo-filled corridor, walked down some stairs, and then traversed another long and winding path somewhere with less echo. There was a flurry of pushing and shoving and clanking, and then Reginald’s blindfolds and restraints were removed. 
He found himself in a stark, white room with absolutely no decorations or furniture. There were no features on any of the surfaces. The walls were as smooth as glass. The effect was disorienting. If he looked back, right, left, down, or up, he saw the exact same thing. The only feature by which he could orient himself was a set of bars and a cell door, all made of silver. 
On the other side of the cell door was Maurice, who was cuffed and bookended by two Guards, but who didn’t seem to be bound for a cell.
“This is so futuristic. It’s like the ultimate in minimalism,” said Reginald. 
“Nothing to use against them,” said Maurice. 
“I’m going to die, aren’t I?” said Reginald. 
“Probably,” said Maurice. “You’ll get your chance to defend yourself, but…” He shook his head. 
“I’ve seen the videos on that vampire YouTube. I’m most looking forward to the rock wall, the hurdles, and the rope ladder.” 
“I’m sorry, Reginald,” said Maurice with a shake of his head. “I should have let you die.” 
Reginald, who had used his short time as a vampire to meet Claire and Nikki, wasn’t sure he agreed.
“It’s okay,” said Reginald. “Thanks for trying. Any advice?” 
“Just be yourself,” said Maurice. “There’s nothing else you can do.”
Some time later, Reginald was taken from his cell and led through a door that had previously been invisible on the featureless walls. Two members of the Guard escorted him down a long hall and into a wide open chamber. The floor of the chamber was hard-packed clay. Around the sunken chamber floor were rows and rows of benches filled with spectators. To one side was an ornate wooden chair that looked like a throne, and in the throne sat a man with stark black eyebrows and salt-and-pepper hair. He looked like he might be in his sixties if he were human. 
Reginald’s escorts uncuffed him and shoved him into the center of the floor, then disappeared. Gaining his footing and looking up, Reginald could see Maurice, seated between two hulking men in Guard uniform. 
“My my,” said the man in the throne. “You are a big boy.” 
Reginald said nothing.
“Reginald Baskin,” said the man. “I am Logan, Deacon of this Council, and it is my duty today to assess you.” 
Reginald raised a hand. “‘Sup.”
“You are here to be tried,” said Logan. “Do you understand what is expected of you?” 
Interesting how it had become a “trial” in everyone’s mind, Reginald thought, when it had begun as a “meeting.” At least they were all on the same page.
“Not even a little bit,” said Reginald. That was a lie, of course, but he wasn’t planning to make this easy. 
Logan took a deep breath and stood up, then began speaking theatrically, as if reading a script.
“The Vampire Nation requires secrecy and stealth in order to continue to exist,” he said. “Because of that, we have, in recent centuries, begun to establish certain standards. Most people, when they wish to become vampires, train for months to achieve the perfectly honed body they will need to be as strong, fast, and lithe as possible, because the body they are turned with will be the body they have forever. It is important that the standards we set for those bodies and skills are high. We have survived for as long as we have because humans refuse to believe we exist, and because we have trained ourselves to be like shadows. The minute we become clumsy and expose ourselves or give humans reason to believe that we are real, the sooner we hasten our own demise. Do you understand?”
Reginald nodded. He wished they’d just get on with it. 
“Not all vampires are created equal, Mr. Baskin,” said Logan. “And if a vampire is too slow or too weak, he risks exposing all of us. And if such a vampire is a risk, he must be removed from the population.”
“Duly noted,” said Reginald. 
“The purpose of the tests you are about to undergo is to determine if you meet the standards we have set, or if you are a risk to all of us.”
“Awesome.” 
“I hope you won’t take this personally. This isn’t about you. This is about the very survival of our kind.” 
“Boom goes the dynamite,” said Reginald. 
Reginald found himself starting to daydream. In a movie, this would be the point where he’d find strength he didn’t know he had, rush the man in the throne, and rip off his head. Then he’d take over Deaconship of the Council and pardon himself, claim a harem, and spend eternity screwing beautiful women. 
The only problem, of course, was that Reginald was still too fat and too sluggish to do anything. And even if he’d had the ability to attack anyone, there were no weapons. 
“Then let’s begin,” said Logan, sitting back down.
The tests that followed were a cross between an agility course and something out of Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome. While the assembly watched and a man next to Logan took notes, Reginald was asked to run a series of obstacles as fast as possible, to climb under complex metal structures (fail) and leap over others (double fail). The crowd watched as he tried to cross above a pool of water on a rope ladder, but Reginald immediately rolled over so that he was below the ladder, and then fell into the water. Then he got back up and tried again with the same result. Logan insisted he try a third time, and this time he was halfway across and hopeful he could actually make it when the ropes broke and he crashed into a rock near the edge of the pool, breaking his nose.
Reginald failed to lift heavy weights, failed to smash a series of bricks, and failed to catch a ball dropped across the room. (The ball hit the ground, still fifty feet away, as Reginald took his fourth step and then tripped.) He failed to bend bars and climb walls. At one point, a Guard challenged him to the classic “if you can snatch this coin from my hand” cliche from kung fu films, which he failed miserably. 
The final straw for Reginald was a jump test, which reminded him of his high school gym class. Back then, the coach used a tall pole with a series of multicolored flags on it that you were supposed to swat aside to determine your best jump height. Logan didn’t require such equipment for his version.
“Even the youngest and weakest of us could jump straight up and touch this ceiling,” said Logan, pointing up. Reginald looked up and saw a domed ceiling fifty feet above him. “Let’s see if you can do it.” He made a little wave and added, “If you please.” 
Reginald crouched, funneled all of his energy into his legs, and leapt. It was actually quite gratifying. He didn’t touch the roof, but he’d never jumped so high in his life. Like his vision on that first night, spotting a billboard from a great distance, the feeling was exhilarating. 
The man standing beside Logan made a note on a metal clipboard and said, “Approximately nine inches.” 
“I can do better,” said Reginald. 
“Go ahead.” 
This time, Reginald leaped even higher. He put so much into the takeoff, in fact, that when he landed, he canted sideways and fell onto a hurdle from a previous stunt. The hurdle bent neatly in half.
“Nine inches,” said Logan’s assistant.
Reginald had had enough. He stood up, brushed himself off, and addressed Logan. 
“I think that’ll do. Clearly I’m not going to pass any of these ridiculous tests, so why don’t you just kill me and get it over with? Is it really necessary to keep humiliating me?”
Movement caught the corner of his eye. It was Maurice, slowly nodding. Yes, it is.
“Every test you take is one more chance to prove yourself,” said Logan. “Are you through trying to prove yourself?”
The jumpsuit Reginald had been given to wear was plastered to his skin with sweat. His heart was beating out of his ribcage. He hadn’t had a full chest of breath since the tests had begun. 
“Yes,” said Reginald. 
“You realize that if you give up, your fate will be decided,” said the man. 
Reginald, who was sure his fate had been decided long ago, said, “I need to sit down.” Then he flopped to the ground, panting. 
“Are you sure you don’t want to wrestle The Thing?” said Logan. A door slid open across the arena. A very large, very muscular, very hairy man was standing in the recess it revealed, dressed in straps of black leather. He seemed to shine, as if he’d been greased.
“Very sure,” said Reginald. 
The door closed. The Thing looked disappointed. 
“Then it’s time to pronounce sentence,” said Logan.
“Fine,” said Reginald, still trying to catch his breath. 
“Obviously, you’ve failed,” said Logan.
“Obviously.” 
“Worse than anyone has ever failed,” he added.
“I’m A-Number One.” 
“Which means you’ll need to be killed. Nothing personal, you understand.” 
Two panting breaths. “Bring it.” 
“You and your whole bloodline, of course.”
“Of course.” He stopped. “Wait… what?”
“Bring in his progeny,” said Logan. 
But that didn’t make sense, because Reginald had never had any kids. He’d never been married or even really in a relationship, unless you counted…
Shit.
A large door across from him opened to reveal a smaller room off of the main arena. There, in the center, Reginald saw a woman tied to a post with silver chains. 
It was Nikki. 




 
CAUGHT
 
 
MAURICE MADE A LOUD NOISE of exasperation when he saw Nikki chained to the post, then put both of his palms to his face. Reginald didn’t know if he should watch Maurice or Nikki as the spectacle unfolded, because both appeared to be equally pained. 
The side chamber in which Nikki was restrained was maybe fifteen yards across, clay-floored like the arena, and appeared to be round. It was as if there were a silo attached to the main room and that a shared wall had just been removed. Nikki was sitting on the ground at the foot of a metal pole, bound to it by silver chains that allowed her to move in a small circle, like a dog tied to a tree. 
She appeared to be crying. Reginald yelled her name, but either she didn’t hear him or was too terrified to respond.
“Nicole Jane Pilson,” said the man next to Logan, reading off of a piece of paper on what appeared to be a stainless steel clipboard. “Aged twenty-eight human years when turned. Vampire age of one day. Hereby sentenced to death, as tainted blood, in conjunction with the sentencing of Reginald Baskin.” 
Nikki screamed. The last time Reginald had seen her, she’d looked so confident and strong, and now she seemed weak and broken. Was this how vampires welcomed new members to their ranks? She was only a day old. It was repugnant that the crowd would afford her so little dignity — especially considering she’d completed her training and was going to be turned within a month anyway — simply due to her association with Reginald. 
“Nicole Pilson,” Logan shouted across the arena, “you are sentenced to die by sunlight exposure as the offspring of Reginald Baskin. Do you understand?”
“No I fucking do not!” she yelled. Reginald’s vampire sight was good enough to make out every tear on her cheek. She was both angry and terrified, but even under the circumstances, the anger was the dominant of the two. Yes, she would grow to be a formidable vampire — if she were given a chance.
“Reginald!” Nikki yelled. “I tried; I’m sorry!” 
Reginald caught her eyes, nodded dejectedly, and said nothing. 
“You’re not going to tell her that you’re the one who’s sorry?” said Logan.
Reginald turned his gaze on Logan. He could feel fury building inside of himself like pressure inside of a tea kettle. In his mind, every vampire in the arena was exploding in fire as he found untapped reserves of strength and stormed through the crowd. Heads flew. Blood spattered. Limbs were twisted and torqued until tendons snapped. 
Logan shrugged, as if in disbelief at Reginald’s lack of chivalry. 
Reginald thought: You dirty motherfucking son of a bitch. 
“Nothing at all?” said Logan. The crowd tittered. “After we’ve gone to all this trouble to surprise you? That’s a shame.” 
“She’s a thousand times the vampire I am,” said Reginald. “Test her. You’ll see.” 
“We do these things like pruning a tree. You’re where we’re cutting the branch. Her abilities don’t matter. She’s tainted.” 
“Wasteful,” Reginald spat. “Spiteful. Such noble traits for so ‘evolved’ a race.” 
Logan chuckled. But then there was movement a bit farther down the bench as Charles rose to his feet. 
“Deacon?” said Charles.
Logan looked at the Guards, who had risen to face Charles, and patted the air. Then to Charles: “Yes?” 
“I know of another loose end in this man’s case,” said Charles.
Reginald looked at Charles, who smirked back at him.
“What loose end?” said Logan. 
“A girl.”  
“What girl?” said Logan.
“A human girl. One that Mr. Baskin has made into a pet.” 
“A pet?” 
“He’s been going to visit a young girl. Not to feed. Just to sit with her, and talk to her for hours about being a vampire.” 
Reginald felt that pressure building inside. 
You dirty motherfucking son of a bitch. 
Logan’s eyes found Reginald’s. 
“He hasn’t glamoured her. He hasn’t fed. He’s just… exposed himself?”
“Yes, Deacon.”
To Reginald: “The question before this Council was supposed to be whether or not you threaten to expose us accidentally, simply by existing. Have you really been so idiotic as to talk about vampirism openly?” 
“She’s just a kid. She doesn’t have anybody, and I…” 
Logan held up his hand. “Reginald Baskin, for both your wanton creation —“ He gestured at Nikki. “— and your breach of our secrecy to a human, I hereby change your sentence from death by sunlight to evisceration followed by death by sunlight.” Then slapped his throne, probably because he didn’t have a gavel. 
Charles was still standing. “And the human girl?” he said. 
“Dispose of her,” said Logan. 
Nikki screamed and tugged at her chains. The sound was terrible and desperate and full of sorrow. Reginald could still see Claire in his mind, her small face dwarfed by the large anorak hood. Or asleep on his lap, feeling safe for once in her young life. 
“Deacon,” said Reginald quietly, penitent. “She’s just a kid. She can be made to forget. And even if she spoke, nobody would believe her. Let her live. Please. Let me tell Maurice where she is. Let him be the one to make her forget.” 
“No need, Deacon,” said Charles. “I already know where she is.” 
“Please,” said Reginald. “You have me. It’s my fault. Do whatever you need to me, but let the others go.” 
Logan seemed to be mulling something over in his mind. Then he said to Charles, “Dispose of her.” 
The Guard with the clipboard made a note. 
“Okay,” said Logan. “Let’s get this over with.”




 
GUTS
 
 
REGINALD COULDN’T BE KILLED TWICE in punishment for his multiple crimes, so to make his ending as unpleasant as possible, Logan explained that he was to be laid down and cut open, over and over, by a torturer. He’d experience the pain of evisceration, which Logan assured him sounded quite unbearable, and then would heal. Once healed, he’d be cut open again, and again, and again. Different torturers put different flavors on the ritual. Some liked to dissect and remove organs. Some liked to repeatedly puncture the lungs and leave the condemned to gasp for breath, unable to go unconscious or die. Some had a neurologist’s understanding of physiology and could conjure unworldly pain merely by touching different nerve clusters. 
This would go on for hours, until the assembly or Logan got bored. Then Reginald would be dragged into the sun to meet his end, but by then it would really just be about disposal, because he’d almost certainly have gone mad. 
While this was going on, as if it wasn’t a rich enough experience, he’d also get to watch Nikki die. The round chamber she was in had a roof that would iris open when Logan pushed a button behind his throne, letting in the sun. It was approximately one o’clock in the afternoon, so the sun would be directly overhead — meaning that the crowd, safe in the arena, could remain comfortably in the shadows and watch while she burned.
Reginald was taken to a spot closer to the side chamber and bound with silver chains to a post of his own. He found himself just twenty feet from Nikki — close enough to see every detail of her upcoming ordeal, but far enough away that he wouldn’t be able to dive into the sunlight when the roof of the silo was opened. If he did that, it’d spoil all the fun.
He stood face-to-face with Nikki on the hard-packed floor, his eyes staring into hers. Neither said anything, but Reginald’s eyes told Nikki that he was sorry, and Nikki’s, which had grown strong, told him that it was okay. 
A Guard walked to where Reginald stood, put a hand on his chest, and pushed him back so that he was lying in a semi-reclined position with his head propped against a small mound of sand that seemed to have been placed there specifically as a headrest. From his new position, he’d be able to clearly see Nikki as she died while also sufficiently exposing himself to let the torturer do his work. 
The Guard unzipped Reginald’s jumpsuit to expose his huge white stomach. The air in the arena was very cold. 
Up in the bleachers, Logan looked down at Reginald. “Anything to say before we get underway?” he said. 
“Yes,” said Reginald, from the ground. “I’d like to invite you to go fuck your mother.” 
Logan smirked. 
Two Guards pinned Reginald’s hands and legs to the ground. A man wearing a robe and carrying a black leather bag appeared above Reginald, knelt, and then opened the bag. He pulled out an enormous knife, big enough to be called a machete. The edge was so sharp that it seemed to vanish into nothingness. 
“This one is predictable,” said the man, indicating the giant knife, “but it’s a good way to start. We’ll have all the time in the world to explore the finer nuances after your girlfriend turns to ash.” 
Reginald considered spitting in the man’s face, but it seemed like too big of a cliche. Besides, Reginald had a policy about unnecessarily angering people wielding knives.
Logan turned to the man next to him and said something. The man pressed something behind the throne. 
Standing in front of Reginald, Nikki refused to look up as a rumbling noise began overhead. She looked into Reginald’s eyes, her body upright and proud, and silently said goodbye.
The torturer palpated Reginald’s gut. He kneaded it like dough. Then he slid the tip of the machete into Reginald. It entered as easily as if it were going into butter. A great torrent of blood lipped up around the blade and spilled to the dirt. The pain was sharp, like the knife, and Reginald felt some part of himself tugged away with the pain. He wanted to scream but refused to let himself, and then the knife was withdrawn and he watched himself heal. 
A blinding light spilled down onto Nikki. All of the strength she’d had a moment ago left her and she screamed, holding her hands up and then curling into a ball, trying to shield herself. She began to smoke. Reginald squinted into the light. It hurt his eyes. Looking around the room, he could see that it was hurting the eyes of every vampire in the room, but none of them would look away. Their bloodlust made hateful bile rise in Reginald’s throat. 
Again the torturer slid the huge knife into his stomach and Reginald’s attention was yanked from Nikki and from the crowd. Reginald couldn’t help himself this time. He screamed. He thrashed. The Guards held him as firmly as iron girders. Then the knife came out and the wound healed again. He could feel his heart pounding — whether in memory of the pain, anticipation of more, or in fear for Nikki, he didn’t know. Then, with barely a pause to let him catch his breath, the blade was back. He felt something pop. The pain this time was beyond the world. His head spun but remained maddeningly conscious and aware, offering no escape into delirium or shock. 
The knife went deeper. Wiggled. Hands entered his fat, pulling at guts and organs. Then the hands withdrew and he healed again. The torturer looked down at him without expression, holding up a red, dripping fist. 
Reginald squinted into the blinding light in front of him. Nikki had begun to smoke and pop in earnest. There was a sharp sizzle, then a burst of sparks. He yelled her name, but all she could answer with was a fading scream. 
The torturer’s knife slid back into Reginald. Deeper. He tried to turn away from the pain but couldn’t move. It was as if he could actually feel his organs failing, and then, as the knife moved, he could feel them knit and heal. The knife moved back and forth, pausing at each end. He healed after each pass. His skin grew around the blade, and then it would move again. The sensation was maddening. 
Nikki’s screams were fading. There was more smoke in the air, less from where her body lay motionless. There were sparks. Whimpers. 
The knife cut again. Again hands entered his chest, his gut, his huge belly, pushing rolls of fat aside, bloodying the clay and turning it maroon beneath him. The hands pulled and prodded and ripped and tore. And then they stopped.
“What the hell is this?” said the torturer. 
Nikki was silent. Done. Gone. But Reginald, the torturer’s hand rummaging inside of him, had no mourning to give. 
The hand emerged from Reginald’s belly. In its grip was a flat, square cardboard box, about five inches on a side. The torturer looked at Reginald, angry and almost afraid. 
“What is this?” he repeated. 
“Sorry. “I forgot that was in there,” said Reginald. He snatched the box and laid it on the hard clay. Then, before the torturer could react, he shoved the bloody package into the silo filled with sunlight. 
The torturer twisted the knife, his mouth curling into a snarl. Reginald groaned, but the groan was almost a laugh. Above them, in the stands, all eyes were watching Reginald. The arena came alive with muttered whispers.
“What. Was. THAT?” yelled the torturer. His face was enraged, the tendons taut in his neck. Droplets of spit flew from his mouth and hit Reginald in the face. The knife rose and fell, rose and fell, and the torturer’s black robe became wet with spatters of blood. 
Suddenly there was a bright flash from the stands as Logan’s robe exploded into fire. Sparks and smoke erupted from where he’d been standing. Then the same thing happened to either side, to each of Logan’s Guards. To members of the crowd. To Guards around the room, at the entrances and exits.
Beams of sunlight were lancing out of the silo and cutting through the darkness like swords. It was as if the shaft of sunlight had grown arms. 
Two beams of sunlight hit the Guards holding Reginald. They spun away in pain, their faces already blistering. Maurice had told Reginald that his tolerance for sunlight would decline with age, and that the episode in the car his first week would have very seriously and very quickly incapacitated an older vampire. And apparently it was true, judging by the chaos he saw around him.
Reginald, with his younger eyes, forced himself to squint into the light of the silo so that he could watch Nikki work, tilting the shaving mirrors in her hands at anyone that tried to intervene or flee. 
“Get this one!” Reginald yelled, gesturing with his head. 
Nikki aimed one of the reflected beams at the torturer. A great glut of sparks erupted from his face and neck, and then he screamed and rolled away, clawing at his boiling skin. 
Reginald pulled the machete out of his chest. Then, despite the silver chains, he found he was able to summon enough strength for something a human could do, and brought the blade down on the torturer’s neck. The blade went through him as if he were made of paper and twigs, and then he exploded into fire that smelled like brimstone. Knowing time was not on their side, Reginald didn’t pause to gloat. He cleaved the necks of the still-sparking Guards who had been holding him down, then seized a set of keys from the ash and began to free himself. In the stands, he could see Maurice doing the same.
Nikki trained the beams on Logan. Smoking and burning, Logan staggered backward and fell heavily into his throne. There was a blur as Maurice appeared behind him. With the flat of one hand, Maurice struck the back of the throne. It exploded forward into a million tiny wooden stakes, into Logan’s body.
Then there was a ball of fire, and the Deacon was gone. 
“I claim Deaconship of this Council,” Maurice’s voice boomed. He looked down at Reginald and, as best he could through the glare, at Nikki. “And, I pardon the prisoners.” 
He reached behind the remains of the throne and pressed a button, and the darkness returned.  




 
RUN
 
 
OF COURSE, IT WASN’T GOING to be quite that easy. 
Logan had led the Council for nearly five hundred years, and while tradition did say that ascension happened through assassination of the Deacon, a lot had changed since that tradition had last been tested. The Guards were used to protecting Logan, and Maurice had said from the very beginning that the Council wouldn’t suddenly accept Maurice’s authority — assuming the three of them managed to pull off this little caper in the first place. 
By declaring himself in front of the cameras, Maurice had recorded his intention in the official record. It was likely that after things settled down, after the events of the day were analyzed, he would be determined as the rightful Deacon — but for now, he was just a murderer.  
So they ran: the two thousand year-old Deacon claimant, the human woman, and the mastermind. 
“We got lucky,” said Nikki, comfortable at an easy jog.
“No,” said Reginald, who was already huffing and puffing. “None of it was luck.” 
Reginald had studied every page of every publicly available Council transcript and had watched as much video as he could find time for. The Vampire Council, which went to such great pains to be unpredictable in its location, was utterly predictable in its proceedings. The layout of the arena and the sun chamber was always the same. A wanton creation charge laid on top of a death sentence always resulted in torture, and the torture ritual never changed. The Council always had spies who were shockingly thorough. Surprise witnesses were always called, revealing some secret the convicted party didn’t realize the council had known all along. It was boring, like clockwork.
Nothing that had happened today had surprised Reginald. It had all gone exactly as it always had… until the fat vampire did something that no thin vampire ever could, by hiding a weapon inside of his body. 
They ran down the long underground corridor that connected the Council’s current location to an abandoned parking garage. Guards came in waves. Maurice was able to hold them off, but that would change when they began attacking in greater numbers. Reginald had predicted that would come next. Because the fugitives couldn’t escape into the sunlight, the Guards could drive them into a corner, where they’d be able to concentrate their remaining numbers into one large assault. Maurice was powerful, but Reginald had always been useless and they’d have realized by now that Nikki was human. Maurice couldn’t take on more than five or six at most. 
Behind Reginald and Nikki, there was an explosion as Maurice decapitated another Guard with his hands. 
They reached the garage staircase and began climbing. It was slow-going, but the Guards were still only coming in ones and twos. A few minutes later, they exited the stairwell at the fifth floor, and walked into the southeast corner, where Reginald’s cousin Walt had left a car with an ignition key stowed under the floor mat. 
It was impossible for anyone to decipher a 128-bit encryption key and hack the Council algorithm. But the world had never seen a mind like that of Reginald Baskin. 
When they reached the car, Maurice and Reginald climbed into the trunk. There was a roll of duct tape inside in case the trunk turned out to have any light leaks. The trunk itself was cavernous. Walt was only slightly smaller than Reginald, so Reginald had told him to rent a car with a trunk big enough for two Walts, just to be sure. 
Nikki pulled the car out of the parking garage and stopped when they were safely out into the blinding midday sun. Then she reached back and pulled up a small knob to fold down the right side of the rear seatback, giving access to the two vampires in the trunk. 
“Damn, Nikki,” said Maurice. “That’s bright up there.”
“And hot,” said Reginald, who was already sweating.
“Screw you guys,” she said. “I just risked slaughter by about a thousand vampires on an errand that didn’t originally involve me. I’m for damn sure going to have someone to talk to on the drive back.” 
“You did great, Nikki,” said Reginald. “Thank you. And Claire thanks you. Or will, when we pick her up.”
“I just can’t believe nobody could… I don’t know… smell me.” 
“You carry human blood for a few days after you’re first turned,” said Maurice. “They’d expect you to smell like a human.” 
But really, it was simpler than that. A lot of Reginald’s plan relied on logic, but a lot of it also relied on human nature — or, in this case, vampire nature. People were arrogant, unable to see things from a point of view other than their own, and hence always saw what they expected to see. That’s why the Guards who came for Nikki hadn’t sensed her humanity. 
Of course Reginald would turn Nikki so that she could protect the little girl in his and Maurice’s absence. Of course Reginald would never think that the council knew about Nikki. The Council thought it had “caught” Reginald and that it had “caught” Nikki. The predator always underestimates its prey. Having been prey for all of his life, it was a lesson Reginald knew well. 
“You did great,” Reginald repeated. “Great acting. I thought you were really scared up there.” 
“I was scared,” she said. “Scared that they’d do something you hadn’t predicted. Scared they’d discover that my fangs were fake and filled with those dumb ninja powders. Scared they’d chase me when they caught me, and wonder why I couldn’t run faster if I was supposedly a vampire. Scared they’d outright kill you before you could get those mirrors out of your stomach. Scared you wouldn’t grab them from the guy in time, or that you wouldn’t push them close enough for me to reach. Scared I’d hit Maurice with one of my sunbeams. Scared you’d gotten the location wrong and that we’d turn out to be somewhere else, with no car, surrounded by angry vampires whose leader we’d just assassinated.” 
“Then you did brilliantly under pressure,” said Reginald. “And you saved at least two lives today: mine and Claire’s. 
“And probably mine,” said Maurice. “I had a treason trial coming up with at least three counts to it. But now look at me; I’m the pres-o-dent.” He imitated Yakov Smirnoff. “What a country!” 
Nikki had a map beside her but didn’t seem to want to look at it while driving. “How much farther before I turn?” she said.
“To Claire?” 
“To the tanning salon. Yes.” 
“Left at 451, one mile, right on Hollister. It’s 14501.” Reginald had memorized not just the route but the entire county map. 
They were headed to a tanning salon at which Walt had left Claire. Reginald had found it nearby via an internet search and had chosen it because it had received five citations from the state for overpowered tanning booths and for leaving tan lamps in plain sight to provide what the staff called “an ambient tanning experience.” It was a busy enough place that Claire could read a book in the lobby all day long and pretend to be waiting for her mother, all the while basking in illegally high levels of ultraviolet light. The UV levels were high enough that Nikki would have needed to be the one to go in and get Claire even if it were nighttime, because Maurice and Reginald would have come out Kentucky fried.
After they’d retrieved Claire and told her a scaled-back version of their trial-and-escape story, she said that maybe she wasn’t ready to become a vampire yet after all. She was, however, very happy to see Nikki and Reginald and to meet Maurice, who she confessed she’d heard a lot about.
Two hours later, they were all at a temporary safehouse — a weekly motel room which, through a computer error of some sort, had been paid for by an American Express card belonging to one Todd Walker. 
And the waiting began.




 
BLOOD
 
 
TWO WEEKS OF HIDING, ONE reluctantly-conferred Deaconship, and two dozen pounds of raw ground beef later, they left the motel as free men and women. Reginald found himself still hungry, and growing increasingly intolerant of dead blood.
Maurice went out and hunted during their hotel stay, but due to Reginald’s terrible hunting record, Nikki offered Reginald her neck for feeding. The idea was simultaneously intoxicating and improper. They’d shared room and bread and board for two weeks, and they’d played endless games of euchre after teaching Claire the game, but there seemed to be something simmering between the two of them that had begun on the night Nikki had watched Reginald play the piano. Reginald didn’t want to jinx it. And besides, it felt like pity. If the possibility of a free, mutually satisfying exchange of blood was possible down the road, he wanted to wait for it, impossible though it might seem.
So he waited. He kept eating raw meat, his throat increasingly burning for the real thing.
Maurice, Reginald, and Nikki returned to work on the following Monday. Berger gave them all an earful, accusing them of conspiracy and abandonment and disloyalty. The company had been forced to scramble, to improvise, and to hire expensive, premium tech freelancers. Berger’s admonitions meant nothing to Reginald. He didn’t care if he ended up fired. He told Berger, with zero emotion in his voice, that he’d had a death in the family. After a lot of moaning and blame-laying, Berger relented. After a lot of feather-rustling and chest-beating, he did the same for Maurice and Nikki, and over that first week back, night shift life returned to more or less normal.
The first night, Reginald went to get his 11:00 cup of coffee and when he returned to his cubicle and sat down, he was greeted with the predictable low, purring sound of a Whoopee Cushion. But this time, instead of putting his face in his hands and quietly throwing the thing away, he stood up. 
Walker’s perfect chin and tombstone teeth popped up over the cubicle wall. He jumped a little when he saw that Reginald was already standing, and that they were face-to-face. 
“Welcome back to the nightshift, Reggie!” he said brightly.
Reginald looked deep into Walker’s eyes, then grabbed his brainstem with a low, seductive voice. 
“Hey, Todd,” he said. “Want to come with me to the kitchen for a bite?”




 
FAT VAMPIRE 2: TASTES LIKE CHICKEN




 
COLD
PRICK
 
 
REGINALD BASKIN, WHO THOUGHT HE might just be the fattest, slowest, and weakest vampire who ever lived, decided that he was going to need the emergency shirt he kept at the bottom of his desk drawer. 
“So have you seen enough?” Reginald asked the customer between heaving breaths, the treadmill thundering under his feet.
The customer, an old man leaning on a bejeweled cane, nodded and said, “More or less. But can you give me another few minutes just to be sure? You don’t mind, do you?” 
“Not at all,” Reginald lied.
Reginald was not built for treadmill running. His gut swayed side to side, all three hundred and fifty pounds of Body By Cinnabon shaking and rattling and punishing the machine beneath him. His breath came heavy and fast. He felt lightheaded. He raised an arm to wipe the sweat from his forehead, and received an unpleasant blast from his armpit. 
Yes. He was going to need that shirt.
Reginald had been a vampire for six months, and there had been many times during those months that he’d wished Hollywood had gotten vampirism right. If Hollywood had gotten it right, Reginald would have had boundless strength, speed, and power from day one instead of passing out and breaking his nose the first time he’d tried to run. If Hollywood had gotten it right, he’d never have been tried by the Vampire Council as “an unfit embarrassment.” If Hollywood had gotten it right, demonstrating one of his company’s treadmills for a potential buyer would be a stupidly easy task, and he wouldn’t feel like he was going to die. 
Not that he could die right now, of course, even if he’d wanted to. And he kind of did want to. Where was a wooden stake when you needed one?
“It’s just because I’m buying fifty of these machines, you understand,” said the customer.
“No.” Breath. “Prob.” Breath. “Lem.” Wheeze.
“And I’m incapacitated, or I’d do it myself,” said the customer, nodding at his cane. 
“Sure.” 
“And, frankly, I’m not…” He paused, looking down at his own slight frame. Then he raised his nose at Reginald’s girth. “And you are…”  
“Of course,” said Reginald, cutting him off. The customer owned a Perfect Size Fitness franchise and would be buying the heavy-duty line of treadmills because they could take the most pounds of punishment. What he had almost said was that Reginald was fat enough to give the treadmills a realistic test. And while Reginald had made peace with the body he’d have forever, he didn’t want to embarrass the customer by making him say it. 
“What’s the weight limit again?” said the customer. 
“Five… Five hundred…” said Reginald, trying to catch his breath. Talking was becoming harder and harder.
“Five hundred pounds? I guess that’s enough. And that’s at maximum speed?”
“I guess… it’s… sure,” he said
Reginald wasn’t a salesman and hence wasn’t sure about the treadmill specs. The salesmen worked a different shift than Reginald. They all had perfect bodies and perfect faces and represented the company well, whereas Reginald was usually hidden away in accounting, further insulated by working the night shift. Why Phil Berger had called and insisted that Reginald accommodate this little old man now, in a ridiculous after-midnight meeting, was beyond him. Something to do with the old man’s schedule, Berger had said. 
“I imagine it could accommodate more weight at walking speeds than running speeds.” 
“I don’t…” 
“Because when you run, it’s like slamming the thing with sledgehammers, I mean.” 
“I’m not…” 
“Can you try it out at full speed?” said the man. And then oh God oh shit oh damn, the little old man was reaching toward the control panel and pushing the arrow that made the belt go faster.
“You don’t mind, do you?” he said. “I just need to be sure.” 
“I’m.” Wheeze. “I’m going to…” 
Reginald’s vision blurred. His feet came out from under him and he pitched face-first into the treadmill’s console. The console cracked in half and Reginald fell to the belt, which rolled him off and into the corner behind the machine. His legs and rear wedged against the wall. His upper body, unable to roll further, remained on top of the deck. The running belt, still revolving because Reginald had pinched off the dead man’s switch, was tugging his shirt down off of his shoulders and straining the buttons. Higher up, it was coating his face with friction burns.
With his last ounce of energy, Reginald rolled away from the belt and crumpled into the corner, breathing heavily. His heart was beating like a cross between a tympani and a telegraph. His shirt was soaked, sticking to him like tape. 
That’s when Maurice walked in.
Maurice looked at Reginald, at the treadmill, and then at the customer. His head made a small, odd jerk, and then he ran at the customer so fast that he seemed to vanish from the doorway and appear in front of the old man, who he punched in the face hard enough to throw him back into a treadmill that was folded against the opposite wall. The customer, struck above his center of gravity, rotated before impact and hit the folded treadmill face-first. The treadmill’s deck broke in half and fell onto the man in a shower of metal bits and wires. 
Reginald’s mouth dropped open. 
Then the broken treadmill’s halves shifted and the customer got back up using his cane, which seemed to have flown across the room with him. He brushed at his hair with his free hand, dislodging shards of metal and plastic. His face was a mess of red pulp, his nose pointing inward, toward the back of his head. His wiry white hair stood up in a blood-soaked cowlick.
Maurice approached the stooped old man. Even Maurice, who looked like a nineteen-year-old goth kid, seemed imposing compared to the battered old man. 
“I could kill you right here and right now,” Maurice told him. “And I think I might, for the disrespect you’re showing the Deacon’s office… and my Deputy.” 
“We were just having fun,” said the old man. 
The man made a neck-cracking motion, then stood up straight. The change in posture — and somehow in manner — made him look twenty years younger. Then his white, blood-matted hair became dark blonde and grew longer. His stooped frame elongated and filled out. Even his clothes changed, from a sober, tan suit to a black shirt with a scooped collar and a long black coat. The fancy cane retracted into his hand as if the hand were absorbing it. The hand became larger, as if swollen, and then the swelling dissipated up his arm and vanished. 
“I’m sorry,” said Reginald, standing and looking at the new man with the dark blonde hair. “I’m afraid I don’t know what just happened.” 
“You lost the sale,” said the man, brushing at his long black coat. The voice coming out of his mouth was that of Phil Berger. It was the voice that had commanded Reginald, over the phone, to meet with a mysterious new customer despite the late hour. 
Maurice looked at Reginald. “Reginald, meet Altus,” he said with disdain in his voice.
“Charmed,” said Altus. 
“Altus is an incubus. They’re known for sneaking up on women in the middle of the night and having sex with them. One of their talents — not that they have many — is shape-shifting.” 
To demonstrate, Altus became Gary Coleman. He said, “What choo talkin’ bout, Maurice?” 
“Did you not notice how cold it was in here?” Maurice asked Reginald. “It’s late May in Ohio. It doesn’t get this cold in the dead of winter.” 
“I’m not seeing the connection,” said Reginald, who was somewhat immune to cold and hadn’t noticed.
When Maurice replied, it sounded like he was quoting something. “‘You can identify an incubus by its unnaturally cold penis,’” he said. “You’d think that would be a useless bit of trivia unless you wanted to go around feeling crotches, but Wikipedia understates it a little. The things are like a brick of absolute zero. They suck all of the heat out of a room.” 
“Brick is right,” said Gary Coleman, patting his groin. 
“They’re wastes. Pests. Demons, if you believe in that crap.”
“It’s not crap,” said Gary Coleman.
“Rapists,” Maurice continued.
“Hey!” said Altus, transforming back into the tall man with the dark blonde hair. “I haven’t had to resort to rape in decades. These modern days, everyone wants to fuck a demon. The girls are all like, ‘Your dick is so cold!’ and I’m like, ‘I’m an incubus, baby,’ and they’re like, ‘Ooh, put it to me, bad boy!’” 
Maurice gave Altus a look filled with loathing, but Altus seemed not to notice. He was busy fussing with his shoulder-length blonde hair. He stood several inches taller than Maurice and looked older, but that was unlikely seeing as Maurice was over two thousand years old.  
“What do you want?” said Maurice. 
“To pay my respects to the new vampire Deacon,” he said. “And, of course, his dignified right-hand man, about whom we’ve all heard so very much.” He made a rolling motion with his arm and bowed toward Reginald. 
“I could pull your spine out through your mouth,” said Maurice. 
“But you won’t,” said Altus, straightening up, his expression suddenly serious. “Because even if I couldn’t recycle and be right back here in a week, I know you and your curiosity. Right now, you’re dying to hear why I came all the way down here, and what I must have to say.”
“You’ve said it.” 
“Hardly. At the risk of being punched again, I could give a shit about paying my respects,” said Altus. “The reason I’m here is because I know about the incident at the last Council meeting.” 
“Good for you.” 
“You don’t want to know how I know?” 
“Everyone knows,” said Maurice. 
And it was true; everyone did. At the May 15th Vampire Council meeting — which Maurice and Reginald had studiously and fortunately avoided — the roof of the main arena had inexplicably blown entirely off. It had come off in one giant piece, like the top coming off of a pickle jar. And that was bad, but what made it worse was that Council meetings were held during the day to permit sunlight executions. When the roof came off, the sun came in. Three hundred and sixty two vampires had been blown into dust, and the third that remained were found later that night, after the sun had set, hiding in the halls and buried under rubble. 
“What if I said I know who was behind it?” said the incubus.
“It was a gas explosion,” said Maurice.
“Really,” said Altus. 
“Really.” 
“You use a lot of gas at the Council?” 
“I wouldn’t know,” said Maurice. “Something in the building the Council was using. Doesn’t need to be our gas.” 
The incubus gave Maurice a knowing look. “What happened two weeks ago was a warning. A ritualistic, by-the-book, prior-to-a-formal-warning… warning.” 
“Really.” 
“Yes. And at the next meeting — which you’ll need to attend in person now that your proxy is dead — I’d bet you’ll get the second warning. The formal one.” 
“This sounds very prophetic,” said Maurice. There was a blur, and suddenly Maurice’s hand was at the blonde man’s throat. “Let’s say that this was someone’s fault and not some kind of an accident. Is it smart of you to come here with ‘information’ that sounds like a threat?” 
Altus seemed unperturbed by Maurice’s clawed hand on his neck. “You could see it as a threat,” he said. “Or you could consider the possibility that maybe you don’t know every damn thing, and that there are topics about which you are ignorant.” 
His head pinned by Maurice’s hand, Altus’s eyes swiveled to look into Maurice’s eyes. 
“Some groups — let’s say demons, for instance — might have insight into certain areas about which vampires are largely ignorant — perhaps because the proud and mighty Vampire Nation doesn’t usually pay much attention to things that it feels are…“ Altus’s eyes flicked to Reginald. “… beneath
it.” 
Maurice slowly removed his hand from Altus’s neck and stepped back.
“All right,” said Maurice, rolling his eyes. “Lay some wisdom on us. What’s the big insight we in our incredible arrogance are missing? What do you know? Who’s out to… to get us?” 
Altus pulled at the collar of his long black coat, straightening the area Maurice had wrinkled.
“Angels,” he said. 




 
GOTH
 
 
“ANGELS,” SAID REGINALD, SOME TIME after Maurice had unceremoniously thrown Altus through a window. Altus had begun quizzing them about religious mythology. Then he’d turned into Alex Trebek and had started requiring Maurice and Reginald to give their responses in the form of questions. Then he’d suddenly found himself in the dumpster across the parking lot. 
Reginald had said that Berger might notice the broken window.
Maurice replied that he’d glamour Berger into believing that a hawk had hit the window and had broken it. Then the hawk had apparently destroyed a treadmill. Damn vandalizing hawks.
Maurice lit a cigarette — his one remaining human habit, for which he refused to apologize — and rolled his eyes. “Fanatics,” he said.
“So I take it you don’t believe in angels?” said Reginald, opening a bag of pork rinds.
“Do you?” 
“I didn’t used to believe in vampires or incubuses. My standards have come down a lot this year.” 
“Incubi,” corrected Maurice. Then he picked up a newspaper and began reading, the discussion apparently closed.
They were sitting in the break room. Reginald had changed into his emergency shirt. He was glad that Maurice, who had a high tolerance for the absurd, was the only other person around to see the shirt now that perfect-chin, perfect-teeth Todd Walker had gone for the night and Nikki was still in Paris visiting family. Reginald had thought that it was a plain black tee when he’d put it in the drawer, but it turned out to be a gag shirt he’d gotten for free with a toaster at a garage sale in downtown Columbus. It was black with white lettering and read, I THE JIGGY MOTHERFUCKER. It was huge, but was still at least a size too small on Reginald. The woman running the sale had said that Reginald could have it because it had been part of a set, and some other JIGGY MOTHERFUCKER had already bought its twin. 
Bizarre explanations aside, jiggyness aside, Reginald didn’t understand why Maurice was so blasé about what had happened at Council.
After the catastrophe on May 15th, Reginald had reviewed the tapes from the Council camera system. What he saw was bizarre. The roof had simply lifted off. The arena was dark, and then suddenly there was a noise of rending concrete and steel and it became very bright. There hadn’t been an explosion; the event had simply occurred. The idea that Maurice wasn’t at least interested in hearing possible explanations was bizarre. 
But then again, Maurice loathed the Council. What the Council called “catastrophe,” Maurice called “awesome.”
Five months earlier, Maurice had seized control of the Vampire Council by assassinating the prior Deacon in order to save his, Reginald’s, and Nikki’s lives. When the dust settled, Maurice was the new Deacon… but Maurice didn’t want to be Deacon. The job was demanding. The entire Council loathed him. And what was worse, Deacons lived with the constant threat of assassination. So he’d asked Reginald to find him a way out of the burdens of Deaconship, and Reginald, who possessed the most vampirism-enhanced intelligence in recent history, had delivered. 
After a bit of research, Reginald found an obscure legal provision that allowed the Deacon to nominate a by-proxy representative to take his place at meetings of the Council. The law was intended to allow a Deacon to govern if he was mortally injured or detained, but the law also had no time limit, so Maurice had by-proxied every meeting other than his very first as Deacon. 
There was a side benefit as well: Succession-by-assassination only worked when the assassination occurred at a meeting of the Council, and because Maurice never attended, he could never be usurped by an assassin. If a Deacon died outside of Council, the Vice Deacon would take over. Vice Deacon was currently held by Gregor Wellings, who was schizophrenic. 
So Maurice hung out at home and went to work, smoking his cigarettes and giving the finger to the council, freed from responsibility and more or less untouchable. 
“We should really talk about what happened at the Council,” said Reginald. “It wasn’t angels, but it wasn’t a gas explosion either.” 
“What it was, was awesome,” said Maurice, not looking up. 
“You’re going to have to attend the next meeting. I still haven’t found you a new proxy that won’t attempt a coup, now that Nicholas is dead.”
“Pfft,” said Maurice. “Let them coup. I don’t care.” 
“Yes you do.” 
“No I don’t.” 
Reginald grabbed the top edge of Maurice’s newspaper, pushed it down, and made a serious face at his two-thousand-year-old maker. 
“I don’t mean to get all ‘civic responsibilities’ on you,” he said, “but let’s keep in mind that the Deacon alone has veto rights over new laws. Your presence or that of a trusted proxy are all that’s keeping all kinds of stupid new crap from being passed.” 
“Oh, it’s just politics as usual.” 
“No, it’s not. Logan was a son of a bitch, but at least the Council and the Nation obeyed him. They’ve been reacting to you like an inflammation. Now that Logan is gone, the new proposals just keep getting dumber and dumber. It’s like they’re determined to prove that you’re not the boss of them.”
“Yet, I am.” 
“Only as long as you’re present.” 
Maurice sighed and put down the paper. “Fine. I’ll go. But I’m not happy about it.” 
The kitchen door swung open. What came in was dark and gloomy and of questionable gender. It seemed to be wearing a garment that could only be described as a cape with wizard symbols on it. 
“Hey Frank,” said Maurice. 
“Hey,” said Frank. 
“You here for lunch?” 
“Yeah,” said Frank. He pulled up a chair and sat on it facing Reginald. He bent his neck to the side and raked away the cape’s ties, then slapped his neck twice with two fingers. 
Maurice looked at Reginald. “You’re not feeding on Walker anymore?” 
“Walker’s getting anemic. I’ve fed on him every third day for a month. I swear last night I heard that gargling sound you get when you hit the bottom of a cup with your straw. The other day I saw him stumble into the copier in the hall twice.” 
“That’s hilarious.” Then he added, seriously, “Don’t kill him, though. We can glamour Berger into believing a hawk destroyed a treadmill, but police investigations are a lot harder to squash.” 
“I don’t want to kill Walker,” Reginald assured him. 
“Good.” 
“I just want him to suffer.” 
“Of course.” Maurice turned to the newcomer. “How’s your mom, Frank?”
“She’s good. She bought that new minivan.” And again Frank rapped his neck with his fingers, making the veins stand out. 
In the past six months, Reginald had tried three times to hunt like a normal vampire, but his success rate hadn’t improved even with a half year of practice under his belt. On one hunt, he’d been maced and then outrun. On another, he’d been kicked in the crotch. The third time he’d tried to hunt, he’d been shot in the face. After that, he’d decided that it would be Walker or willing prey from here on out. No more fighting losing battles. 
“C’mon Reginald,” said Frank, still tapping his neck and shaking his head to make his black hair jump off of his face.  “Let’s get it on.” 
“Jesus, Frank. Never say that. And turn around. It’s hard enough to put my mouth on you without you watching me.” 
“Just keeping it real, Mister B,” said Frank. Then he got up and sat on the chair backward. Watching him revolve on the spot was like watching night turn to later that night on a doomed black planet. 
Frank seemed to genuinely enjoy serving the vampire community. Reginald thought that volunteering to be fed on was kind of sick, but apparently sick was a popular thing to be. There had been no shortage of volunteers when Maurice had put a call out to his goth circles, and Reginald had turned away several applicants — including all of the girls, because feeding on your preferred gender was considered cheating in vampire couples. 
Reginald bit into Frank’s neck. Frank sighed in a way that was decidedly sexual. 
“Bammit Fwank,” said Reginald, his mouth muffled by the fat covering Frank’s carotid artery. 
“Pain is good, Mr. B,” said Frank. Then the neck under Reginald’s drinking mouth started moving as Frank began picking at the bag of pork rinds. 
Two minutes later, Reginald pulled away, bit his own lip to draw a drop of blood, and smeared the blood on the punctures in Frank’s neck to seal the wounds. Then he thumped Frank twice on the back like a member of a pit crew signaling a completed refuel. 
“Thanks, Frank.” 
“No problem, Mr. B. You ready to turn me yet?” 
“No, Frank.” 
“Any time. I can get chicks for us, you know.” 
Reginald doubted it. 
“Thanks, Frank. Here.” He started digging in his wallet. 
“It’s good, Mr. B,” said the big goth. 
“You sure?” 
“You want to thank me, turn me.” 
“Can’t do that. You know the rules.” 
“I guess so. Later Mr. B.” 
And with that, Frank was gone. 
Maurice looked up. “You’re an idiot,” he said. 
“Thanks.” 
“Feed on Nikki. She wants you to. Do it while you can, because her blood is going to be a lot better now, while she’s still human. And you can’t imagine what it’s like to feed on someone you’re bonded to. It’s amazing.” 
 “I can’t.” And he couldn’t. He was still too human, and there was a taboo in human culture about biting those you were dating. Besides, it was a sexual act between couples, and even with six months between them, Reginald and Nikki still hadn’t crossed that particular bridge. Reginald wasn’t ready. Nikki was too good for him, he thought, and he had decades of rejection to unlearn. 
“You’re a vampire, you know,” said Maurice. 
Reginald made a What do you want from me? face and gestured at the door. “I just drank a kid’s blood!” he said. 
“Not good enough.” 
“I don’t want to talk about it,” said Reginald. Then he got up, grabbed his pork rinds, and left.




 
BALANCED
 
 
MAURICE WAS A GOOD RESOURCE and a good friend, but he hadn’t been much help to Reginald as a mentor on the physical aspects of being undead. It wasn’t Maurice’s fault. Reginald couldn’t run like a vampire, so Maurice didn’t need to show him how to corner without falling and how to move without knocking things over. Reginald couldn’t lift big objects like cars, so Maurice didn’t need to show him how to manage heavy loads. Reginald couldn’t jump high, so Maurice didn’t need to show him how to land softly. Maurice suggested that Reginald hire a human physical trainer, but Reginald said that sounded a lot of work with no discernible benefit. 
So Maurice made a strange suggestion. He told Reginald to take a gymnastics class. 
Reginald asked why, already shaking his head No. 
“Because,” Maurice explained, “when you don’t have much, you need to learn to make the most of what you have.” 
Besides, Reginald had exhibited amazing mental gifts as a vampire. He could pick up languages almost instantly. He could calculate huge numbers in his head. He had photographic recall of everything he’d ever experienced, both as a human and as a vampire. 
“Those are nervous system functions,” he said. “You know what else are nervous system functions? Things like balance. Coordination. Neural efficiency.”
“I’m six feet tall and weigh three hundred and fifty pounds, and you want me to be a gymnast,” said Reginald. “Perhaps you don’t understand physics.” 
“I don’t expect you to be a gymnast. I expect you to teach your nerves how to get the most out of the abilities you have. Did you read Dune? It’s like what those witch ladies did in Dune. They weren’t strong, but they could do amazing things because they’d trained their nervous systems to control every single muscle, including the ones most people don’t have voluntary control over. They weren’t supernatural; they’d just trained normal bodies to do things that most people could never do.”
“I understand the concept. But I am not the Kwisatz Haderach.” 
“The what?” said Maurice. 
“Never mind.” 
Reginald had mulled the idea for two weeks. Maurice kept bugging him, but Reginald was sublimely unmotivated to do anything physical. It was Claire that finally got him to do it. 
“Come on, Reginald,” she told him over the phone. “I’ll bet you’d be really good at it.” 
Reginald, who’d never been good at anything physical, said nothing. He let silence hang on the phone until Claire got impatient and yelled at him to stop being so self-loathing. That was the phrase she used. 
“I’m not self-loathing,” he said. “It’s just that sometimes, in some ways, I kind of hate myself.” 
“I even know a place. I take lessons there.” 
“You do gymnastics?” said Reginald. 
He’d had no idea. But really, how much could a vampire know about a 10-year-old girl who he’d once stalked as prey? The fact that they talked on the phone wasn’t even weird anymore, because nothing about the relationship that “Uncle Reginald” shared with Claire made any sense. At least it was better than Reginald spending his 2am lunch hour in her living room, watching Columbo reruns while her mother was drunk upstairs. He’d put an end to that. Once Reginald, Nikki, and Maurice had saved her from the Vampire Council and gotten her a blanket order of protection and it had become apparent that Claire was in their lives for the long haul, Reginald had declared that enough was enough and insisted that she get some sleep. 
Claire gave him the phone number of a rec center and urged him to call, promising that it’d be good for him. It felt strange taking life advice from a 10-year-old. 
So he’d called the rec center and inquired about adult gymnastics. The woman he spoke to told him that there was no adult gymnastics program. Reginald was about to thank her and hang up, but then he remembered how persistent Claire could be. He had to at least try or she’d never leave him alone. 
“How about individual lessons?” he asked. 
The woman had asked him to hold while she rang an extension. Eventually, a chipper, young female voice answered, and Reginald repeated his question.
“I can do lessons,” said the girl. “I’m only there Thursdays, though. Does 9pm work for you?” 
“Sure,” Reginald said. He sighed. 
“Were you a college gymnast?” 
“No.” 
“Just interested in learning?” 
“Apparently.” 
“Do you have a gymnast’s build?” she said. “Just wondering how to set our sights for what you’ll work on.” 
“I’m six-foot, three-fifty,” said Reginald. 
A dog barked outside Reginald’s window.
“Are you still there?” said Reginald. 
“Oh, yes,” she said. 
“You said Thursday at nine?” 
“Um…” But she’d already committed. 
“See you then,” he said. 
When he arrived at the rec center, wearing a huge grey sweatshirt and huge grey sweatpants, the instructor looked him over from top to bottom, made a “Hmm” noise, and then introduced herself as Rebecca. She was maybe five-two and was waifish enough that Reginald had originally thought she was a teen boy. She explained that they’d be joined by another student for a joint lesson. 
“I’m just here Thursdays, and she’s been training with me for a while, so I figured I’d lump you together, and….” Then she looked past Reginald, waved, and said, “Oh, hi!” 
Dammit. 
Reginald turned and found himself looking down at Claire, who was fighting unsuccessfully to hold back a smile. A tall woman was holding her hand. 
I even know a place. I take lessons there.
The center wasn’t dedicated to gymnastics use. Had Claire known that the only instructor was only available at one time, no matter how many students chose to join her? He thought she did. 
And so, all of a sudden, Reginald found himself taking not an adult gymnastics class, but just a gymnastics class… with a little girl. This had to look bad.
Rebecca introduced Reginald to Claire and Claire to Reginald. 
“Charmed,” said Reginald, shaking Claire’s hand. 
“I’ve never met you before now,” said Claire. 
Then Reginald extended a hand to the tall woman beside Claire. “I’m Reginald,” he said. Then, because he felt he should say something more, he added, “I’m not a creep.”
The woman took his hand and shook it. “Victoria.” 
Reginald had never laid eyes on Claire’s mother before. She didn’t seem drunk or messy or even negligent. He found it hard to believe that he’d spent untold numbers of hours less than fifty feet from this woman while she slept off a bender.
“I have a nervous system disorder that affects my balance and am here on doctors’ orders, and it was Rebecca’s idea that she teach us both at once, and also, I thought I was taking individual lessons.” 
“Rebecca told us you’d be joining us,” said Victoria, deftly ignoring his backstory. 
“I’m not creepy,” Reginald repeated. 
“I’m sure,” said Victoria. 
“I’m also not a great gymnast,” said Reginald. 
Victoria smiled. 
After a few minutes of stretching, Reginald asked if they could start with some balance activities, so Rebecca ignored him and lined them up for vaulting. Reginald protested. Rebecca said, “It’s just like jumping a fence” in a way that was supposed to sound dismissive, but that to Reginald rang more like a threat. 
They lined up in front of a thing that looked liked a giant flat mushroom with a springboard at its base, and while Rebecca adjusted the apparatus, Reginald whispered with Claire. 
“She seems nice, your mother.” 
“She got laid off from one of her jobs,” said Claire. “So to save money, to keep off of food stamps, she quit drinking. Interestingly, it worked out to be a wash. Apparently her second job made just enough money for a lot of booze.” 
“So I wouldn’t be able to come over at 2am anymore anyway,” said Reginald. 
“Not unless you wanted to get shot,” said Claire. “Once she got more conscious at night, it suddenly dawned on her how unsafe our neighborhood is. So she bought a gun. Could you get shot and live, Reginald?” 
“Yes,” he said. “I got shot a few weeks ago. I don’t recommend it.” 
“When you heal from being shot, does your body spit out the bullet?” 
“Sometimes,” he said. 
“Sometimes it just stays in there?” 
“Yeah. It’s okay. It doesn’t hurt. And if it does, there are vampire surgeons. They can work fast enough to get stuff out before you heal over it.” 
“That sounds awesome.” 
“They’re crooks with fast hands. It’s closer to a smash-and-grab burglary than a medical procedure,” said Reginald. Reginald didn’t have a high opinion of vampire doctors. He’d gone in once for liposuction, reasoning that if he could put foreign items inside of his body (bullet slugs, his stunt at the Council trial), there was no reason he shouldn’t be able to pull items out of his body. The doctor smirked knowingly and put him on an unsanitary table and, after numbing him up, began shoving a large tube into his abdomen. Reginald had watched as a suction tank beside him filled with white fat and red blood, then watched as his stomach re-grew in front of his eyes and the fat in the tank turned to ash. 
“Claire,” said Rebecca from the vault table, patting its top. “Your turn.” 
Claire sprinted toward the vault table, struck the spring board at its foot, planted her hands, and flipped once to land in the foam pit more or less on her feet.
Victoria had sat down in a folding metal chair and was watching. She clapped. 
“Reginald, you just kind of swing your weight around the side. Don’t try to do what she did. Just kind of sidle around it.” 
Reginald looked at Victoria, then back at Rebecca.
“You’re kidding.” 
“It’s simple. Just like hopping a fence.”
He looked at Victoria. He wished she weren’t watching this.
“I’ve never hopped a fence. I don’t know what that looks like.” 
Rebecca nodded to Claire. “Claire, show Mr. Baskin how you’d hop a fence.” 
Claire showed him. Reginald’s eyes darted quickly to Claire’s mother, wondering if all of this looked as odd to her as Reginald thought it must. He felt a strong desire to remind Victoria that it hadn’t been his idea to be part of a kids’ gymnastics class. 
“Now you do it.” 
Reginald ran at the vault table. At the end, he took a little hop as Claire had and came down on the springboard, which uttered a loud bark and collapsed. Reginald’s momentum threw him into the table.
Rebecca walked up and looked at the springboard. It wasn’t broken, but the springs inside had all turned sideways. Her face was perplexed, trying to assimilate the possibility that her two students might weigh different amounts. 
“Hang on,” said Rebecca. She righted the springs inside of the collapsed board, declared it to be “Claire’s board,” and then took a second springboard and shoved six heavy-duty springs between its leaves. This would be Reginald’s board. 
“Go ahead,” said Rebecca.
“I don’t think I’m a vaulter. Gravity hates me.” 
“Just give it a shot,” said Rebecca. 
Reginald tried again. The board didn’t collapse this time, but it didn’t spring him upward either. When Reginald landed on it, it simply flattened as if he were standing on a doormat. Reginald’s body, committed to the fence-jumping vault, planted its hands and swung its legs out, but the whole of him was a foot too low and so he simply ended up wrapped the leg of the table, below the vaulting surface. 
“I don’t think you’re a vaulter,” said Rebecca. 
“Clearly.” 
“If you come back again, I’ll bring the nuclear option. It’s a super springboard.” 
“Ah.” 
“You’re a bit larger than most gymnasts,” said Rebecca. 
“Really?” 
“It’s okay. Little gymnasts are a dime a dozen. When bigger ones can pull things off, it’s impressive.” 
“That’s very optimistic.” 
Rebecca, who didn’t see Reginald’s sarcasm, smiled brightly. 
As the lesson progressed, Rebecca ran them through a handful of other skills. They tried cartwheels, handstands, various contortions, and even a dangerous flirtation with a set of high bars, which Reginald nearly snapped in two. 
Eventually, after failing through most of the gym’s equipment, Rebecca moved them to a balance beam that had been mounted on the ground. Rebecca explained that the floor beam was there to allow students to practice balance beam skills without the risk of a large fall. 
“Reginald,” said Rebecca. “Walk down this way.”
Reginald started to walk toward her.
“On the beam, obviously.” 
“Oh.” Reginald walked back to the start of the beam and then walked toward Rebecca. Then he remembered that he was supposed to be on the beam and slapped his forehead. 
“Hey, that was good,” she said. 
“What was good?” said Reginald. 
“You didn’t even slow down.” 
“Well,” said Reginald with faux pride, “I have been walking for most of my life.” 
Rebecca pointed down at the balance beam, which Reginald realized he was standing on. 
“Try it again. Walk down to the end, then turn and come back.” 
Now that Reginald was aware he was on the beam, it was harder. He took a step, faltered under his weight, and put his foot on the floor beside the beam. 
“Hang on,” he said. 
When Reginald had discovered each of his mental abilities, the process of letting his deeper, vampire mind take over had felt like entering a fugue. He didn’t understand the process. He simply had to surrender and trust whatever was within him to take the reins. It was that way when he recalled long-dormant facts. They simply arose, and he didn’t know the truth until he heard himself voice them. Maybe learning balance was like that.
So he closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and began walking as he just had, not looking down, not putting his arms out, trusting his feet to find the beam. 
He opened his eyes and looked down. He was still on the beam, so when he reached the other end, he turned on one foot and walked back. 
“I wouldn’t have thought you’d be able to do that as easily as you just did,” said Rebecca. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but the physics aren’t right.” 
Reginald thought back to what Maurice had said, about all of those little muscles being there already, and about how he’d just need to get them working together. It doesn’t take a lot of muscle to balance, he’d said. It just takes the neural ability to coordinate those muscles. And neural ability is one thing you definitely have. 
“Try it backward,” said Rebecca. 
So Reginald walked the beam backward. The trick seemed to be to focus only on the largest level of the goal and not the specifics: Get to the other end, not put one foot in front of the other and hold your balance. Something deep took over and seemed to know what to do when he left the details out of the equation. 
“Skip,” said Rebecca. 
“I don’t know how to skip.” 
“Like this,” said Claire, who then showed him on the gym mat. 
So Reginald skipped down the beam, very conscious of Victoria watching him.
After that — and probably because she’d finally found something Reginald could do — Rebecca seemed determined to give Reginald more and more difficult balance tasks until he failed at one. She had him jump, spin, and traverse it in giant, gazelle-like leaps. Finally, becoming bored, Reginald hopped off the beam and walked to the opposite side of the gym. 
“Let’s just go for the big finish,” he said, picking up a basketball that had been left in the corner. 
Reginald placed the ball on one end of the beam. Then he stood on the basketball and, like a stunt bear in a circus, rolled it under his feet across the beam to the other end. 
Rebecca’s mouth was hanging open. 
“Watch this,” said Reginald. He gripped the ball with his feet and hopped with it onto the floor. Then, the ball compressing underneath him, he rebounded back up onto the beam. He traversed half of the beam that way, bouncing on and off with the ball under his feet, until the ball exploded and Reginald fell across the beam, breaking his shin. He quickly turned away from the three humans, torqued it, and felt the bone knit back into place. 
Rebecca said, “Try it on your hands.” 
“I can’t support my weight on my hands,” said Reginald. 
“Try.”
So he tried, attempting a handstand against the wall. And fell untidily into a heap. 
“Next time,” said Rebecca, slapping him on the back. “Good job today.”
Reginald bade goodbye to Rebecca, Claire, and Victoria, and promised to at least consider returning for a second lesson the following week. Then he showered, changed, and headed to work. Maurice asked for a status update as soon as he saw him arrive. 
“Balance beam good, everything else bad,” Reginald reported. 
Maurice asked for details, and Reginald gave them. He told Maurice about the beam, the ball, and the showing off. Maurice seemed pleased. 
“Did you try it on your hands?” he asked. 
“I can’t do a handstand,” said Reginald.  
“I’ll bet you can,” said Maurice. “I’ve seen you do pushups. I’ll bet you could do a handstand.” 
“I tried. I can’t do it.” 
“Try again,” said Maurice.
“Maybe I could stand on my hands if we switched torsos,” said Reginald, indicating Maurice’s small frame. “A pushup is a long way from a handstand. Takes a lot of strength to hold this bad boy up.” He patted his gut. 
“I’m not telling you to do handstand pushups,” said Maurice. “I’m just saying to hold yourself up. Most humans can physically hold themselves upright for a few seconds if they’re braced right, and you’re a vampire. Muscles tend to grow enough to service the body. Like, your legs. You may not think they’re strong, but if it were possible for you to lose two hundred pounds, you’d find yourself in possession of some impressive pillars because they’ve been doing lunges all day long for years with three hundred and fifty pounds on them.” 
“I don’t walk around on my arms,” said Reginald. 
“Ten bucks says you’re wrong. Try it.” 
But they couldn’t try it, because Reginald didn’t know how to get into a handstand and neither did Maurice. So they looked it up and found a few videos online showing people bending over and putting their hands on the floor in front of a wall and then kicking their legs up overhead. Reginald couldn’t touch his toes, and when he crouched to place his hands on the floor, he didn’t have the leg or back strength to kick his torso and back up against the wall. Finally Maurice simply stood on a reinforced wooden box, picked Reginald up by both legs, and held him upside down above the ground. Reginald extended his hands over his head and placed them on the carpet. 
“Ready for me to let go?” said Maurice. 
“No.” 
“Ready now?” 
“No.” 
“Now?” said Maurice.
“I love that you think the answer is going to change,” said Reginald. 
“Okay, letting go… now.” 
Reginald collapsed onto his face. His body became a giant floppy rag and fell into an untidy pile. 
“Well,” said Reginald. “That went well.” 
“You’re too loose. Tighten up in your core.” 
“Where’s my core?” 
“In the middle of all of the fat.” 
So they tried again, with the same result. This time, rather than collapsing into a blob, Reginald’s straight body fell like a tree, knocking down a cubicle divider. 
Reginald, slightly out of breath, extended a hand toward Maurice. “Ten bucks.” 
“No. We didn’t specify a timeframe.” 
“You dick. You turn me into a fat vampire and then you welch on a bet?
“Keep practicing,” said Maurice. “All those little muscles just need to learn to talk to one another and obey that big brain of yours. Trust me.” 
Maurice hadn’t been wrong yet and the ten dollars was going into escrow either way, so Reginald nodded reluctantly. He agreed to do both. 
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AT MIDNIGHT ON JUNE 1ST, Maurice’s cell phone rang and a computerized voice told him that the pickup window for his transportation to the Vampire Council would occur between 2:15 and 2:45am under an overpass on the outside of Columbus, near Hilliard. 
Maurice sighed and put his face in his palm. “I don’t want to go,” he said. 
“You have to go,” Reginald told him. “You don’t have a proxy. If you don’t go, Gregor will be acting Deacon. Not only does Gregor usually think that there are small UFOs flying around his head, but when he’s coherent, he’s very liberal. And who knows what’s on the docket that will pass if you’re not there to veto it?” 
“Ugh. And that long, long ride with blindfolds on…” 
Reginald nodded, his lips pursed. This would be his third trip to the Vampire Council. The first time he’d gone, it had been for his own trial, and he’d been treated like a prisoner. The second time, he’d been free and he’d gone willingly, and he’d been treated like a prisoner. This time he and Maurice would be visiting as Deacon and Deputy of the Council, so this time, they’d be treated like prisoners. The procedure was the same for everyone, with no exceptions. They’d be bound with silver handcuffs and blindfolded twice, and then they’d be driven around for hours and handed off three or four times to different sets of escorts. The entire process was dictated by the master algorithm that choreographed all incomings and outgoings to and from the Council’s current secret location. The system was what it was, and until the day Reginald divulged the fact that he’d cracked the algorithm, it’s how the system would have to remain.
“Do you suppose we could just show up instead of meeting the escorts?” said Reginald. “Seems silly to spend all night traveling all over the place when I know the Council is currently in that half-finished theater we drive by all the time, like ten minutes away.”
“If only,” said Maurice.
“In fact, let’s go there now,” said Reginald. “We can hang out with Charles, who never leaves and travels with the Council every time it moves. Get some donuts.” 
“They don’t have donuts at the Council,” said Maurice. 
“I know that. I said get some donuts. They have whole 24-hour stores filled with donuts now. We can give some to Charles as a peace offering. Not the good ones, though. Just those shitty plain ones with the little handles baked into them.” 
Maurice laughed. 
Charles Barkley, who inexplicably refused to go by “Chuck” or “Charlie,” had been a major force behind Reginald’s accusation and trial. Following the trial, he’d wormed his way into a spot on the Council — a process over which the Deacon had no control. Once in, Charles had immediately begun pushing ultra-liberal legislation whose sole intention seemed to be to infuriate Maurice and insult Reginald.
“I really, really don’t want to go,” Maurice repeated. 
“Get up,” said Reginald. “It’s time to make-slash-get the donuts.”
And so, over a flurry of protests, Reginald loaded Maurice into his car and they drove to the pickup location at the scheduled time. Then, once cuffed and blindfolded, they spent several hours in the back of windowless SUVs pretending they didn’t know where they were.
“I know we’re not on Neil,” said Reginald. “And I know we didn’t juuust… now pass that Starbucks I go to all the time.” 
“Should I knock on the cab and ask them to stop, so that you can get a caramel latte?” said Maurice. 
Thanks to the blindfold, Maurice was just a voice in the darkness, but Reginald’s brain and senses had become refined enough that he could “see” his surroundings by listening to the way sounds bounced off of the objects around him. He clicked his tongue a few times and listened to the echoes to be sure he saw what he thought he saw. 
“Don’t make that face at me,” he said to Maurice. “Just because you don’t like coffee doesn’t mean other vampires can’t appreciate it.” 
Maurice said nothing.
Several hours later, Maurice and Reginald found themselves walking down a long and familiar-sounding hallway. Ten minutes after that, their handcuffs and blindfolds were removed and they made their way to the Council chamber, where they found Brian Nickerson sitting in a chair, texting on his cell phone. Brian was six-foot-seven and weighed over three hundred pounds of solid muscle. Under his bulk, the chair he was sitting on looked like a toy.
“Brian,” said Maurice, “let that poor chair go.” 
“Maurice,” Brian replied, standing and gesturing at Maurice’s black wardrobe, “let Hot Topic go out of business.” 
Brian’s massive frame was topped with a head of wiry, thinning brown hair. He had a square face and wore invisible-rim round glasses. Brian was the only vampire Reginald had seen who wore glasses. He didn’t need them, of course, but they were a human affect that he rather enjoyed, like Maurice with his sword. 
Brian had been 44 human years old when he’d been turned five years ago. By modern standards, 44 was quite old. With bootcamp becoming more and more stringent, it was rare for humans over 35 to make it through. Most graduates were under 30, and Charles kept trying to pass legislation that would place a formal age limit on applicants, regardless of their bootcamp performance — bad news for Brian’s wife Talia, who at 37 hoped to wait eight more years to become a vampire, which was when she figured their youngest child would be old enough to be without her during the daytime.
Despite his young age as a vampire, Brian was one of the most senior Council members. Of the seven who had survived the last meeting, only one other had served under Logan. The rest had been killed by either Nikki or Maurice during the coup, and Brian had survived because Maurice had told Nikki to “avoid killing the guy who looks big enough to be three guys.” The vote for Reginald’s execution six months earlier had been eleven to one. Brian had been the sole holdout.
“You’d better watch your back, my friend,” Brian told Maurice. “These others here, they’re out for blood.” 
“Arguably, with a vampire population, that doesn’t mean much,” said Reginald. He looked up at Brian, who looked like a wall. Even at just five vampire years old, Brian’s enhanced strength would likely allow him to lift the Council arena. It was frightening to imagine him in a thousand years. 
“Your blood too, Reginald,” Brian said. 
“They’re always out for my blood,” said Reginald, waving a dismissive hand. “I’m kind of used to it by now. I didn’t fit in with my co-workers and I don’t fit in with vampires. I didn’t fit in through high school and college. I’m considering joining a fat running group because my sub-par speed would impress them. Maybe I could become their leader.” 
“The only thing stopping them from trying to kill you again is this guy right here,” said Brian, laying his hand on Maurice’s shoulder. Maurice’s head came to Brian’s nipples. If Brian had been hollow, it would take at least four Maurices to fill him if they were packed like Tetris blocks. “And you know the law. Right now, the law is protecting you, and the Deacon controls the law. But as soon as they find a way to change the law so that the Deacon no longer controls the law? Well, then, watch out.” 
“But Maurice controls the law,” said Reginald. 
“Until they change the law,” said Brian. 
“If they try to change the law, Maurice will block it,” said Reginald. “Because he controls the law.” 
“Until he doesn’t,” said Brian. 
It was futile to argue with Brian because he’d been a lawyer prior to being turned. There were many jokes about how Brian, who was too old to pass bootcamp, could only have gotten through because he’d been able to show years of prior experience as a bloodsucker.
“Brian,” said Maurice. “You were at the last meeting, right? So what happened?” 
Brian shrugged. “Gas explosion?” 
“I mean, what did you see?” 
Brian shook his head as if exasperated by a question he’d been asked a thousand times. “I don’t know, man. Loud noises. Bright lights. Lots of ash and smoke. I even got a few seconds of sun myself, but I’m young, so it just singed me a bit. Then I grabbed Councilman Klein and used him as a shield. You remember Klein? Liked to eat babies.” 
“I remember Klein.” 
“Once he started to poof, the debris had mostly fallen and I dove the fuck under it. Bunkered in. Then a few hours later, the cavalry arrived. End of story.” 
“But what caused it? Was there… I don’t know… an attack? Anything you saw that indicated foul play?”
“I don’t see how. No blurs that looked like running vampires. The roof just kind of blew off.” 
Reginald stared at Brian. It seemed impossible that he could be hearing himself. The roof just kind of blew off? Were all vampires so jaded about death that they’d lost their fear of it? Were they so used to being the apex predators that they couldn’t imagine anyone — or anything — being out to get them? Reginald had been right to assume the Guards’ complacency back when they’d brought Nikki in. In death, vampires seemed to have lost the ability to see past the obvious.
“An incubus named Altus came to visit us about it,” said Reginald. “And he says…” 
“Altus!” Brian blurted, interrupting him. “I love that guy. He’s an asshole. And yet, he knows he’s an asshole. It’s what makes him so awesome.” 
“He says there was foul play,” Reginald finished.
“How could he possibly know?” said Brian. “It wasn’t incubi, I can tell you that. They’re not fast like we are.” 
“He says he just knows, and that it wasn’t an accident.” 
“Interesting. So what kind of foul play removes a roof?”
“What kind of gas explosion doesn’t make a huge noise and a fire?” Reginald countered. Reginald liked Brian, but Brian was being dense.
“There may have been noise and fire,” said Brian. “It was pretty confusing. You lose track of things.” 
“Nothing is on the videos,” said Reginald, who never, ever lost track of anything anymore.
“Really! Strange. Well, it’s not like our guys do forensics. We got out of the wreckage, they glamoured those that needed glamouring, and the humans wrapped it up. Maybe we’ll never know.” 
Now Reginald was just getting annoyed. “Why are you so blasé about this? Almost four hundred vampires died with no warning. Doesn’t that bother you? You were in a building when the roof came off and death rained from above. You lay buried under rubble for hours.” 
“I don’t know what to tell you, Reginald. Shit happens. A few years of knowing you can’t die and can only be killed changes your perception. And no, I’m sorry, but I didn’t see any vampires being foul, or playing, or getting up to any foul play. Besides, it was sunny out. They’d never survive to pull it off.” 
“Well, what if it wasn’t vampires?” said Reginald.
“What would it be if it wasn’t vampires? Don’t tell me you think humans could pull a roof off. We have patrols in bunkers around the place at all times. Humans would need a crane, and nobody saw a crane, or any other kind of equipment.” 
Maurice put his hand on Reginald’s chest. “Don’t say it.” 
“Altus says it was angels,” said Reginald. It sounded dumb when he heard the word pass his lips, but he had nothing left. Brian simply wasn’t listening. 
Brian gave a huge belly laugh. “This is from Altus? No surprise there. He’s a superstitious asshole. All incubi are. They think they’re demons; did Maurice tell you that?”
“Yes. But listen…” 
“My youngest kid still believes in the tooth fairy. She’s as dead serious about it as Altus is about angels and demons and Heaven and Hell. Maybe the tooth fairy destroyed the Council.”
“Look, I’m not saying that it was literally…” Reginald began. But at that moment, in the background, someone began shushing the assembly, which meant that the proceedings were about to start. 
“We should go up to the Deacon’s box,” said Maurice. He nodded a goodbye to Brian, who tipped them both a salute.
Maurice led the way from Council chamber, up a hidden set of stairs, into a boxed-off area in the stands. A chill ran through Reginald. He’d seen this place before, from below, from the floor of the arena, when he’d been on trial for his life. It was as if he’d gone back in time, and he and Maurice were stepping into the bodies of other people. Maurice would be playing the part of Logan, the Deacon he’d deposed. Reginald would be playing Logan’s Deputy, who in Reginald’s mind’s eye was constantly making notes on a clipboard. Both were dead now, of course, and Reginald wanted to knock on wood and tell himself that history wasn’t about to repeat itself. Maybe Brian had lost his fear of death, but Reginald certainly hadn’t. It was being unfit that did it, he supposed. Maybe the Brians and Maurices and Charleses of the world had become predators, but Reginald still felt like prey.
And prey, by instinct, was always looking for the threat. He could feel it now. Just two weeks ago, this same building — in a different location — had been ripped apart by someone or something, and none of the milling vampires below him seemed to care. It was just business as usual for them. They had laws to pass, bigotry to spread. But Reginald could feel the threat hanging in the air, as if it was about to happen again. 
He shook it off. Obsessing would help nothing right now.
Beside Maurice, in the box, was a large chair, like a throne. The throne was made of what looked like sandstone. That was another thing that was different from when Reginald had been here as a prisoner. Back then, the throne had been made of carved wood. Maurice had exposed the wooden throne as a safety hazard when he’d shattered it from behind, sending miniature wooden stakes into Logan’s heart. 
At the fore of the box, standing in front of of the throne, was Charles Barkley. He was rapping a stone against the arm of the chair and calling for order. 
“Charles,” said Maurice. 
Charles looked back and smiled. He continued rapping the stone. “Order!” he said. 
“That’ll do, Charles,” said Maurice. 
“Order! This meeting of the Vampire Council is called to order!”
“Give me the stone and go back to the Council room, Councilman Barkley.” 
“Who are you and where is the Deacon?” said Charles, smiling vaguely. 
“Last chance, Charles. I’m asking nicely.” 
“I’m doing you a favor here. They don’t know who you are, Maurice. Deacon Maurice…” 
“Deacon Toussant.” 
“… but they do at least know me. Now, if some stranger suddenly shows up in the Deacon’s box claiming the Deaconship — some small stranger, say — then…”
There was a blur and a breeze as Maurice moved to Charles’s side and deftly broke his neck. He turned Charles’s head so far that it ended up facing backward, the skin on his neck ripped all the way around like a bloody necklace. Charles screamed, and that did finally bring the noisy room to order. 
Maurice took the stone from Charles’s hand and said, “Go back to the Council chamber, Charles.” 
“This REALLY FUCKING HURTS!” yelled Charles. 
“By the common stairway, of course,” said Maurice. “The rear stairway is for the Deacon and his staff only.” He nudged Charles toward the front of the box where a long, meandering set of steps weaved through the bleachers before wrapping back to where Charles would be able to access the Council box. 
Charles was trying to turn his head back around, but the muscles seemed to have torn. He grabbed both sides of the backward-facing head and tried to torque it back to front, but there was a snap and he stopped. 
“You interlocked my vertebrae, you asshole,” said Charles, tugging at his head with both hands. Watching him was bizarre. Reginald honestly wondered which way he’d walk — forward blind, or backwards and at least be able to see?
“Suck it up, Charles,” Maurice hissed. “Do you want a Snoopy band-aid for your boo-boo?” 
“You could burn for this,” said the back of Charles’s head. 
“I doubt it. I’m the Deacon. Right, Deputy?” 
“‘Deacon may injure Council members at Deacon’s discretion,’” said Reginald, making a note on a clipboard he’d found on a shelf at the back of the box. 
Charles began to carefully make his way (backward for the torso and forward for the head) toward the large stairway. Maurice gave him a kind warning to watch out lest he break his neck on the way down. 
When Charles was gone, Maurice grabbed the rock and banged it on the arm of the throne.
“I, Deacon Maurice Toussant, hereby call to order this meeting of the Vampire Council, yada yada yada, you get the idea,” he said, a surprising amount of authority radiating from his small frame. “I know a lot of you here don’t like that I’m here. But as the ancient human expression goes, tough shit. I am your Deacon, and you will show me respect. You don’t have to like me. You don’t have to support me. But the next person who fails to recognize my authority to lead this Council, having bested the previous Deacon as is our law —”   He gestured at Charles, who tripped and fell as if on key. “— will be summarily staked. Do any of the rest of you want to challenge me? I’ll face you one-on-one. Speak now or forever hold your petty comments.” 
He paused, his chest full and his head high. The room remained still. 
“No? None of you who have challenged me in my absence? Who have questioned my right to rule or the presence of my proxy? None of you whom I’ve heard call me a relic, a throwback, a reactionary revolutionist? I know who you are, so speak if you’re going to speak.”
Reginald coughed. 
“Fine,” said Maurice. “Then as Deacon, I…” He trailed off, then looked over at Reginald. 
“What?” 
“I don’t know how to conduct a Council meeting,” Maurice whispered.
“You’re supposed to have the Deputy read the minutes first. That’s me. I don’t know the minutes. I wasn’t here and haven’t reviewed the videos yet.” 
“Make something up,” said Maurice.
Reginald walked to the front of the box. Someone laughed. Two or three voices muttered something. 
“Minutes of the last meeting,” said Reginald. “Council talked about laws. Then the building blew up.” 
The crowd increased its murmuring. Yes, they seemed to remember it that way too. 
“Also, Charles Barkley was accused of fornication with a poodle. Charges were forgiven.” 
No objections came. Reginald wondered what else he could get away with, but decided not to push his luck. 
“So are the minutes,” said Reginald, concluding as he’d seen past minutes concluded in the records. Then, for effect, he bowed.
Reginald walked back to Maurice and whispered, “Now you make an opening address. Think Carson’s opening monologue.” 
“I didn’t prepare one.” 
“I just told them Charles screwed a poodle. I don’t think it matters what you say,” Reginald whispered. 
“Can I talk about anything?” 
“Sure. But I’d go for a rant. Openers are the time you get to speak without being interrupted by the Council.” 
 Maurice stood up and walked to the front of the box. 
“You are all assholes,” he began. He looked back at Reginald. 
“Maybe take it down a notch,” said Reginald, holding his finger and thumb pinched together in front of his face. 
Maurice turned back to face front. 
“By which I mean that you’re shortsighted. You refuse to see what’s in front of your faces. You’re a population that has entered into a willing, deliberate evolutionary bottleneck in order to become homogenous, with zero diversity in your population. There is, no pun intended, no new blood in our ranks. You must see that, yet you seem so intent on proving me and my ways wrong that you’re willing to doom all of us to do it. I’ve been watching the new legislation. I’ve seen what’s on the roster for tonight, and for meetings to come. Councilman Barkley has been pushing for an age limit for new vampires. The age is lower for women than men. Why would that be? I’ve seen the law that would require retroactive testing for vampires who are old enough to have never gone through the application and bootcamp process. What’s the point? Any vampire old enough to fit that description would be orders of magnitude stronger than any new vampire. You are spinning your wheels in order to prove your own idiotic, asshole point. Two weeks ago, nearly four hundred among you died, and today you’re back here not to talk about what happened and what it could mean and what to do, but to throw more… asshole legislation onto the docket because you don’t like my ways and what I represent.” 
He paused. When it seemed that he was done — and not a bad opener, thought Reginald — a voice spoke up from the assembled audience. 
“Permission to address the Deacon,” it said. The speaker was a young man with jet black hair, severe black eyebrows, and a chiseled jaw. 
Maurice nodded. 
“All due respect, Deacon, but this isn’t about being disrespectful. It’s about quality control.” 
“Really,” said Maurice.
“We survive on fear and spectacle. Humans outnumber us a hundred thousand to one. They own the daylight. We need to be worthy of their fear and respect. Times are only getting harder. Humans are slowly covering and exposing every corner of the planet. If our representatives are…” He gestured in Reginald’s direction. “I’m just saying, I don’t know how frightened I’d have been, when I was human, of… of…” 
“You can say it,” said Reginald. “Of me. Of a fat guy.” 
The kid shrugged. 
“How old are you?” said Maurice. 
“Six years as a vampire.” 
“So, a child of modern cinema. Tell me: Before you knew we were real, how would you have described a vampire?” 
“Uh…” 
“Go ahead. You may speak freely.” 
“Fast. Strong. You killed them with a stake. They backed away from crosses and holy water. Maybe they flew. They were dark and glamorous. Sexy. Beautiful.” 
“Did becoming a vampire fix your flaws? Make you — as you said — dark, glamorous, sexy, and beautiful?”
“Yeah, for sure.” 
“Did you see Nosferatu?” said Maurice.
“Pardon?”
Maurice looked up from addressing the kid in the stands and played his gaze over the entire Council and assembly. 
“You like to think that you’re so different from humans,” he said. “But you aren’t. Few of you are older than one hundred years old. I am over two thousand. Throughout most of my life and through early cinema, vampires were monsters. Creatures of the night. Outcasts — and not in a brooding, fashionable way. In a ‘we must pursue and kill it’ way. Vampires have not always been beautiful, sexy, and glamorous. We’ve been like goblins and ghosts. Things that were fearful because we were so unlike humans, not because we conformed so clearly to their ideals. I had a friend who was turned after losing most of his face, having been dragged half a mile over stone roads by his horse. Name was Jean. Nice guy. He didn’t sparkle, but he scared the hell out of his victims. But there aren’t many Jeans anymore. There’s nobody like him, and supposedly it’s all about ‘quality control.’ You grew up believing what you believed because it was what others showed to you, not because it was ‘true.’ You are slaves to pop culture. Human pop culture. The ideals you’re striving for are not objective absolutes. They are new inventions. Your ‘quality control’ is actually just fashion.” 
“This reminiscing is nice,” said a voice from the Council. If Reginald didn’t know better, he’d swear the speaker was Todd Walker. “Can we move it along?” 
Maurice threw up his hands. “Fine.”
The crowd murmured. Reginald watched them, trying to read the room’s mood. It was jovial. They’d already forgotten what Maurice had said… or, more likely, they’d never heard it. 
“Good monologue,” said Reginald. “Wrong crowd.” 
“Maybe the roof will come off again,” Maurice said. 
“One can hope.” 
“What do I do next?”
Reginald looked at the clipboard, flipping a page. He made a face. 
“What?” said Maurice.
“Executions,” said Reginald.
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“IT’S A LIGHT NIGHT FOR executions,” said Reginald. “Just one guy to execute.”
“Then what?”
“Then it goes to new business, and the Council will begin voting in the new laws you just said were stupid.”
“I’ll get my veto stick ready. They can keep lobbing them in and I’ll just keep hitting them out of the park.” 
“For now,” said Reginald. “But they’re starting to outsmart you. They’re adding riders.” 
“Riders?” 
“Apparently I’ve gone from one stupid system of government to another,” said Reginald. “I’m a bit unclear, but it seems that vampire politicians can make mash-up laws just like US politicians can. One law might contain two prime parts to it. For now, the Council seems to just be playing around to see how you’ll veto or not veto, but this could turn into an effective way to surpass the Deacon’s veto power.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Like, one bill might contain legislation to prevent the eating of babies, and also impose an age restriction on bootcamp applicants. Since you can’t make laws, you have the simple choice of allowing baby-eating or allowing the age restriction.” 
“They can’t do that, can they?”
“I’m not totally sure, but it seems so.” Reginald had read the text of all of the night’s proposed laws while Maurice had been speaking. He’d also leafed through a rudimentary law book he’d found on the shelf. When he got home, he’d need to consult the official statutes online. He couldn’t get an internet data signal on his phone from inside the building, because it was designed with jamming equipment.
“That’s idiotic,” said Maurice. 
“That’s government. Like I said, they’re finding ways to outsmart you.” 
“Shit.” 
“It’s okay,” said Reginald. “I can outsmart them.” 
Maurice took a deep breath. “Okay. One step at a time. Let’s deal with this execution. What’s the guy’s crime?” 
“Wanton creation.” 
“Receiving? Or giving?”
Maurice was asking if the man was a vampire who’d been created illegally (like Reginald) or a vampire who’d created another illegally (like Maurice). Both were bad, and unless the new vampire could pass a strenuous test and be retroactively certified as acceptable, both maker and made could end up facing a death sentence. 
“Receiving. He turned himself in, actually. Does that happen often?” 
“It never happens,” said Maurice. “It’s not like we have a downtown police station that new vampires can walk into. What do you mean, ‘He turned himself in’?” 
Reginald had already replaced the clipboard, having read the entire night’s business. He would be able to recite it word for word, letter by letter, forever. 
“He claims not to know his maker. Woke up with blood around his mouth, recalling none of the night prior.” 
“Glamoured. Glamoured while being turned, because it wouldn’t be possible once he was fully vampire.” 
“Yes,” said Reginald. “He knows who he is and what he is, but he’s been figuring it out as he goes. He didn’t realize it was a crime to exist, and here he is.” Reginald found he was unable to keep the sympathy out of his voice. It was too easy to relate to the man.
“And he’s already been tested and failed, because this shows up as an execution,” said Maurice.
“Half right,” said Reginald. “According to the paperwork, he’s waived his right to a test.”
“That’s insane.”
Reginald, who’d been through the test and had failed miserably, didn’t think it was insane at all. He respected the man for trying to preserve his dignity. 
“I’ll just pardon him,” said Maurice after a beat.
“The Guards say he’s strange,” said Reginald. That hadn’t come off of the clipboard. He’d heard it when they’d passed a pair of Guards in the hall.
“I don’t care how strange he is,” said Maurice. “Two can play the game of ‘let’s do things just to piss off the opponent.’ He’s getting a big, fat pardon. Bring him in.”
Reginald communicated Maurice’s order to a member of the Guard, who ran off. 
Moments later, a door slid open at the far end of the arena and Reginald felt his skin crawl. It was where he himself had been brought in five months earlier. 
The crowd gasped.
The man who came through the door — with a burly member of the Council Guard on either side — had the face of a hawk. There was no other way to say it. He was at least seventy or eighty human years old with stark white hair and piercing eyes that Reginald could feel on him even from a distance. His eyebrows were pointed down his beaklike nose. Every vampire had a strength, and everything in the man’s hawklike appearance said that his would be sight. He’d be able to spot a buttonhole from high orbit. 
The prisoner flicked his head around the gathering like a bird. The spectators he looked at shrank back into their seats. It was a strange thing to see vampires do. Or rather, it wasn’t strange at all. It was what legend said happened when vampires looked on crosses — a myth Reginald still hadn’t tested. 
“This man is a vampire?” said Maurice.
“Yes,” said Reginald. Ever since Nikki had infiltrated the Council as a human, the Guard had begun testing every prisoner to make sure.
“He must be seventy.” 
“According to the file, he’s ninety-three,” said Reginald. 
“He wouldn’t have had a chance if I weren’t here,” said Maurice. Then he exhaled and shook his head. “I wish they’d brought someone in who wasn’t quite so… unusual.” 
“No kidding.” 
“When I pardon a man this old…” 
“They hate you already, Maurice,” said Reginald. “And remember, you wanted to prove a point anyway.”
“What’s his name?” 
“Thomas Balestro.”
Maurice walked to the front of the box to address the old man just as Logan had during Reginald’s trial, but the Guard hadn’t yet released him. By this point in Reginald’s trial, he’d already been tossed into the center of the arena and the Guard had walked out. Reginald also hadn’t been bound in silver, and this man was heavily bound — far more than seemed necessary.
“Thomas Balestro,” said Maurice. “I am Maurice, Deacon of this Council, and it is my duty today to assess you. You have waived your right to a physical trial. You won’t be tried. You are pardoned. Go in peace.” 
But the Guards on either side of the man didn’t move, didn’t release his arms. Finally, the one to Balestro’s right said, “Uh… Deacon? You may want to try this one.”
“He’s waived his trial. And he’s pardoned,” repeated Maurice. “You can all deal with an old vampire. Old, fat… we take all comers these days.” 
There was a grumble that ran through the stands at Maurice’s pronouncement. 
“Deacon?” 
The same Guard. Maurice raised an eyebrow. 
“That’s not what I meant. I meant, he’s unusual.” 
“He’s old.” 
“He’s unusual.” 
Maurice shook his head. 
“He knew our names. He knew our family’s names.” 
That wasn’t anything special. Reginald knew the men’s names and the names of their families, too. He also knew where they lived, what they’d been like as humans, how they’d been turned, which schools they’d gone to, what their parents occupations had been, and where they went on vacation. Before his trial, he’d read everything available on the Council and the Guard, then had scoured records and encrypted databases to find out all he could about everyone he could. You never knew when information might come in handy.
“Fine,” said Maurice. “Unchain him and leave him.” 
The Guards remained where they were. This time, the other spoke. 
“Um… Deacon? New procedure is to keep prisoners bound with silver, except during their actual testing, until their final release from the final set of escorts,” said the Guard. 
There had to be thirty pounds of silver chain on the man. It was absurd. 
“Fine. You can go.” 
“And new procedure is for Guard to stay by prisoners until the trial commences.” 
“He’s waived his right to trial.” 
“If you want to ask him questions, that counts as trial.”
“Fine. Trial is commenced. Whatever gets you to leave.”  Then, to the prisoner: “This is just a formality. I’m sorry. And I’m sorry that this is how you’re being welcomed into our society.”
“I don’t mind, Deacon,” said the prisoner. “You may try me.” He spoke with an accent that Reginald couldn’t place. It was so subtle. English? Italian? French? 
“Go,” Maurice said to the Guards.
“Will there be a physical trial, Deacon?” 
“Jesus.” 
“If there’s no physical trial, we have to leave him bound,” said one of the Guards, gesturing at the chains. 
“I don’t mind remaining bound,” said Balestro.
“Whatever. Just leave.” Reginald saw Maurice’s arm flinch and realized that he’d just barely restrained himself from throwing the rock on the arm of the throne at the Guards out of sheer exasperation.
The two Guards nodded and backed away, keeping an eye on the prisoner as if they expected him to explode. 
Thomas Balestro stood alone in the center of the packed-clay floor of the Council arena, silver chains binding his wrists and ankles, draped around his waist and over his shoulders. He didn’t look very old to Reginald. He was supposedly ninety-three, but he wasn’t stooped and there was nothing humbled in his eyes or his expression. He’d looked seventy when the Guard had brought him in, but now Reginald decided he’d place his age closer to sixty. His eyes bore the stare of an ambitious, aggressive man in his twenties. Reginald had seen the same stare from almost every twenty-something-seeming member of the audience and Council since they’d arrived. 
Maurice turned to Reginald and whispered, “He’s supposed to test while he’s wearing all that silver? I couldn’t climb a staircase with that much on me.”
“They said it comes off for a physical trial. I’m guessing human Sub-Guards would come in and remove it. It’s too much for the vampire Guards to handle.”
“This is because of you?” 
“Looks that way,” said Reginald, who couldn’t help but be flattered that he’d made the Council this paranoid. 
And yet, the way the roof had come off two weeks earlier didn’t seem to bother them at all. 
Hard to protect against something you can’t see — or something you don’t believe in, he thought. 
Maurice was ranting. “It’s idiotic. If someone is a big enough threat to require that much silver, the threat will just be a threat again as soon as it’s all removed.” 
“No,” said Reginald. “Look.” 
Reginald pointed to a ring of windows above the stands that hadn’t been there during his own trial. One advantage of a meeting place that was disassembled and reassembled every 8-10 days was that it was simple to make changes to the structure — such as adding a ring of sniper windows. 
Reginald and Maurice looked around the edge of the arena, taking in the small windows. Each appeared to be made of thick, unbreakable Lexan. There was a tiny hole in each window, and the muzzle of a rifle protruded through each hole. Reginald had read about the security upgrade a few months ago. The rifles fired wooden bullets. Originally, the Council had considered placing archers at the windows, but missed arrows could be used as weapons. Bullets, on the other hand, were useless without the rifles that fired them. 
“Again,” Maurice said to Balestro, “I apologize for the chains.”
“I understand completely. I’d keep me in chains if I were you,” Balestro said mildly. 
Maurice’s face registered a puzzled expression. 
“I’m a baaaaad man,” said Balestro. “For instance, I’m about to kill a whole bunch of you.” 
Maurice turned to Reginald. “What else do you know about this man?” 
“Nothing.” Reginald’s entire dossier on Thomas Balestro began and ended at the one-page affidavit he’d found on the shelf at the back of the Deacon box. 
“Murder among vampires is serious business, Mr. Balestro,” said Reginald. “I’d advise you not to joke about it. If I weren’t here today, you’d probably already have been executed. Just so you understand the mood of this audience.” 
“Just making conversation,” said Balestro. “Conversation such as the fact that this incestuous little community of yours has proven that absolute power does indeed corrupt absolutely, meaning that your deaths mean very, very little. Well, imagined ‘absolute’ power, anyway. But yes, let’s talk. What should we talk about? How about your wife, Deacon? Celeste. Yes. Lovely woman. Did you know that she had an affair a few years ago? Naughty naughty.” 
Balestro smiled a grin that was all teeth. Beside him, Reginald could see something change in Maurice’s expression. 
“But you, Mr. Baskin,” he said, looking at Reginald, “you’re who interests me most of all. The man who proved to the mighty Vampire Nation that brains mattered as much as brawn. And then you took your place beside the Deacon, fat and unfit to exist in the eyes of most. Tell me, how does it feel to have proven yourself as superior and more evolved… yet still be considered unworthy to live?” 
For the first time in months, Reginald found himself outmatched. He had nothing to use against the man, and he couldn’t read him at all. What did he want? 
“I want to know what you think, Reginald,” he said, as if he’d read Reginald’s mind. “May I call you Reginald? I’d be honored if I could. Meeting you, after all, is one of the reasons I came here. Well, that and to kill a lot of vampires and to… well, the rest is a secret.” He pressed his lips together theatrically.
Maurice, finding his voice, said, “Who are you?” 
“I’m a poor old man who was turned into a vampire illegally, but fortunately, I’m about to be pardoned by the Deacon. Lucky me.” 
Reginald was running through scenarios in his head. Just because the man was cruel, angry, and had a lot of information didn’t mean that he was a threat. But there was more to it. Reginald didn’t like the way Balestro didn’t seem to be humbled by the silver chains binding him. He was standing tall, as if the chains were simply a part of his clothing. And there was still the matter of the last session’s odd happenings to consider. 
“I’m a friend to you, Reginald,” said Balestro. “Or at least, I could be, for the time that all of you have left. I want to know what it’s like to be so universally rejected, despite your clear superiority. I want to know how you feel about being scorned simply because you’ve had the audacity to join a club that you’re not good enough for.”
The room had stopped talking. 
“You don’t want to tell me? Perhaps your human friends Nikki and Claire would have thoughts on the matter. It’s 1:04pm. Claire just finished lunch and is drawing in class while she should be paying attention. Nikki is bored, sitting in an airport in New York, waiting for her connecting flight back to Columbus. I’m sure either would be happy for the diversion I’d offer. Does it strike you as odd that out of your three true friends, two are human? But of course…” 
“You should execute him,” Reginald said to Maurice. 
Balestro made a hurt face. “Well, look at that. Now you’re the one condemning people for being who they are. Should I die because I’m different?” 
“Yes,” said Reginald.
Maurice, accustomed to trusting Reginald’s judgment, made a Roman emperor’s “thumbs-down” gesture. It wasn’t in the Council script, but it felt right. The crowd made pleased noises. Reginald felt conflicted. Balestro had to go, but Reginald didn’t like that he’d done something that pleased the crowd. 
Below them, on the floor of the arena, Balestro was pulling the silver chains away with a mildly bothered air as if he’d just realized he was covered with spider webs. The links broke with popping sounds like small-caliber rifle fire. He snaked a finger under each of the thick wrist manacles and pulled. They snapped as if made of kindling. When he was done, with the silver chains in a pile at his feet, he ran his hands over his clothes as if to smooth out wrinkles. 
There was a sharp sound from above, and the fabric of Balestro’s jumpsuit popped over his chest, leaving a small spatter of blood above his heart. The sequence repeated twice more. Reginald looked to where the sound had come from and saw one of the snipers reloading his rifle. The others were alternately looking at Balestro and then Maurice, whose presence in Council suddenly seemed to matter after all.
Balestro brushed fussily at the holes in his jumpsuit, then looked up at Maurice and Reginald as if to say, Can you believe how rude that was?
Maurice looked up at the snipers, ready with their wooden bullets. 
“Again,” he said. 
This time, all of the snipers fired. Balestro’s chest erupted into dozens of tiny geysers of blood as dozens of wooden bullets entered his heart. The impacts made his shoulders jump, but he remained otherwise impassive, waiting for the assault to end. When it finally did end, Balestro spread his hands at Maurice: Are you finished?
Maurice vanished from the Deacon’s box fast enough that Reginald couldn’t see where he’d gone. Suddenly, he was down on the clay floor — literally on the floor, lying on his back about twenty feet from Balestro. 
Then, as Reginald watched, Maurice leapt up in a blur and ran at Balestro. Balestro watched him with boredom on his face. Maurice hit an invisible wall and flew back again, landing in roughly the same spot as before. Then, undeterred, he got back up and walked forward. He stopped a few feet from Balestro, but his toes continued to push into the dirt without actually moving him closer. It was as if he were being held at a distance by an invisible hand. 
Reginald recognized the phenomenon. He’d experienced it himself when he first met Claire, when he tried to enter her house without her permission. 
“What is this?” said Maurice.
“Checks and balances,” said Balestro. “We had to give the humans something.” 
Maurice stepped back. From where Reginald stood, Maurice didn’t look like the two-thousand year old Deacon of the Vampire Council. He looked like the teenager he must’ve once been, millennia ago.
“You have gotten used to the idea that you are on top,” said Balestro, addressing the crowd. “But you are not.” 
Balestro’s form flinched as if a tiny shiver had run through him. In the same instant, the heads of the entire front row of spectators became detached from their shoulders, and then, seconds later, both heads and torsos exploded into ash. Balestro was scratching at the side of his face before the last head hit the floor. Someone screamed. It was chilling to hear a vampire scream. 
Balestro hadn’t moved, and hence hadn’t killed those vampires. And yet, he had. 
“You have thirty days to quail in fear and decide whether you choose to die by our hand or your own,” said Balestro. 
“What do you…?” Maurice began.
“At midnight on the thirtieth day,” said Balestro, interrupting him. Then he winked at Reginald. “You‘ll know where to find me.” 
Balestro crouched and exploded upward, propelled like a rocket toward the arena’s metal ceiling. When he broke through it and into the bright mid-afternoon sun, the roof made an undramatic foomp sound. Then there was no Balestro, and there was only a shaft of sunlight spearing the pile of silver chains like a starlet in the spotlight. Maurice took a quick step back, away from the sun, and the spectators started to scream. 
The rest of the meeting, including Charles’s new legislation, was shelved for the time being.




 
MYTHS
 
 
IT FELT ODDLY NORMAL, AFTER a day of such incredible abnormality, to be at the office. 
Maurice and Reginald were tired. They’d barely slept after a few hours of detention at the Council, four rides in blacked-out SUVs, and an insomniac day of indecision spent on and off the phone with Brian Nickerson, who’d stayed at the Council following what Reginald was already calling “the Balestro affair.” 
Nikki had arrived on a flight from New York a few hours earlier. She’d taken the whole week off and wasn’t supposed to return to work until Monday, but she came in Friday night anyway because she missed Reginald and Maurice — and, as she’d explained months ago, she “had few friends among the living anymore.” Nikki had almost been approved to become a vampire before Reginald’s trial, and the coup had slowed things down enough that she was just now almost approved again. For six months, she’d been on the brink of leaving daylight forever, and had severed most of her daytime relationships accordingly. 
Reginald was glad to have Nikki back. He wasn’t used to having a girlfriend, and he’d missed her. He certainly wasn’t used to having a super-hot girlfriend. He kept pinching himself. Then he’d pinch her. Then she’d pinch him. Then she’d try to get him, yet again, to have sex, because as she explained, “a girl has needs.” But for six months, Reginald had demurred. It was hard to get his mind past the many years of rejection, he said. And so, reluctantly, she’d given him time to face whatever internal demons he still faced. 
The atmosphere of the office was comforting, despite the fact that the day shift was having its annual customer appreciation event out in the main office space. Reginald, Maurice, and Nikki, who worked the night shift, hadn’t been invited. This was fine with all three of them. Reginald loathed the day shift except for the three other misfits he never saw anymore — Sarah, Noel, and Scott, who of course wanted nothing to do with the annual customer appreciation event and had stayed home. Maurice didn’t particularly like the day shift. Nikki was constantly warding off sleazy come-ons from the day shift. 
And as far as the day shift was concerned, the trio represented another race, from another planet. The night shift workers, officially uninvited, would simply keep working while the event was going on. But it was Friday night, and most of the gym buyers were exactly like Walker, who was exactly like Berger, who was exactly like everyone else on the sales staff. So the party got drunk. And then it got loud. And then it spilled out of the conference room and across the cubicles, and Reginald, Nikki, and Maurice retired to the mail room, which seemed relatively safe. 
Yet the presence of humans felt good, even though neither Maurice nor Reginald felt the need to feed at the moment. Humans were so normal. So harmless. What could a human do to you, compared to the awesome power that Balestro wielded? 
Nothing, if you wore chain mail. 
“You really are a genius, Reginald,” said Maurice, admiring Reginald’s chain mail shirt.
“No I’m not,” said Reginald. “The rest of you are stupid. Think about it. Only three things will kill a vampire. Humans aren’t able to pull off heads and sunlight doesn’t come out at night. That leaves wooden stakes through the heart. Yet you never hear of vampires wearing simple chain mail shirts. You can’t get a stake through chain mail. Hell, wooden bullets wouldn’t even penetrate it. I can’t believe nobody thinks of it.” 
The idea had seemed obvious to Reginald from the beginning, but the challenge turned out to be actually finding the chain mail. He’d looked at Army stores, speciality stores, hardware stores, and online, where he’d found only flimsy costume chain mail. Eventually he’d located the real thing, but the chain mail he discovered was the size of an XL shirt. When Reginald asked about size 4XL chain mail, the man on the other end of the phone told him that there hadn’t been any fat knights. Reginald snapped back that he’d never heard of a fat vampire either, then hung up before the man could reply. 
Eventually he’d ordered four chain mail shirts. He took two of them to a historical village and paid a blacksmith to have them combined into a giant chain mail parka big enough for — in the blacksmith’s words — “Lancelot the Hut.” The other two were in gift bags on the table. 
“Yours is for later,” Reginald told Nikki. “You know… for after you’re turned.” 
“Can we do that tonight?” said Nikki, running a finger up Reginald’s arm. 
“Your re-authorization should come any day now. Let’s wait and do it by the book, so that Maurice doesn’t have to pardon you again.” 
“Good idea,” said Nikki.
“Being executed would suck,” said Reginald.
“Suck,” Nikki repeated, removing her finger from Reginald’s arm and placing it seductively between her lips. 
“Dammit, Nikki, knock it off,” said Maurice. Then, turning his attention to the remaining gift bag, he removed the chain mail and held it up to admire it. He pulled his shirt off, exposing a nineteen-year old, pimple-strewn, sunken chest. Then he pulled on the chain mail and put his shirt on over it. 
Nikki had pulled off her own shirt and was standing next to them in a white bra that seemed very bright against her tan skin. She wiggled into the chain mail. Reginald told her that there was no point for her to wear it yet and tried to grab at it, but she smacked his hand away. Then she asked him if he’d seriously never worn a Halloween costume around the house before Halloween just because it was awesome.
When her shirt was back on, she bounced lightly on her toes and said, “This shirt is heavy.” 
“Take it off, then,” said Reginald. Then he added, “Slowly.” 
“If only I had a pole,” said Nikki. 
“Writhe against the vending machine,” Reginald suggested. 
“I like vending machines,” said Nikki, licking her finger. “If I push the right buttons, I can get nuts to pop out.” 
“Jesus, Nikki,” said Maurice. 
“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” said Reginald, “were you around for Jesus? I mean, you must’ve been, but did you know him?” 
“That’s like asking a guy from New York if he knows Derek Jeter,” said Maurice. 
“So you’re saying Jesus was like Derek Jeter?” 
“Maybe.” He cocked his head. “Probably.” 
Then the door banged open and the bright white tombstone teeth of Todd Walker burst into the room. A pair of enormous breasts came with him. 
Walker looked at Nikki, then Reginald, then Maurice. Then he said, “Hey look, it’s the company vampires.” 
“Lucky guess,” said Reginald.
“Ha ha!” said Nikki. “I get it. Because we work at night. You’re hilarious. Are you here to have sex with this woman? Go ahead; we can scooch back a bit.” 
Walker’s facial features went blank. The tombstone teeth vanished. 
“Yes,” said the woman with the enormous breasts. “Do you mind?” 
Reginald crossed the room toward Walker and his conquest. He looked the woman in the eyes. 
“You don’t want to have sex with this man,” he said. “You want to go back to the party and tell everyone that he begged and begged, but that you were disgusted by him. So he paid you to have sex. You were willing to do it, but when you saw the size of his penis, you laughed so hard that you lost your balance and fell forward into said penis, knocking Walker here into that wall over there. Then an open printer ink refill fell from the shelf and coated his penis in red ink. Because of this, months from now, everyone will be calling him, ‘Ol’ Red Dick.’” 
The woman looked back into Reginald’s eyes and said, “Sure.” 
Maurice didn’t tell Reginald that he couldn’t glamour the woman and expect behavior out of other people as he had in the past. Any vampire could command a person to do things themselves, but Reginald was a glamouring virtuoso. He could influence people to influence other people. Reginald’s instructions to humans were always vague, trusting their subconscious minds to fill in the specifics. 
Reginald looked at Walker. “You’ll help her prepare and then will forget everything that happened in this room tonight,” he said. 
Walker nodded, and then the drama began to take shape.
Walker stood several feet from the wall he’d supposedly been run into, then ran backward at it and rammed the wall with his rear in order to leave a convincing ass-hole in the drywall. Plaster poofed out in a tiny cloud. Then Walker and the woman found a vial of red printer ink, spattered it on Walker’s pants and on the floor below the shelf, and then tossed the bottle into a corner. The woman mussed her hair, and they walked out. 
“Will it literally be ‘Ol’ Red Dick’?” said Maurice, fascinated.
“Yes. Human minds are like locks. They are very easy to open once you see the pattern. I planted an idea in her mind, and she’ll plant ideas in the minds of a few of the others outside. In fact, they’ll probably think the nickname was their idea.” 
There was a crash from outside the door, and the sound of the party increased. There was much hooting and hollering. Even through the door, Reginald could hear Walker called a “douche” at least twice.
Then, relative quiet returned to the closed mail room. There was something in the air — something heavy and unspoken. 
“Maurice,” said Reginald.
Maurice looked over. 
“Do vampires have an explanation for themselves?”
Maurice shook his head. “What do you mean?”
“I mean that you all act so rational, like you’re above believing in the ‘superstitious crap’ that Altus believes. I couldn’t figure out why that bothered me, but then I realized what was going on: You’re just being human. Once upon a time, we were all human, and even now, as vampires, we live in the middle of a human culture. Sensible humans believe in rationality and science and observable phenomena, and sensible vampires believe the same. But sensible humans also don’t believe in us, Maurice, and they don’t believe in incubi and succubi. It’s like vampires have taken this very rational frame of beliefs and have said, ‘The humans are right that magic and supernatural stuff is bullshit… oh, except that there are vampires.’ So I was just wondering — do vampires have a rational, scientific explanation for themselves so that they can explain away the fact that magic doesn’t fit into their sensible worldview?”
“Is this about angels?”
“Angels. Demons. Heaven. Hell. You laugh at it all like you’d laugh at the Easter Bunny, but the mere fact that you exist should cause you to at least open your mind to those possibilities. You are a counterexample to your own argument that everything should be explainable and sensible.”
Maurice drummed his fingers on the table. “It’s not that simple,” he said. 
“Sure it is. History is filled with discoveries of unknown and impossible things. Someone realizes that crazy things exist or figures them out, and then everyone accepts them. If aliens landed on the White House lawn tomorrow, people wouldn’t throw out their entire system of beliefs. They’d simply fit aliens into that system of beliefs and would make a small amendment: ‘Okay, aliens aren’t ridiculous anymore, but this other stuff is still obviously impossible and ridiculous.’” 
Maurice shook his head. “It’s so deep. So deep in our mythos.” 
“Then tell me,” said Reginald. 
“Yeah, Maurice,” said Nikki, propping her elbows on the table. She had an interest in mythology that bordered on a fetish. Reginald had made fun of her because she’d taken a 3-volume compendium of the Greek gods with her on vacation. 
“All right,” said Maurice. “To answer your question — Do we have an explanation for ourselves? — the answer is yes and no. We don’t have a rational explanation, no. We don’t know what makes us tick, really, and we don’t know, actually and precisely speaking, who the first vampire was. There are two basic schools of thought on it. One says that vampires and humans co-evolved as separate species and that we had our own ‘mitochondrial Eve,’ and one says that humans came first and that we evolved from them in a way not unlike a certain famous fish crawled out of the ocean and breathed air one random day. 
“But on the other side of ‘do we have an explanation?’ — yes, we do. On the non-rational side, we have a myth. 
“Now, two things you need to understand about vampire myths. The first is that even though we tell the stories, we don’t actually believe them. It’s like how some Native Americans talk about the world being created when a beetle came down from the sky, found nothing but water, and dragged mud up from the bottom of the ocean so he’d have a place to stand. They, like us, don’t literally believe those myths today, but they tell them anyway. It’s part of their culture. 
“But the second thing to understand is that unlike with Native Americans, our myths aren’t told from parent to child. Vampires are, almost all of the time, turned willingly when they’re adults. That skews our demographics. Most people who apply to become vampires do so because they’re damaged in some way.” His eyes flicked to Nikki, who looked down. “No offense, Nikki. But below the surface, most vampires — at least today — are emotionally disturbed, or angry, or grew up powerless and now want power more than anything. You’re choosing a life of eternal youth that revolves around ritualistic, sexualized behavior. You’re choosing never to see the daytime again, to live in shadows and indoors, and to be a predator and a killer. And now think: Our myths spread from jaded, damaged adult to jaded, damaged adult. There is no innocence or blind acceptance. Everyone knows the myths, and while nobody believes them, they’ll often talk themselves into believing parts of them because it gives them purpose.” 
Maurice looked into Nikki’s eyes, Reginald’s eyes.
“If I could psychoanalyze a little bit, vampires are lost souls,” he said. “Humans at least have pervasive myths in their culture about where they came from and where they’re going, but what about us? We start as directionless, jaded people. We make a conscious choice to turn away from our humanity, and after that, in the big picture, we’re given no direction. We live forever, so there’s no need for an afterlife. So what our myths do is to act as a glue and to fill that void in meaning. Vampires have to believe in something or they’ll go mad, so they grab onto our myths. They laugh at them on one hand and embrace their core meanings on the other. But then, because they’re approaching the myths as fully formed adults, they’ll ritualize them, or subconsciously embody them, or use them as excuses for atrocities. Does that make any sense?” 
Reginald, who knew of Maurice’s interest in psychology, nodded.  
“So with all that out of the way, the vampire creation myth — the one that nobody literally believes but that everyone tells — goes like this: In the distant, distant past, in the time of Adam and Eve, the universe was ruled by God and angels. Yes, the same god — at least in the modern version of the myth. A group of angels tried to seize power, were foiled, and then were cast out of Heaven. In some versions of the myth, Lucifer is one of these fallen angels, and in others he’s not. In some versions there is a Hell, and in some versions there is not. But in all versions, there are six fallen angels, three of each gender — presumably anthropomorphized from our own genders — and they settle here, on earth, on the mortal plane, as the first earth-dwelling immortals.
“Now, God had already created Adam and Eve, and just like in the Christian tradition, they were his most treasured creations. But there was a problem. He had six very dangerous renegade angels to contend with, and he didn’t trust them, as well he shouldn’t. But the fallen, themselves, were between a rock and a hard place. God had thus far only banished them and could, they suspected, incinerate them instead. So a kind of detente grew between them — an acrimonious ‘agreement to disagree,’ say. But it was too tenuous. Neither side trusted the other. The angels feared being destroyed, and God feared for his creations. 
“And so they negotiated, like divorced parents would negotiate over a child they share. They came to an agreement. Adam and Eve would have two sons: Cain and Abel. Cain and Abel would represent a branching of intelligent life on earth into two. In the human version of the myth, Cain kills Abel. In the vampire version, they both kill each other, over and over and over again. First Cain kills Abel. God resurrects Abel. Then Abel, furious, kills Cain, who is resurrected by the fallen angels. It goes on and on and on, brother killing brother, neither side willing to surrender. So eventually, the only way to keep them apart so that each can father his own branch of life on Earth is to ‘sunder the day’ and give each dominion over one. Abel is given the day, the light, and the spark of life. Cain is given the night, the darkness, and the dead.”
“So when Altus talks about angels…” said Reginald. 
“Correct. He’s talking about these mythical Six.”
“But why would they be against us? We’re supposed to be in their corner, according to the myth.” 
Maurice shrugged. 
“Maybe he’s talking about other angels,” said Nikki. “You know, the good ones.” 
“Does it matter?” said Maurice. “It’s a myth.” 
“Just for the sake of argument.” 
“Vampires act like there are only those Six. Incubi too. You never hear anyone talk about any ‘good angels.’” 
“I just don’t get it,” said Nikki.
“Because it’s a myth,” said Maurice. “Do you believe that sky beetle dragged mud up from the ocean to make the land of the Earth?” 
“But I still don’t see why the angels would have supposedly turned on vampires,” said Reginald. 
Maurice rolled his eyes and stood up. “Magic coyote. They turned on us because a magic coyote came in and barked, and then the cactus spirit toked up some weed and the sky fell.” 
“Hey, you said yourself that vampires take these things into their psyches and ‘use them as excuses for atrocities.’ We’ve seen atrocities in the past two weeks. I think it’s worth understanding.” 
“So you think Balestro was an angel.” 
“I don’t know what Balestro was. But wouldn’t you agree that we’re facing a very serious threat — no matter whether it’s mortal, immortal, or angelic?”
Maurice shrugged and sighed, acquiescent.
“And we’ve been given a deadline, remember. Thirty days. 29 days now. Talk about ritualism. We don’t have to believe any myths, but Balestro and anyone who might be with him seem to.” 
“So…” 
“We’ve got to at least figure it out and decide how to respond,” said Reginald. “Whatever Balestro was, he’s bigger and better than us. I’d say there’s a one hundred percent chance we’ll regret it if he does come back and we’ve done nothing but sit around with our thumbs up our asses.
“So,” he said to Maurice. “We should talk to Brian about manufacturing some consensus on the Council. Let’s meet in my apartment tomorrow at midnight. In fact, have Brian drag Charles along. We’ll have to get him involved. He’s an ass, but he represents everyone who hates us. They won’t listen to us, but they’d listen to him.” 
Maurice nodded, then peeked out the small window in the mail room door. He looked at the clock on the wall above Walker’s ass-hole in the plaster.
“One fifteen,” he said. Then he cocked a thumb over his shoulder, at the mail room door. “They’re shitfaced out there and it’s only going to get worse. Anyone want to knock off early for the weekend? They’ll never know.” 
“Good idea,” said Reginald, standing from his chair. “I have some reading to do anyway.”  




 
DIABEETUS
 
 
REGINALD WAS UPSIDE DOWN, BALANCED on one hand in the center of his living room, when the doorbell rang. 
He wasn’t just doing acrobatics. He was multitasking. On the floor below him was a laptop, and on the laptop were the video records of the past two chaotic Council meetings. Reginald was also using the laptop to research vampire mythology, and was also using the hand to eat Doritos. 
Getting into the handstand had taken a while. He’d stood in front of a wall, put his hands on the floor, and attempted to kick up. The first time he’d tried, he’d plowed his face into the ground. The second time, he’d rolled over and ended up wedged in the corner between the floor and the wall, and had to smash an end table to escape. The third time he’d kicked a giant hole in the wall. 
But the fourth time, he’d suddenly and astonishingly found himself standing on his hands, his back against the wall, staring out into his upside-down living room. It was a strange sensation. As he held the position, he went back to that strange place in his mind where his vampire abilities resided. Something clicked. His muscles stopped trying, and simply did what they were supposed to do.
It dawned on him that handstands were easy. He wondered why he’d never realized it before. 
Reginald’s balance crawled upward from his hands to his core, from his core to his legs. He realized that his legs didn’t matter. He alternatively let them hang and straightened them, watching his balance move with his mind’s eye as if it were a ball of light in his center.
He walked away from the wall on his hands, into the center of the room. Maurice had been right; it didn’t take much strength. He was just holding himself up, not flexing and extending muscles. So he picked one hand up off the carpet and held it out to the side, balancing on the other hand. He kicked his legs up into the air and made tiny hops. Then he tried the other hand. 
Balance. Who knew? 
He started to feel cocky.
He put both hands back on the floor and, looking down, his back arched, attempted to lower himself to the carpet for a handstand pushup. The carpet jumped up and hit him in the face like it was angry with him. As he fell, his feet punched another hole in the plaster. 
Not yet on the handstand pushups, anyway. 
So he’d gotten the laptop and had started studying, and that’s when the doorbell rang. 
Reginald carefully lowered his feet to the ground, placed the computer and a bag of Doritos he’d been eating one-handedly onto the coffee table, and opened the door. He found Charles Barkley in the doorway, levitating three inches off the ground. 
Charles’s whole body jiggled and, without moving his lips, Charles said, “Hi Reginald! I fuck poodles!” Then he flew into the room and crushed the coffee table. The computer was spared. 
Behind him, the gigantic figure of Brian Nickerson stood with its arm out. Then the arm went down. 
“’Sup, Reginald,” he said.
“‘Sup,” Reginald echoed. 
Once Brian cleared the doorway and moved to stand beside it, Reginald saw that Maurice and Nikki were behind him. Nikki had her arms crossed and was shivering.
“Are you cold?” Reginald asked. 
“F-f-f-freezing,” she said. 
Todd Walker stepped around Nikki and sauntered uninvited into Reginald’s apartment.
“Walker?” said Reginald.
Brian hit Walker hard on the back. Walker became Barack Obama. 
“Altus,” said Reginald. 
“Reginald,” said Barack Obama. Then Obama walked into the living room, sat on Reginald’s La-Z-Boy chair, and put up the foot rest. 
“Fuh-fuh-fuh,” said Nikki. 
“I’ll get a sweater,” said Reginald. He came back minutes later with a garment that Nikki vanished completely inside of, as if she’d wrapped herself with a blanket.
Reginald raised an eyebrow at Maurice.
“Hey,” said Maurice, “you wanted a meeting of Heaven and Hell, so I figured I’d invite the only demon I know. Too bad he’s a huge cock, but then again, he’s a demon. It’s how they roll.” 
“This place smells like human,” said Charles, who’d extricated himself from the coffee table.
“Have a seat, dickbrain,” said Brian. 
Charles sat on the couch. 
“Not there,” said Brian. 
Charles stood. 
Brian motioned for Reginald to sit on the couch and then sat down beside him. Reginald felt sorry for the couch. Sitting side by side, Reginald thought that he and Brian must look like before-and-after photos for a fitness alchemy pill. 
There were two chairs in Reginald’s breakfast nook. Maurice and Nikki dragged them to the coffee table and sat in them, with Nikki bundled up like Nanook of the North. Charles looked around and, after a moment’s indecision, sat down on a milk crate that Reginald sometimes used as a step stool. 
“I’d intended to keep this reality-based and secular,” said Reginald, “but now that Altus is here, I’m sure it’ll devolve quickly.”
“I don’t have to be here, you know,” said Barack Obama.
“Nonetheless, let’s try to start with the facts, because I don’t think anyone can argue with the facts. Fact One: In the middle of May, the roof came off of the Council building during a meeting of the Council and the general assembly. Nearly four hundred vampires died in the midday sun. There was no apparent reason for the roof to come off. Spotters outside the complex saw nothing, no equipment, no explosion, nothing. The cameras inside show no fire, no explosion, and no blurs of motion other than after things got rolling and everyone started running. For some inexplicable reason, the Council has more or less chosen to believe that this was somehow an accident, like maybe the roof wasn’t screwed on tight and there was a lot of wind that day.” 
“It was a gas explosion,” said Charles. 
“No,” said Reginald, “it very obviously was not. And on a slightly different topic, I’d like to know why a few years as a vampire causes one to live with one’s head firmly planted inside of one’s ass. No offense, Brian.” He was thinking of how Brian had scoffed at all of this the last time they’d spoken. 
“You’re right, Reginald,” said Brian. “It’s pretty obvious now that I’ve spent some time thinking. You just kind of get used to being on top. You start to believe what you want to believe. But after Balestro…” 
“And that’s Fact Two,” said Reginald. “At the last meeting, Thomas Balestro, apparently a prisoner, breaks through thirty pounds of silver chain, creates a force field that a two-thousand-year-old vampire can’t penetrate, is unhurt by wooden bullets through the heart, kills a dozen vampires without anyone seeing him move, and then flies through the roof and into the sun. By my count, that’s six things that vampires can’t do. So whatever Balestro is, he’s not a vampire. Anyone have any doubt that everything I’ve just said is objectively true?”
“I know where this is going,” said Charles. 
“Any arguments with the facts?” Reginald repeated. 
Charles made an unimpressed face. 
“Look. Everyone here knows that Altus —” Reginald extended an arm toward Barack Obama. “— thinks that this is about angels, and I know how that sits with everyone, but try to divorce yourself from the ‘obvious falsity’ of the myth. Call him by whatever name you want, but whatever Balestro is, he’s much more powerful than we are and can go out in the sun. He says he’s coming back, and if he does, that’s going to be very bad for those who are around. We’ve got to prepare.” 
“You can’t prepare against angels,” said Barack Obama.
“Just… forget ‘angels’ for a second,” said Reginald, waving an arm at Obama and addressing the others. “Prepare. Like, against a clear threat.” 
“Angels aren’t a threat,” said Obama. “‘Threat’ implies some chance of surviving it, which you don’t have.”
“See, this is why I wasn’t going to invite him,” Reginald said to Maurice.
“Screw you, I can go,” said Obama.
“Good. Go.” 
“G-g-go,” agreed Nikki, hugging the sweater tightly around herself.
“Maybe later,” said Obama, suddenly transforming into Wilford Brimley.
“Prepare how?” said Brian. 
“You’d know better than me,” said Reginald. “Better security. Weapons. I don’t know what you have. The only thing I know for sure is that it’ll take more than the handful of us in this room. You two need to convince the Council, and the Council needs to convince the Nation.” 
“This is such crap,” said Charles.
“You’re totally nonplussed by Balestro, then? No surprises from that nutty old guy?” 
“Trickery,” said Charles. “Complicity of the guards. Anything could explain it. Fake chains. Jet packs. Shit, magnets. Anything but angels. If you’re dealing with anything at all, it’s a conspiracy. Something that we need to root out from within, not by making doomsday proclamations.” 
“So what you’re saying is that this is the work of vampires. Just… normal
vampires.” 
Charles shrugged, thoroughly uninterested. 
“Vampires who can go out in the sun,” said Reginald.
“He wasn’t a vampire,” said Brian.
“Advanced genetic engineering,” said Charles. “Some kind of a daywalker.” 
“He wasn’t Wesley Snipes,” said Maurice.
“You are all so pitiful!” said Charles. “Fat guys. Old guys. Fraternizing with humans and incubi.” He tilted his head toward Nikki, then Altus. “You overthrow the government and expect to take it off in ridiculous new directions. But you can’t, and that’s why we have checks and balances. This… whatever it is… won’t be your excuse.” 
Reginald’s mouth fell open. “You think we’re behind it,” he said. 
Charles scoffed. 
“You do! You think Maurice and I are manufacturing an enemy to gain support in the Nation and on the Council. It’s like Salman Rushdie and the Ayatollah Khomeini.” 
Charles said nothing. 
“I’m flattered,” said Reginald. “But you saw Balestro yourself. How do you explain what he could do?  Jesus, get your head out of your ass for just a second and think about it.” 
Charles crossed his arms.
“Okay, then,” said Reginald. “More facts. The Guard, assuming they weren’t in on it, would have tested Balestro. They would have cut him and verified that he healed. They would have exposed him to pinpoint sunlight to see if he burned. They would have pulled on his fangs with pliers to be sure they were real. Could he maybe be a vampire? Could he just be very old and very strong and very fast?” 
“No vampire — and especially not an old one — can survive that much direct sunlight,” said Maurice.
“Unless he was so old that he represented a prior evolutionary step,” said Brian.
“Or the next evolutionary step,” said Nikki.
“He went out into sunlight at the end,” said Brian. “But that would mean that if he blistered when the Guard tested him earlier with sunlight, he’d have to be…” 
“Shape-shifter,” said Maurice, looking toward the La-Z-Boy.
“Hey, don’t look at me,” said Wilford Brimley. “We can’t go out in the sun either. It’s like the diabeetus.” 
“And you’re weak and slow,” Brian added. 
“But we get all the girls.” Wilford tossed back a head of imaginary elegant hair. 
“There are no records of shape-shifters that strong or fast,” said Reginald. “So it’s something we’ve never seen before.” 
“Or something you collectively haven’t seen in so long that you’ve forgotten,” said Wilford Brimley. 
Charles rolled his eyes. 
“Okay,” said Reginald, looking at Altus. “Might as well go there. Just for the hell of it, say he’s an angel. He’s one of the Six who made the deal with God to create vampire Cain and human Abel, and so on and so forth. What then?”
“You mean, what comes next if he has some sort of a grudge against all of you?”
“Yes.” 
“Then you’re fucked.” 
“I meant, what do we do?” said Reginald. 
“What you do is, you get fucked.”
“The thirty-day thing, I mean.”
“What about it?” 
“‘You have thirty days to quail in fear and decide whether you choose to die by our hand or your own.’ What did that mean?”
“Oh, you meant that.” 
“Yes.” 
“And you want to know what it means, you having thirty days.” 
“Yes.” 
“Well,” said Wilford Brimley, sitting forward in the recliner, “What that means is that you have thirty days.”
“Right.” 
“And after those thirty days are up…” He pressed his forefinger and thumb together into the universal gesture of making a very specific and important point. “… you’re
fucked.”
Brian sat up onto one buttcheek, leaned toward the recliner, and punched Altus in the stomach.
“Let’s try that again,” he said. 
Altus, as Wilford Brimley, wheezed for breath. Reginald thought he might have said something again about the diabeetus. 
“Look,” said Altus. “What you’ve got to understand about angels and demons is that most of us are big on rituals, same as the human institutions that worship us on both sides of the good/evil coin. Lighting candles, dancing in circles, chanting, sacrifice. Just look at what they did with Cain — the thing with him walking the earth forever cursed because he’d struck first. They didn’t have to do that. It was symbolic, to give Cain and his descendants a black mark for eternity. They create the hype, then they believe and abide by what they just created as if it were law. They’ll burn people forever in sulfur because it’s always been sulfur, despite the fact that Hell could easily have upgraded to magnesium, which burns much hotter and much cleaner and doesn’t stink.” 
Brian: “And this has to do with…?” 
“The thirty days. It’s a ritual. Why give you time for… for whatever? Because once upon a time, they themselves decided arbitrarily that they should.”
“And what are we supposed to do with the time?”
“Quail in fear, apparently,” said Altus.  
“He said something about a decision, though,” said Reginald. “What are we supposed to decide?”
Altus nodded suddenly, as if something had just occurred to him. “The free will thing. I forgot. Free will is Heaven’s one big check, its ace in the hole. It’s also why angels can’t see into the future — they can’t understand free will. Angels can’t force you to do anything because of it, or impose a defining action on you. Let’s say an angel wants to kill you. Well, he can’t just kill you; you have to decide to die. So the way the angel gets around it is, he gives you some kind of a choice. In this case, it’s a redemption period. During that redemption period, you either do nothing or try to redeem yourself and fail. In either case, it’s your actions or lack thereof that have caused you to die. Free will, see.” 
“That’s like something a lawyer would pull,” said Nikki. “It’s so arbitrary.” 
“Well, the lawyers don’t all go to Hell,” said Wilford Brimley. 
Reginald stood and faced Altus. “What happens if, during whatever free will trial you get, you manage to redeem yourself?” he said. 
“You can’t.” 
“But what if you…” 
“You can’t,” Altus repeated. “Angels aren’t humans. They aren’t emotional. You’re not going to impress them and make them cry by showing them a PBS moment wherein you save a puppy. They want you decimated, the decision is already made. The waiting period is a formality, nothing more.” 
Charles stood up. “I’ve had enough retardation for the evening. I’ll be going now.” 
“You’ve got to talk to the Council,” said Maurice. 
“No,” he said, “I don’t.” He looked over at Brian, who was rising from the couch. “Threaten me all you want,” he said. “You haven’t convinced me, so there’s no way that I or anyone else will convince the Council. The Council disagrees with you on principle, Maurice. Even if you had a perfect case, which you don’t, there is absolutely zero chance you’ll derail the entire government and get the whole Nation to stop what it’s doing, rally behind you of all people, and mass weapons that this dickhead says are useless anyway against some arbitrary threat from a storybook, in less than a month. And you know it.” 
Maurice shook his head. Charles made an Are we done? gesture. When nobody responded to it, he became a blur and was gone.  
Wilford Brimley had moved into the kitchen while Charles was speaking.
“I could use some nutritious Quaker oatmeal,” he said. 




 
CHESS
 
 
AFTER BRIAN AND ALTUS HAD gone, Nikki snuggled up next to Reginald on the couch. Maurice lit a cigarette. He dragged deeply on it, exhaled, and repeated. The room waited for someone to speak, but nobody did.
Reginald pulled a coin from his pocket and rolled it across his knuckles. After discovering his surprising new facility with balance, he’d begun looking for other abilities that might arise from better muscle coordination, and card and coin tricks seemed to be among them. Seeing a demonstration earlier, Maurice had said that Reginald would be an excellent pickpocket or card shark. 
“We’ll never convince Charles to do anything,” said Reginald.
“And even if he did, the Council wouldn’t listen,” said Maurice. “It’s so inconvenient to think that the world might end.”
“This sweater smells like ham,” said Nikki, as if the thought had just occurred to her.  
“This is so strange,” said Maurice.
“I know,” said Nikki, smelling the sweater.
Maurice was tapping the eraser end of a pencil on the desk in front of him, pensive. 
“What?” said Reginald.
“Just feel the mood in here,” said Maurice. “I feel like we’re bracing to survive a hopeless war, but all we have is one encounter with one guy who got the best of some of us. I hate to say it, but Charles’s take on this is much more sensible.” 
“Maybe. But what if our take is the right one?”
“Our take? Does this mean you’re committing to, ‘A biblical angel is stalking vampire-kind?’” 
“I know it sounds stupid, but…”
“But they’re fairy tales,” said Maurice. 
Reginald leaned forward. “You want to hear a story, my friend?” he said. “I grew up believing vampires were fairy tales. Shape-shifters and incubi too.”
“That’s different.”
“No, it’s not. You know what it took for me to believe that vampires were real? I had to become one. Put me in a room a year ago with three humans and change this conversation so that we’re talking about you — a guy who can be shot and heal instantly, who burns in the sunlight, who drinks blood and can live forever. We’d all be telling each other that you were wearing body armor, had a skin condition, and were a goth freak obsessed with the occult. You’d sprint around the room and lift a piano, and then as soon as you’d gone, we’d start saying how it must have been a trick of light, or we were hallucinating. Anything but the truth. Logan even said it back at my trial — the main reason humans don’t know we exist is because they refuse to believe it.” 
“What are you saying?” said Nikki. 
“I’m saying that if it looks like an angel, walks like an angel, and talks like an angel, we should start with believing it’s an angel, not disbelieving it. It’s not unscientific to believe a myth. What’s unscientific is to refuse to believe something that all of the evidence is pointing toward simply because it’s a myth. As you once told me, Maurice, let’s be the first people to see what’s right in front of our faces.”
Maurice was shaking his head slowly, trying to find a way to agree with Reginald. 
“The myth says that six renegade angels made a kind of Faustian bargain with God to create two races: vampires and humans. Vampires were given the night. Humans were given the day. Vampires were given speed and strength, but cursed with several mortal weaknesses, such as allergies to silver, wood, and sunlight. Humans were given the ability to protect the places they lived, and vampires couldn’t approach without a deliberate invitation. Another interesting thing I discovered. Maurice, is it true that a human can’t be glamoured into letting a vampire inside their home?” 
Maurice laughed. “Yeah. Everyone eventually figures that out. It’s a running joke with new vampires to not tell them and let them figure it out for themselves. Our version of hazing.” 
“Think about it. Why would that be? ‘That human won’t let me in? Fine… I’ll force him to!’ But you can’t. It’s too convenient, the way that loophole is closed. It seems to require a conscious choice — something intervening to keep the game fair for humans. It sounds like what Altus said: rules for the sake of rules. Ritual for the sake of ritual.” 
“You think it’s a game?” said Nikki. 
Reginald nodded. “I think it was a bet. A wager between what humans call God and what you call the Six. The genesis force of each race, pitting its players against each other. One dark and one light, like a giant game of chess.” 
Reginald looked at Maurice. “What Balestro did to you, keeping you away from him? That looked to me like the same magic that keeps vampires from entering human homes. Something, say, that his kind might have given to humans when it all began. But if that’s true, it means that you couldn’t touch him unless he allowed it, and I’d say that’s a significant disadvantage in a fight — especially if they deliberately gave us weaknesses and know exactly what those weaknesses are.” 
Nikki began biting her fingernails. 
“And there’s free will again — humans choosing to let us in. Ritual. Rules. I always thought the things supernatural beings had to abide by seemed so arbitrary. Like the stake through the heart. Why would that hurt an immortal creature? Because once upon a time, someone said so.” 
“So what do you think all of this is?” said Maurice. “What did Balestro mean? What would he want?” 
“Maybe the game is over,” said Reginald. “Maybe the Six are tipping over their king on the big chessboard.” 
“Conceding defeat?” said Nikki.
“Why not? How many vampires are there in the world, Maurice?”
“At last census, around seventy thousand.” 
“Worldwide, or US?” 
“Worldwide.” 
Reginald nodded. “Humans number nearly seven billion. I’d call that a loss for our side, and that despite our superior speed and strength.” 
Nikki hugged her arms around herself. “Ugh. I can’t believe I’ve got a date to join the losing team right at the final buzzer. This almost makes me not want to become a vampire. Almost.” 
“Look,” said Reginald. “It could be nothing, of course. But I think we should consider the possibility that we’re facing a game-over situation. Maybe the powers that be are preparing to fold up the chess board, put away the black pieces, and let the winning team have the field to themselves.”
“Why?” said Nikki. 
“Maybe it was the terms of the bet,” said Reginald. “There’s a lot out there — fragments of myth that never made it down the line, through the aeons, into the version we know today. There are bits that talk about the angels’ names, for instance. One of the Six was named Baelstrom, similar to our word ‘maelstrom.’ Do I need to point out what a maelstrom is, or how similar the name is to our guy? And there are allusions to a final countdown before armageddon, too. Consider it an overtime period, during which the losing side has a chance to continue playing. Sort of like how when you fail out of a video game, sometimes you’ll get ten or twenty seconds to insert another coin and continue.” 
“I’ll bet I can guess how long the overtime period was,” said Maurice. 
“A convenient way to measure things in the long-ago,” said Reginald, nodding. “One moon. Now, technically, the lunar cycle is 29.53 days, so I guess they rounded up.” 
Nikki tapped her chin with a finger. “28 days left.” 
“The overtime period,” said Maurice. “You said the losing side has a chance to keep playing?”
Reginald shook his head. “I doubt it. It reads like it’s just more ritual. Technically we’d have a choice, but it sounds like a choice with no correct answer. You heard what he said. The choice isn’t whether to live or die. The choice is whether to die by their hand or our own. It’s a way out of the loophole, nothing more.”
Maurice tapped the pencil eraser on the desk. Reginald made a coin vanish, appear, vanish. 
“So is this it?” said Nikki. “You just do nothing and wait?” 
“We can hole up. We can run. Or we can try to bargain.” 
“Bargain. How?” 
Reginald shrugged. “Beg for our lives, maybe.” 
Maurice sat up straight. There was a small noise as the cigarette dropped from his fingers and hit the floor. 
“Or,” he said, “we could right the game.” 
Reginald, surprised to be caught off guard for a change, looked up at Maurice. “How?”
“Have you ever been to France?” he said. 




 
CHATEAU
AND
CAVE
 
 
TWENTY HOURS LATER, REGINALD, MAURICE, and Nikki were crammed into a shipping crate in the belly of a 747 bound for Paris, next to a kennel containing some kind of a hound dog that wouldn’t stop barking. They were all going to be late for work on Monday — perhaps a few weeks late. None among the three called Berger to let him know that they would be away. The nice thing about being a vampire, Reginald thought, was that he could tell his boss that he was going to need some time off after the fact, and the boss would always cheerfully grant it.
They’d taken a red eye into New York. Once there, they’d taken a 4am cab to a nondescript industrial building, where Maurice had a friend and associate he’d called before they’d boarded their first flight. Maurice handed over a significant stack of cash, and the man (whose name was actually “Jimbo”) beckoned them into a crate with a wave not unlike that of a five-star maitre d’. Jimbo then sealed the crate, and many hours later, they heard the beeping and whirring of a forklift and felt themselves moving. 
Maurice apologized for the accommodations — especially to Nikki, who insisted on traveling with the vampires rather than topside in comfort — and told them that the flight back would be much more comfortable. He explained that taking a commercial eastbound transatlantic flight was a very, very bad idea for a vampire. Even if you left at 9pm while it was still dark, the flight lasted seven hours — and thanks to the time difference, would set you down in Paris at 9am. Except in the dead of winter, it was nearly impossible to fly eastward overseas in total darkness, and even then, you were taking a huge risk if there was a delay, or if you ended up sitting on the tarmac. It wouldn’t matter if you closed your window, because most people kept them open. And then there was also the gap between the jetway and the plane, the windows in the airport, and any ground transportation to contend with. 
On the return flight, they’d be able to leave at 10pm and arrive home at midnight. Time enough, even, to make a connection home without having to overnight in New York. 
“Assuming we’re still alive,” said Maurice. 
“Naturally,” said Reginald. 
Maurice laid back against the side of the crate and adjusted a small, battery-powered lantern. 
“Ironically, even with paying Jimbo and bribing customs, going over in a crate doesn’t cost much more than three last-minute plane tickets,” said Maurice.
“Four,” said Reginald. “I need two seats.” 
“And there’s so much legroom!” said Nikki. Then she waved a small notebook overhead. “And look! I brought Mad Libs!” 
Once they landed, there was more noise and more forklifting as the crate was moved again. Then a scratching noise came from the crate’s edges, followed by the squealing of pulled nails. The side of the crate came open, and they found themselves in what looked like a hangar, blinking against bright warehouse lights.
“End of ze line, vamps,” said a man in greasy overalls with a thick French accent. “I am supposed to tell you not to eat me. I am… how you say? ‘On your side.’” 
Maurice thanked the man, then tipped him like a skycap. 
It was dark outside. There was a large digital clock on the wall of the warehouse that gave the time as 22:12, or 10:12pm. They walked through a small man door next to a giant rolling door large enough to accommodate an aircraft without wings, out into the Paris night. 
“Smells French,” said Reginald. 
“Ironically, I just got back from Paris,” said Nikki. “I should have stayed. So are you finally going to tell us where exactly we’re going?” 
Nikki had been antsy for the entire trip. Neither Reginald nor Maurice had wanted her to come on a dangerous, end-of-the-world vampire errand. She’d insisted, saying that she hadn’t wanted to go on the last “dangerous vampire errand” either, but that she’d been a champ back then and hence should be allowed to decide for herself now. So to get back at her, neither Reginald nor Maurice would tell her their half of the joint reason for coming to France. 
“I think I’ve figured out where Balestro will show up again in 26 days,’” said Reginald. 
“Cradle of civilization? Nile Valley?” said Nikki. 
“South Germany. A big hill, with a huge stone on the top.” 
“Famous place?”
“Not at all,” said Reginald. “It’s in a park. I think kids sled down it. Not this time of year, though.” 
“So how do you know that’s where he’ll be?”
“Because he said I’d know,” said Reginald. He didn’t tell her the rest, which was that he knew about the German sled hill because it had been in his mind ever since they’d met Balestro, as if Balestro had beamed it into his head. It was like Richard Dreyfus and Devil’s Tower in Close Encounters of the Third Kind. He’d even caught himself carving the hill out of mashed potatoes one night at dinnertime. 
Nikki turned to Maurice. “And your secret?” 
“Luxembourg,” said Maurice. 
“What’s Luxembourg?” said Reginald, who’d never been outside of the US. 
“I thought you said we were going to France,” said Nikki. “Why did you say we were going to France if we were actually going to Luxembourg?”
“What’s Luxembourg?” repeated Reginald. 
“This is why,” Maurice told Nikki, cocking a thumb at Reginald. Then he turned to Reginald. “Luxembourg is a very small country wedged between France, Germany, and Belgium. Don’t worry, you’re hardly the only person who’s never heard of it. Luxembourg’s position puts it right in the middle of Western Europe and, because it ends up being neutral ground more or less by default, it’s the perfect seat for the EU Vampire Council.” 
Maurice had already explained that even though the American Council acted as if it was the only game in town, it wasn’t. There was an EU Council, a Far East Council, a South Pacific Council, a South American Council, and several others. America’s Vampire Nation was the largest in population and had more or less cut off relations with the others, declaring itself independent and self-sufficient. There seemed to be more behind Maurice’s statement about the American Nation’s independence, but he didn’t volunteer it. He only said that he’d come overseas years ago looking for a better life and had been torn ever since. Vampires had a far, far better network in America, but they also had what he called an “American edge.” 
“Before we leave Paris, do we at least get to show Reginald the Eiffel Tower, with its Eye of Sauron on the top?” said Nikki.
“I’m afraid not,” said Maurice. “We’ve got a bit of a train ride yet.”
They took a cab to the train station, then boarded a train from Paris to Metz Ville, where they transferred to a second train that took them on to Luxembourg City. Maurice apologized for the multiple rides and the length of the trip, explaining that he couldn’t find a direct TGV that traveled late enough to not kill them. Reginald said he understood and supported Maurice’s decision.
Reginald thought they were done once they reached Luxembourg City, but Maurice explained that their final destination was actually a small town in the south of the country called Differdange. Then he explained that they’d missed the last train to Differdange and would need to wait until 5am to catch the first train of the day, so they walked the city while Reginald fought to stay awake. Nikki, on the other hand, was as chipper as if she were on amphetamines. 
“It’s so cute!” she said, patting Reginald on the back. “Isn’t it cute? I love Europe. I mean, Paris last week — last week, what the hell! — was my first time here, but I loved that, but the thing about Paris is… Hey, Reginald! Talking to you. The thing about Paris is that it’s really not all that different from, like, New York, whereas this is, like, quaint, and…” 
Reginald discovered that he could almost sleep while walking. The hours passed, and he found his mind wandering to a hill in Germany with a giant stone at the top… almost like an altar.
Several hours later, at precisely 5:05am, their quiet train rolled out of the Luxembourg station and they found themselves traveling past rolling countryside and isolated towns that Nikki said looked like they belonged on a Christmas card. Each time the train stopped, somnolent passengers embarked and disembarked, nobody speaking, many listening to headphones, most heads down, agreeing collectively not to break the spell of silence. To pass the time, Reginald watched foreign names pass the windows at each stop. 
Berchem. Bettembourg. Noertzange.
Forty minutes later, at exactly 5:46, the train pulled onto an elevated platform above an old-world-looking town bearing a placard that read DIFFERDANGE. They stepped off, descended a flight of stairs, walked under the tracks, and emerged into a twilit world like none Reginald had ever seen before. 
“Plenty of time to spare,” said Maurice, looking at the eastern sky, which was beginning to lighten slightly. 
“I don’t like cutting it this close,” said Nikki. “Can you imagine how embarrassing it would be for me if you two started burning to ash in the middle of a train? Worse than being caught with toilet paper stuck to my shoe.” 
Maurice just shook his head and laughed. “European trains, Nikki. You can literally set your watch by them. I told you it’d be fine.” 
As Maurice led them down the dark street, Reginald took it all in. The streets were narrow. The buildings looked old, but not run down. It would be more accurate to say they had an old style, perhaps, and were somehow foreign in a way Reginald couldn’t place. The shapes of the road signs were different. The fonts used on the signs and buildings was different. There were very few people walking around, but those who were appeared… different. It was hard to pinpoint; maybe something to do with their clothing. All Reginald knew was that he felt very out of place, as if he stuck out like a sore thumb.
“Why is everything in French?” said Nikki.
“Not everything,” said Reginald. “He pointed up at a street sign that announced that they were on ‘Rue J.F. Kennedy.’”  
“That’s French” said Nikki.
“Not Kennedy,” said Reginald. “Er ist ein Berliner, or so they say.” 
“They have three official languages here,” said Maurice, speaking like a tour guide. “German, French, and a local dialect called Luxembourgish. You won’t usually see Luxembourgish written. Pretty much everything is in French or German. Do either of you speak French or German?”
“No,” said Nikki.
“Yes,” said Reginald, who’d gotten bored one night and learned fifty languages because it seemed like a nice, round number.
“Most of the people speak English,” he said. “Though I might try my French back on; I haven’t gotten to use it in so long.”  
“Where is HQ?” said Nikki. 
Maurice chuckled. “You’ll see. This is so cool.” 
Reginald almost laughed himself just from watching Maurice. He was giddy. There was no other word for it.
They were passing a wide spot between two buildings. It seemed to be a parking lot or a wide driveway. Maurice pointed past the concrete, to a set of stone steps that climbed a hill to what could only be described as a castle. 
“That’s where we’re going,” he said. 
“Looks like a castle,” said Nikki.
“It is a castle,” said Maurice. “But they call it a chateau. ‘Chateau de Differdange.’” 
“Those kids are going up there,” said Nikki, nodding at a group of five people in their early twenties who had gotten off the train in front of them. They were quiet, as if the early hour had laid a spell over them. But they looked different in a different way — different enough to cancel out the negatives and return to Reginald’s version of normal. 
“They’re Americans,” said Reginald. 
Maurice nodded. “The Chateau is a school now. It’s actually a bona-fide campus of the University of Miami. That’s the one in Ohio, not Florida. The Miami University Something-or-Other Center, or MUDEC for short, but the kids and staff just call it ‘The Chateau.’ Run by locals, with some American teachers on exchange, and attended by American college kids, mostly from MU of Ohio, who are somewhat obnoxious in their American way when they hit the local bars, but who are more or less good kids.”
Reginald was looking at all those steps. “Do they have an elevator?” he said. 
“Welcome to Europe,” said Maurice, slapping Reginald good-naturedly on the back. “You’d lose weight here if you were capable of it.” 
“Maurice,” said Nikki as they walked toward the stairs. “How do you know so much about this place?” 
“I keep good ties with the EU Council and come here as a liaison now and again. This is its permanent home and has been since around the time Logan took over in America. It was built by a friend of mine, Wilhelm, back in the 1500s. Wilhelm built a castle on top of the hill and painstakingly had catacombs dug out beneath it to house those who chose to come and stay. At the beginning, it was more like a home for traveling vampires than anything having to do with government, so its heritage means that it’s always felt more like a hostel.” 
“The European Council doesn’t move around?” said Nikki. 
Maurice shook his head. “They’re not as paranoid as the Americans. Being Deacon of the American Council is like being the president. Being Deacon of the EU Council is like being a small town mayor or even a school headmaster — or, as I said, the fellow who runs a hostel. It’s simply not something that vampires rip each other’s throats out to take leadership of.”
The stone steps were steep. Reginald hung tight to the railing and fought to keep his breath under control. The five kids ahead of them hadn’t noticed them or didn’t seem to care. Then all eight of them, in two groups, arrived at the top and made their way toward a door at the back of the castle. 
“Wait… we’re going into the school? With humans?”
“Yes. Wilhelm and his people, who always had a flair for the dramatic, moved to Transylvania of all places a while back and left the Chateau to a trust managed by the Council leadership. The Council was always short on money, so they began leasing out the residential portion of the Chateau, originally to vampire dignitaries. But when Miami University came knocking, the EU’s current Deacon — a man named Karl Stromm, who you’ll meet — realized that at least MUDEC would offer a key advantage over leasing to vampires. Specifically, they’d be invested in the building and wouldn’t flit off every few months and require him to find new renters. So he figured why the hell not and did the deal.” 
They’d reached the back door. The group of students had already vanished inside, so Maurice typed a code on a keypad to open the door. They walked into a split level area and went down a short flight of steps. Reginald could hear the group of students moving around upstairs. 
“Isn’t it a bit early for school?” Nikki whispered. 
“Yes. But it’s more than a school, and kids hang out on and off for a lot of the day. We’re right at the cutoff. Students mostly start showing up closer to seven and eight, and we’re required to be inside by six, which is why we haven’t seen any other vampires out here. Pretty much guaranteed, the five kids we just saw are the only kids here. They’ll stay upstairs. Come on.” 
Maurice led them into a large finished basement with red brick walls that curved into a low overhead ceiling. Reginald found himself wanting to duck. It was like being in a giant underground wine cask. On one end was a TV and a set of couches and chairs. 
“This is the Cave,” said Maurice. 
“Kav?”
“Cave,” said Maurice, pronouncing it so it rhymed with suave. “But spelled C-A-V-E.” 
“Oh,” said Reginald. “Cave.” Pronouncing it so it rhymed with Dave.
“Yes. But don’t say it so American-like, American,” said Maurice, still giddy. Reginald found himself wondering why, if Maurice so clearly missed Europe, he’d stayed in America so long.
They crowded into a corner of the Cave opposite the TV, to the side of a set of doors. Maurice snaked a finger into a hole between two bricks, then did something to another set of bricks with his other hand. He pulled, and a door swung open. The seam at the door’s edges was actually in the center of the mortar and had been totally invisible. The design was brilliant, and Reginald realized it had probably been done with tools no more sophisticated than trowels. 
Once they were through the door and onto a landing at the top of a stone staircase, Maurice closed the door using a large handle that was mounted on the other side. 
“This is the entrance to the catacombs,” he said. “Vampire territory. Above is human territory. Now, there are a few rules here. First rule — and I’m sure you’ve already assumed this — is that all of the humans on Chateau grounds are totally and completely off-limits. No feeding, no glamouring. Do your best to have no contact whatsoever. See those monitors?” He motioned to a pair of video screens mounted next to the door. “Always check them before you leave the catacombs. This one sees the other end of the Cave, as if you were looking through a peephole in the door. This one shows around the corner, where the kids have a bank of lockers. If you see anyone on either of the screens, don’t open the door.
“Second rule is that you can only come and go between 11pm and 6am. If it’s 6:30am and it’s winter and you’ve still got hours of darkness outside, you can’t leave. You’ve got to wait until eleven. The school’s human hours are more or less from seven or eight AM until around ten PM, so we stay down here during those times.”
Something wasn’t clicking for Reginald. He said, “But they know we’re here?” 
“Just the director. And I know what you’re thinking, but you’ve got to understand that all of us were once human, and not all humans and vampires are bigots. To an enlightened few humans, we’re no different from another minority race or people with a disability. Most white people wouldn’t lease half of a duplex from blacks and then invade their half and kill them. It’s the same with us and a few key people on the MUDEC board. We’re their landlords, and we’re in business together. It’s been a long time since Europe was villagers with pitchforks and torches.” 
“Do they ever come down here?” Reginald asked. 
Maurice chuckled. “Karl and his people are open-minded, but they’re not stupid. Humans don’t have anywhere near the finger strength required to open that door, it can’t be forced with tools, and this entire section of wall is reinforced with steel. There are also several other exits from the catacombs that the humans know nothing about. It’s safe enough, Reginald. Don’t let the paranoia of the Americans sway you.” 
They rounded a corner, and the steps became a wide stone staircase that led them along a hewn rock wall, down into a large and echoey space. Further down, the chamber became highly ornate in an old-world craftsman sort of way. The walls were made of large bricks that looked like they had carefully been laid by hand. There were columns and pillars. The ceiling arched overhead like a giant cathedral, and every twenty feet or so along the wall was a torch in a sconce. The torches were the only source of light, giving the place a dramatic feel. Even the air felt different underground. 
It occurred to Reginald that this was the kind of place vampires should gather, not topside in abandoned malls, inside of a light-sealed, mobile Council building made of steel and plastics. 
A voice came from behind them. 
“Maurice!”
They turned and Reginald saw a man in an ornate red robe walking briskly toward them. He and Maurice embraced, and then the newcomer stepped back with Maurice held at arm’s length. He looked him over from head to toe and said, “You are looking well, my friend. It has been too long. It is good to see you again.” 
Maurice and the man in the red robe turned to face Reginald and Nikki. 
“Reginald, Nikki,” said Maurice. “Meet Karl Stromm, Deacon of the European Vampire Council.” 




 
OLD
WORLD
 
 
KARL WAS EVERYTHING REGINALD EXPECTED a vampire to be before he’d become one. 
He was dark, tall, and slim without being frail. His robe was very long and dragged behind him when he walked. He had a kind of inner radiance but wasn’t classically handsome, and if Reginald had to guess at his human age, he’d estimate that Karl had been in his mid forties when he’d become a vampire. He had a gigantic nose, very dark eyebrows, and skin that looked weathered. His hair was long and black, tied back into a pony tail and bound with an ornate ring that looked as if it might be made of ivory. His teeth were crooked, and he had a large adornment in his right ear that looked like a massive fang or claw. Something white and sharp, anyway. 
His bearing, despite what Maurice had said about the EU Council being like a small town government, was regal. It was something about the way he carried his head and used his body. Everything was dramatic. When he reached for anything, he rolled his wrist and flourished his palm before picking it up. When he entered a new room, he paused at the entrance, closed his eyes, inhaled, and rolled his neck slowly back in a semicircle. When he met Nikki, he’d taken her hand and kissed it. When he met men, he hugged them. His gestures were intimate and androgynous. And — this was interesting — Reginald thought he could smell powder on his skin. 
Maurice made introductions around, but it was obvious that Karl already knew who they were and their entire backgrounds, including Reginald’s rebellious vampire past and Nikki’s humanity, which Karl promised “with a blood oath” would not cause her any problems while in his house. He didn’t seem remotely surprised by Reginald’s size, which Reginald found both strange and refreshing.
“So,” said Karl, turning back to Maurice. “I hear the angels are giving you trouble.” 
Maurice looked like he’d been slapped.
“Is not true?” said Karl.
Reginald leaned closer to Maurice. “I guess you can stop worrying about how we’re going to convince him.” 
“It’s true,” said Maurice. “I’m just… give me a minute.” 
Karl looked at Reginald and Nikki. “Maurice is jet lagged?” 
“I’ve just never… you believe in angels?” said Maurice.
“Of course. I have met one a few times. He is annoying when in human form, but amuses me nonetheless.” 
“Karl…” 
“You are still a skeptic? Grüß Gott. You have been in America too long. How many times have I told you about how I talk to angels?” 
“I thought you were being figurative. Like how my crazy neighbor talks to angels.” 
“Well,” Karl said to Reginald, slapping Maurice on the shoulder. “Now he knows, am I right? Come.” 
Karl turned, made an extravagant little gesture with his hand, and pulled a torch from a sconce. He led them to the other end of the chamber and through a smaller stone archway. 
“We are light this morning,” he said without turning. “I am sorry. Most here keep a traditional schedule and are already beginning for the sleep. This chamber we are coming to, you will see. It fills up when everyone is awake. You’ve seen The Matrix? The second one, where they have that big party and all are almost having sex? Is like that, but take out the ‘almost’ and add biting.” He laughed. “Is fun. You are exclusive?” He tossed a look at Maurice and Nikki.
Nikki was closer to Karl than Reginald. Unsure of how to answer the question, she simply nodded. 
“Shame. I would like to have sex with both of you. You change your mind and decide to do the orgy, you let me know and I will be there.” He said it like it was an offer to loan them a belt sander. 
They passed several corridors and chambers, and Karl pointed to each like a tour guide. He indicated residence areas, baths and showers, and even a kitchenette. 
“Usually just coffee and cigarettes, which many of us still enjoy. But Maurice, he is a true friend to you,” said Karl, looking at Reginald. “So after he tells us how you like to eat and that you are bringing a human, we have gotten some special things to welcome you. You will see later. I will spoil one, is donuts. You know donuts? They are strange to me. They are round, but with a hole like a tire.” He turned and made a circle with his hands so that they’d understand. 
Reginald hoped they’d gotten more than just sweets. He was fine with junk food, but Nikki was normally a very healthy eater. He didn’t trust vampires to understand nutrition, as well-intentioned as they may be. It was like a set of lame parents trying to pick out cool clothing for their teenager. It just wasn’t something they knew much about. 
They came to an intimate chamber with brick walls and another low ceiling. In the center was a large wooden conference table, and Reginald found himself remembering Logan’s old wooden throne. Apparently that bit of paranoia hadn’t made it overseas yet, either. But then, the walls were also lined with wooden torches, and he’d seen many wooden supports and beams. The crossbeam architecture in some of the places they’d passed reminded him of pictures he’d seen of Switzerland. It felt a bit like being deep beneath an elaborate gingerbread house. 
As they entered the room, Reginald realized there were other vampires already present. All were dressed similarly to Karl. Two of the men had large white hairdos that Reginald suspected were powdered wigs. The men were holding hands. All of the women were either wearing corsets or simply had tiny waists and huge breasts with massive cleavage that came up to their chins. Reginald counted the vampires already present in the room. There were twelve of them.
“Here is our Council room. And here is the Council members.” He named them all, then named Nikki, Maurice, and Reginald. Every member of the Council embraced each of the newcomers. The men kissed Nikki’s hand, as Karl had. Too late, Reginald wondered if he was expected to kiss the female Council members’ hands. He had one left to meet, so he took her hand and raised it while lowering his head. Her chest got in the way, and his face planted firmly in her cleavage. He looked up, embarrassed, but the woman giggled and grabbed his crotch. Next to him, Nikki reddened, but Reginald told her with his eyes to let it go. Nikki greeted the woman cordially, but then grabbed Reginald’s crotch herself to make it clear who it belonged to. Across from them, the two men in powdered wigs grabbed each other’s crotches and one of the women put her face into the cleavage of one of the other women. 
“So,” said Karl, motioning to the table, “tell us about your angel issue.” 
Reginald watched the others. Nobody reacted. 
“I’m sorry,” said Reginald. “Just to get this out there, do I take it that you all believe the story of the Six founding fallen angels?”
The vampires around the table looked at each other as if unsure how to answer the question.
“They do,” said Karl. “They hesitate because the question is strange to us. It’s like you asked if I believe in… in Maurice.” He put a hand on Maurice’s shoulder.
“Did you know this about them?” Reginald asked Maurice. 
“I understand why you are surprised,” Karl said to Reginald. “Maurice was always a skeptic. I have always known, of course, but Maurice has not met one in person yet.” 
“But you have?”
“Sure.”
Maurice put his head on the table. 
“Go ahead and tell us your story, Maurice” said Karl. 
Maurice looked up and, after a moment, began speaking. He told the Council about the two incidents at the American Council meetings and about Reginald’s deductions. The deductions involving the existence of angels didn’t, of course, surprise anyone at the table, but they became more interested when he explained what he thought of Balestro’s ominous declaration, the waiting period, and the difficulty (and likely futility) of redemption.
“So,” said a man with brown hair and a prominent mole on his forehead, “you think they mean to end all of us?” 
“I think it’s very possible,” said Reginald. 
“All of us, or just the Americans?” said Karl. “Because he goes to you, not us. This is the first we are hearing.” 
“Not to be pigheaded,” said Reginald, “but does it matter?” 
“Yes,” said Karl. “Is okay with me if they kill the American Council.”
Several of the others made noises of protest.
“What?” said Karl. “American vampires are sheisse. I am just saying what we are all thinking, right?” 
“Karl,” said Maurice, “we are American vampires. I know there’s been a bit of a schism in relations and thinking, but it wouldn’t just be the Council; it’d surely be all of us. You can’t be condoning genocide.”
“Fine,” said Karl, sighing. “American vampires are A-number-one.” 
“Besides,” said Reginald, “I don’t think it’s just the American Vampire Nation’s problem. The place where Balestro will return in —”  
“About three weeks,” said Nikki.
“— in three weeks is just outside of Holzkirchen. A hill, with a giant stone at the top, like an altar…” 
“I know the place,” said Karl. “I’m from München. Is a place of some note in the past, but it is now just a sled hill.” 
“So if he’s going to come back there, and that’s in Europe…” 
“Then why were we not told?” 
“There’s no way this won’t sound self-centered,” said Reginald, “but it seemed like he was coming to me. It seemed like he was telling me. It wasn’t about the American Council versus the other Councils. It was about me instead of anyone else.”
“Why you?” said the man with the brown hair. 
“I have no idea.” 
“So,” said Karl. “To ‘right the game,’ as you say, Maurice, we do what?” 
“I really don’t know. What would make you want to keep playing a game of chess after you were nearly checkmated?” 
Karl nodded toward a beautiful woman across the table. “If Lola takes her top off during a chess game, I will stay interested.” 
“If you could somehow get pieces back,” said Reginald, ignoring Karl’s joke. “If your opponent lost some of his pieces. If the rules of the game changed so that you were no longer at a disadvantage.” 
“How can we do any of that?” said Lola. “Turn people? Kill people?” She sighed. “I’m over three thousand years old. I’ll be honest; I’ve lost my taste for both.” 
There was a loud sound. Reginald looked over to see that Karl had slapped the table with the palm of his hand. 
“So!” he said. “We could keep guessing, but why? Let’s ask.” 
“Ask who?” said Maurice.
“Santos.” 
“Who is Santos?” 
“Engel,” said Karl. 
“Wait… you know where to find one of the Six?”
“Of course,” said Karl. “He is usually in town. When he is not, we wait and he always returns.”
Maurice squinted and shook his head. Then Lola cleared her throat. 
“We, um… used to date,” she said. Then a shiver ran through her and she added, “I don’t like to talk about it.”
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SANTOS THE ANGEL WAS MAYBE five-foot-four, pudgy, and smelled bad. 
It took ten days to find him. Karl, Maurice, Nikki, Reginald, and Lola headed out the day after their first meeting and came up empty. They tried the following day and the day after with the same result. Each time they failed, Karl threw up his hands and said good-naturedly, “So, he is not back yet. We should orgy?” Reginald, Nikki, and Maurice declined, but it was getting harder and harder to refuse. Karl made it sound like an invitation to imbibe the local culture, and turning him down was beginning to feel dismissive of his hospitality.
On their tenth day in Differdange, they found Santos exactly where Karl said he always eventually showed up: at a local bar called Getränkspeiel, passed out in a booth in the corner. He was wearing a shirt that was too tight, stained, and ripped, and he had at least three days’ worth of beard growth on his face. He’d slumped sideways, his face against the side wall of the booth, his lip pulled up to expose a row of black teeth. His beer mug was on the floor, intact but sideways. Beer on the floor mingled with what appeared to be vomit. He was snoring loudly. 
Lola had explained that a very long time ago, she’d lived in Egypt as a slave. The pharaoh (“one of the Ramesseses, I forget which, it was a long time ago,” she said) had called in a group of female slaves, and the pharaoh had been particularly taken with her above the others. That was how she first met the man who today called himself Santos.
“You hear how the pharaohs were worshipped, like god-kings?” she said. “Well, most were just men, but this one was actually a god. He only ruled a while, then got bored. He wanted a consort, and I was flattered and glad to no longer be a slave. He liked me. He made me a vampire so I would not become old. Then, after a few hundred years, I got tired of him and left him. He’s been obsessed with me since.”
“Angels get obsessed?” said Nikki.
Lola nodded. “They become like humans in order to exist here on Earth. But when they are like humans, they are subject to human emotions, needs, and desires. Santos has spent so much time pining that he is almost handicapped. He is in human form most of the time, and to me he is a constant pest. He cannot force me to love him because of free will, so he becomes depressed and he drinks.”
Still, despite Lola’s explanation, Reginald wasn’t expecting the pathetic form they found. He’d expected a tortured man who was still radiant and elegant-looking, but what they found was gross and ugly and smelled like he’d soiled himself.
“Santos,” said Lola.
The unconscious form didn’t move. Lola shoved him with her foot. 
“Santos,” she repeated. 
The form grumbled, so this time she actually kicked him. When he yelped, she explained, “They can feel pain when they are like this, too.” Then she wrinkled her nose and said, “Just a big sack of meat.” 
“What?” said the ugly man.
“Santos. It’s me. Lola.” 
“Isis?” 
“I’m Lola now,” she said. Then she turned to the others and said, “Not that Isis. It used to be a popular name.” 
“Mmm,” said the form in the booth.
“Santos. Get up, you drunken shit.” She nudged him again. 
“Lemme be.” 
Nikki turned to Karl. “Are you sure that this… person… is a… you know…a…?” 
“Nicole Jane Pilsen,” said Santos, straightening up. “Graduated high school 2001, 4th in your class, lost your virginity in a Mazda Miata behind a Taco Bell. When it was over, your exact words were, ‘Well, that was interesting.’ Afterward you went bowling with the guy, and when you noticed that he had a giant cum stain on the front of his pants, you ran out the back door and hitched a ride home with a man named Telly.” 
“… an angel,” Nikki concluded. 
“I must apologize for his appearance,” said Lola. “I don’t want you thinking I would be with… this. Angels can take human form, but the form they take is like their mood. When he is sad, he looks sad, and when he is sad, he gets drunk and it gets worse.” She kicked Santos yet again and Reginald felt himself flinch, unable to believe she was treating what was essentially her literal creator so harshly. 
Lola shook her head, disgusted. “The last time I saw him and he was not like this form, he was the Unabomber.” 
“He looked like the Unabomber?” said Reginald. 
“He was the Unabomber,” Lola repeated. 
“I got bored,” said Santos, who seemed compelled to explain himself. 
“Purge yourself,” said Lola. 
“No.” 
“Santos.” 
“No.” 
She leaned forward and whispered something to him. 
“Fine,” he said. The man in the booth vanished in a flash of blue light. An instant later, there was another flash and a new man appeared in his place. The new man was tall, with fine strawberry blonde hair and a square chin.
“We shall be just a moment,” said the new Santos, rising from the booth. He took Lola’s hand. She shook it off, then began walking toward a back hallway. Santos followed.
“Charmed to meet you,” he said as he walked off.
It was five minutes before Santos and Lola returned from what appeared to be the women’s bathroom. While they waited, Karl explained that all it took for an angel to shake off whatever mortal baggage he or she had accumulated during a stint as a human was to reemerge into a non-corporeal form and then become a human again. Karl likened the process to a dirty person jumping into a lake and emerging clean. He said that Lola had almost certainly bribed him to do it by promising him a quickie in the bathroom.
“He will now follow her around for months,” said Karl. “This will only encourage him.” He added that if Santos would simply spend more time in his natural form instead of being constantly in flesh on the mortal plane, he’d lose all of his interest in Lola because angels were, in and of themselves, emotionless and dispassionate. But he said that what Santos had was an addiction — and that just like with any addiction, the more he indulged in it, the worse the addiction became. 
When the pair returned, Santos seemed refreshed and Lola seemed disgusted. She excused herself and left the bar, presumably to return to the Chateau for a shower. 
The tall man that Santos had become sat across from Reginald and smiled. 
“So you’re him,” said the angel. His voice contained no accent. It was crisp and clean and perfect.
“Excuse me?” said Reginald.
“You’re the one Balestro came to. Interesting choice. I see why. I owe a favor to Isis. Lola. How may I help you, Reginald?”
“So you’re in this with Balestro?” 
“Yes and no. Think of us less like six individuals and more like six heads of one being. What one does, we all do. We neither agree nor disagree. We simply do and are.”
“So you’re in constant communication with him? Like now?” 
“Not when mortal. We all flit in and out of mortal. We reconnect when we return to our non-corporeal states. It’s not unlike plugging one device into another periodically to sync them.” 
“So by talking to you, it’s like I’m talking to him?” 
“You are talking to me. When I reemerge into a non-corporeal form, it will be as if you’ve talked to him.” 
Reginald shook his head. “It’s all very confusing.” 
And so the angel smiled and said, “Would you like me to show you?” 




 
EVOLVED
 
 
THE PLACE REGINALD SUDDENLY FOUND himself wasn’t white. It wasn’t black. It was nothing at all. He couldn’t see, but he wasn’t blind. He couldn’t hear, but he wasn’t deaf. He was somehow a disembodied intelligence. He wasn’t floating, but he wasn’t grounded, either. It was like being weightless in a realm where the idea of weight had no meaning. He tried to blink, but he didn’t have eyelids. He didn’t have anything. The feeling was like waking from anesthesia. He had no idea how he’d gotten here — wherever “here” was — and could only take it in as it presented itself, hoping that it would all soon make sense. 
“We call this the anteroom,” said a voice. It was Santos’s voice, but Reginald suddenly felt quite sure that he was only hearing Santos’s voice because it’s what he expected to hear. And then, because he’d had that thought, the next voice he heard was less of an actual voice and more of a feeling, as if it were coming directly into his mind. 
“You are not supposed to be here. You cannot stay long. Ask your question. Be quick.” 
The voice was dry and devoid of inflection, totally unlike the newer Santos’s polite voice in the bar. It was as if he were talking to someone else. But of course, if this “anteroom” was what he thought it was, then he was talking to someone else. In a way, he was talking to all six of them.
“The others,” said Reginald. “Are they here?” 
“The question has no meaning. We are. I am. You are.” 
“Is Balestro here?”
“The question is senseless. Yes. In a way that is sufficiently true in your capacity to understand, he is here.”
“Am I speaking to him now?”
“Irrelevant. No. But also yes.”
“Are you planning to destroy the race of vampires?”
“Yes.” 
“Will you succeed?” 
“Of course. We are immortal and omnipotent. You think you are immortal, but you are not. You can be killed. It is simple to do so.” 
Reginald’s spirit, or whatever it was, floated in the voidless void. The sensation was hard to put a finger on. 
Eventually, Reginald said, “Why are you going to do it?” 
“Do what?”
“Destroy the vampires.” 
There was a pause. Reginald wondered if maybe an answer wasn’t coming. Then the voice said, “Because your kind is a failure.”
“Because the humans outnumber us?”
“What is a number?” 
Reginald waited for more, but there was no more.
“I don’t understand,” said Reginald.
“Correct. You do not,” said the voice. 
Reginald floated and waited. The silence was complete. There was no white noise, no nothing at all.
“This would be easier if you’d stop being so obtuse,” said Reginald. 
“This would be easier if you’d ask for what you wanted,” said the voice. 
“Did you make a bet? With the one humans call God?” 
“No. Your myths are not true, but they are true enough. It is hard to convey. So yes. In a way that is sufficiently true by your capacity to understand, yes. There was a wager. A bet.”
“And was it like a game? A bet over a game?”
“In a way that is sufficiently true by your capacity to understand, yes.”
Reginald couldn’t help but feel that the voice was insulting him.
“By the rules of your game, what did vampires do to lose?” 
“At the beginning of time, which is to say the beginning of human time, of vampire time, we split the pure nature that was ourselves into two halves. One was given the day. The other was given the night. One was given the tools of the predator. One was given the defenses and the instincts of prey. One was given aggression. One was given protection. One could live forever but had certain mortal weaknesses. The other was much weaker and mortal, but was stronger in terms of will and ambition. Two halves, two brothers, two created from the same source. The light and dark natures of the source were split into a perfect good and a perfect evil. But there was a flaw inherent to the nature of the schism. Both natures became polluted. Humans imbibed evil. Vampires, some of them, imbibed good. Humans became possessed of an evil nature which they had to fight to subdue, and which most of them successfully subdued. You embraced your evil nature and did not embrace the good. You magnified your singular nature. Gloried in it. Your compassion did not grow to consume you, to war within you, as evil did within humans. Humans became whole. You remained half. Humans learned to rule the day and the night, learned to master good and evil. You gloried in your curse and ruled only the night and the darkness. What you were, you sought to become more of. You were strong, so you became stronger. You were fast, so you became faster. You were long-living, so you sought immortality. You fed, so you wanted to feed more. Never did you evolve. Never did you change in any way that was not already within your nature. And when the curse was magnified, when your evolution became slower and slower and stopped, you didn’t fight it. You embraced it. You turned your back on anything that wasn’t within your experience. You purged what had polluted you. And as you did, the game began to end. Our challenger had once boasted to us, ‘Give me a seed of purity, and it will grow even amongst pollution so long as the soil is sound.’ We replied, ‘Will is weak, and any strong seed will grow in any soil.’ We were wrong. Humans became more. You became less. Through their strength, humans have learned to cope with what threatens them, with enemies both great and small. All that’s left before you die by their hand is for them to realize you exist. Then your existence as parasites will end because you have remained of a nature that is singular and incapable of adaptation.” 
Reginald waited until he was sure that the voice had finished. When he was sure, he said, “So let us fight. Now that we know, let us fight.”
“The fight is lost. A good player knows when to surrender.” 
“Give us time.” 
“You have fifteen days.” 
“We can’t evolve in fifteen days,” said Reginald. 
“True,” said the voice. 
“And?” 
“And so, to borrow an expression from your language,” said the voice, “You’re fucked.” 
Reginald started to say something else, but then the floating sensation and the whiteness that wasn’t white and the blackness that wasn’t black was gone, and he found himself slumped in a booth in a bar in Differdange with the three others, and Santos was gone. 




 
TURN
 
 
REGINALD AND NIKKI LAY ON a bed in their room deep in the catacombs beneath the Chateau. Maurice was in the chamber next door and seemed to have gone to sleep. Nikki was asleep. Only Reginald lie awake, his mind for once struggling to assimilate and solve what he had experienced. 
You have refused to evolve. 
Interestingly, Reginald had evolved. Or at least, he felt that he represented a kind of evolution within the species. Maurice once said he’d never seen someone so physically ungifted and so correspondingly mentally gifted as Reginald. He couldn’t help but feel that he, as the Vampire Nation’s “step in the wrong direction,” might actually be a step in the right direction — especially after what the voice in the void had said. Perhaps that was why Balestro had spoken to Reginald out of all of the vampires. Any geneticist could explain that when a population reached an evolutionary bottleneck, that population began to die. “Mistakes” like Reginald threatened to break the bottleneck because they were nothing if not diverse. And how much newness — how much diversity — had entered the vampire gene pool in the past few centuries? Vampires had gotten bigger, better, stronger, faster, and more beautiful. They’d refined as a species, just like how dog breeders carefully refined a breed of dogs… causing weaknesses inherent to inbreeding. What looked like improvement to the Council was actually stagnation, especially in the eyes of those that moved the chess pieces on the giant board. 
Humans had grown, expanded, and conquered the night. Humans had been born as halflings, but had recaptured the wholeness they’d been born from. Night and day. Good and evil. Temperance and greed and up and down and…
He awoke hours later, not remembering having fallen asleep. Nikki was still asleep beside him. It was just after six PM. He had all the time in the world. 
Except that he really only had two weeks. They all did. 
“Maybe they’d let us — just the two of us — live,” Maurice had said, walking with Reginald and Nikki back to the Chateau just before sunrise. “I’m old. I’m certainly more open to ‘eliminating bottlenecking’ than the entirety of the American Council, which is of course why they hate me. You were an accident, and the things you can do with your mind and your nervous system are definitely steps forward. Figure out how to breech the daytime and we’ll be golden.” 
“Do you think it’s that literal?” said Reginald. “What if we could walk during the daylight? Humans can’t actually see in the dark. What they did was to adapt. They said, ‘We can’t do this one thing, so we’ll change the rules of the game.’ They didn’t find ways to see in the dark, most of them. They found ways to change the world so that it wasn’t dark.” 
“We’re supposed to learn to manufacture darkness?” 
“I don’t know.” He felt very tired, for once unable or possibly just uninterested in running through the permutations, the levels of meanings in what the angel had said. “I don’t know, Maurice. I just want to sleep.” 
“Fifteen days. Fifteen days. Do you think you can evolve by then? Should we fly back and try to convince the American Council to come with us to meet Balestro on this hill of yours? Should we begin work on vampire-advancing innovations? Should we start worldwide psychoanalysis groups? Embark on mass turnings to increase our diversity? How about vampire libraries and symphonies? We could turn Tony Robbins and get his take on the whole self-improvement angle. Think that would do it?” 
Reginald chuckled. 
Maurice sighed. He looked into the east, where the bright smear on the sky above the horizon was growing marginally brighter. 
“Suppose I just kept walking,” he said. “Instead of turning up to the Chateau, suppose I walked too far. I could get a coffee down the street when the Starbucks opens, just to see if I’ve started to like it as you do. It’s up there, around the corner; I saw it earlier. Maybe I could buy one of those sugary coffee drinks you always get, and just walk. Walk past the town, into the countryside, onto a deserted section of road, open to the sun when it rises. At my age, I wouldn’t last long. There would probably be hardly any pain, and then it would all be over.” 
“Don’t talk that way,” said Nikki. 
“Yeah, you’re a lot older than me,” said Reginald. “You’re supposed to be my rock.” 
“I just can’t help but wonder. If angels are real, is Heaven? Is Hell? And if we’re the children of six fallen angels, where does that mean we are we going?”  
Reginald, who wasn’t remotely religious even after recent events, shook his head. 
“Did I ever tell you about how a few years ago, a group of vampire scientists were talking about partnering with people in NASA to launch a low orbit, geosynchronous craft, kind of like a space station? It would circle the earth once every 24 hours, moving west, always on the opposite side of the planet from the sun. They wanted to build a city. That would be evolution. Vampires in space instead of Pigs in Space. I don’t suppose you have a line on some sort of a Battlestar Galactica plan to leave the planet, heading out in the path of the Earth’s shadow, heading into deep space beyond the reach of the sun and the stars?” 
Before Reginald or Nikki could say anything, Maurice smirked to himself. 
“You live this long, you see this much, you’d think nothing could surprise you,” he said. 
Now, hours later in the quiet catacombs, Reginald thought back on Maurice’s demeanor. The coldness of it bothered him, especially given how giddy Maurice had been just a day ago. 
Feeling guilty, he rolled over and woke Nikki. He needed someone to talk to.
“He’s had two thousand years to learn to cope” said Nikki after shaking off the cobwebs of sleep. “He’ll be fine.”
“Will he?”
“We all will,” she said.
She sighed. Then, seemingly out of the blue, she said, “I was thinking earlier. I know how you must’ve felt, all those months ago.” 
“What do you mean, ‘you know how I must’ve felt’?” said Reginald. 
“I mean that I’ve finally been cleared by the American Council to be turned into a vampire. It’s something I’ve wanted and trained for for years, and fought for, and studied for, and striven for. And now, if I were turned, I’d have just two weeks to be what I’ve always wanted to be.” 
“That’s not how I felt at all,” said Reginald. 
“I mean that I’ve worked and worked, and I was ready to spend an eternity being my own vision of perfect. But if these ‘angels’ or whatever they are…” 
“You’re perfect right now,” said Reginald. 
She smiled a small, artificial smile and put a hand to his cheek. “That’s sweet. But it’s also bullshit.” 
Reginald had brought some of the snack foods in from the kitchenette. As he’d suspected, almost all of it turned out to be garbage. He pulled out a red tube of crackers with chocolate sandwiched between them that had looked interesting. The package proclaimed: HIT.
“I don’t know, Reginald. This is something I’ve warred with, and fought with myself about, and gone back and forth on, and had finally, just recently, decided that I wouldn’t ever have to face. I’m not ready for it.” 
“Angels?”
“Death. The existential horror of it all.” She sat on the bed beside Reginald and looked him in the eyes. 
Reginald unwrapped the HIT crackers and ate one. It was delicious. He waited for Nikki to go on, intuiting that it was still her turn.
“Did it ever seem strange to you,” she said, “how easily I agreed to take such a big risk for you back at your trial all those months ago?”
Reginald looked back at Nikki, genuinely curious. 
“You did it for Claire.” 
“Claire is a great girl,” said Nikki. “And yes, I wanted to help her. But Reginald, you have to understand how that plan looked from where I was sitting. I know you had no doubts, and knowing you as I do now, I probably wouldn’t have any doubts if you proposed it today. But I’d known you for a week at the time. A week. I’d known Claire for just a few days. What you told me seemed crazy. It felt like a million-to-one shot. There was no way I thought it’d work. Too much could go wrong. In your plan, I was supposed to be a vampire. But when the Guard came, I was sure they’d see that I didn’t fight like a vampire. I was sure that when I ‘extended my fangs,’ the Guard would realize that they were costume shop knockoffs filled with incendiary powders. How could they not tell the difference?” 
“They saw…” 
“Yes, I know. They saw what they wanted to see. They were the wolves and I was the sheep, and nobody suspects the sheep. But I didn’t know you well enough to trust your ability to read human and vampire nature back then. When we made it out alive, I thought it was sheer luck. And sometimes, even today, I still wonder if it was luck, because if you could really read people, you’d be able to read me. And you can’t. I know you can’t.” 
Reginald simply watched her, letting her say what she seemed to need to say.
“From where I was sitting, going to your trial was a one-way errand. I pretend to be a vampire. They haul me in. They kill you, and they kill Maurice. Then they see me still standing in the sunlight, and they kill me. But they don’t just kill me. I’ve made them look like fools. So they rape me. They torture me. They drain me. And then, mercifully, it’s all over.” 
Reginald set the crackers aside and put his hand on Nikki’s leg. He felt oddly conflicted and oddly human. He’d known with very high certainty that Nikki would be safe, but he hadn’t realized how sure she’d been that she would die. It changed the nature of both his request and her decision to accommodate it. He felt guilty, despite the outcome. 
“If you were sure it was a dead end, why did you do it?” he said. 
A single tear was making its way down the crease between her nose and her right cheek. She didn’t seem to have noticed it. 
“Because I wanted to die,” she said. 
Reginald didn’t trust himself to say anything. He simply waited, and the wait felt very long. 
“My parents died when I was young. They were both unbalanced, both on depression meds. We were constantly under financial pressure, because my dad made some very bad investments, then gambled away what was left. My mom hung in there for as long as she could, but it was always a losing battle. I used to wake up in the middle of the night to use the bathroom and see a light on downstairs. I always woke Jackie and she never complained, because we both knew that when Mom and Dad were awake in the middle of the night, it was because they were worried, and because neither was strong. So they’d just hold each other and cry. Can you imagine what it’s like for kids to witness their parents so helpless, when parents are supposed to be the protectors?”
“How old were you?” said Reginald. 
“Junior high,” she said. “Jackie must’ve been in high school, like in the later years, because I remember that on the night our parents split a bottle of Seconal, after we called 911, she drove out to get us ice cream after it was all over. Ice cream. It sounds so ridiculous now, but we were grasping at straws. Anything to feel normal. To make it all go away for a few minutes or seconds.” 
Reginald didn’t know what to say. Nikki had been shamelessly ebullient for pretty much the entirety of the time they’d known each other. He’d never known her to have dark moods, and she’d always seemed so forward and so incredibly open. But this was something she’d been protecting. And she was right. He’d never been able to read her at all.
“I told you that I found Maurice, and that he was my mentor,” she said, wiping away the tear. “That’s true. But what I didn’t tell you was when and how I found him. I was seventeen. I was living with my grandmother, and I’d dropped out of school. I hung with a different kind of crowd. Not bad kids, but… outsiders. They made me laugh, but they also smoked and drank a ton. Maurice knew them somehow. I figured he was one of us. He became like a brother to me. We were never… together, though I wanted to be. Years later, when I realized how young I must have seemed to him, I understood. By then, I’d realized what he was. I begged him to turn me. I remember how shameless I was. I begged. I was angry. I wanted revenge. It didn’t matter who I took that revenge out on. I wanted to feel in control. Any kind of power at all. But Maurice wouldn’t do it. He didn’t tell me to train — later, the official authorities did that — but he told me that I needed to be emotionally ready. That’s the one part of all of this that he still believes in. It’s all very Zen. ‘Clear your mind and your soul before you decide what to commit your mind and soul to,’ or something. He said there were right and wrong reasons to want to turn, and at the time, my reason was the wrong one. I hated him for that for a long time, but then, little by little, it got better and I came to thank him for making me wait. And the rest, you already know.” 
Reginald took a breath in, then let it out. Now his hand was on her cheek, and she smiled. He took it away. 
“So you did it for Maurice,” said Reginald.
“I did it because I never forgave myself,” she said. “Becoming a vampire, it’s like dying. And dying? Well, that’s even closer. I don’t remember consciously weighing the decision to do what you said. I just remember thinking that I could do it and die, or I could refuse and become a vampire and have that power and control I’d always wanted. I knew I was making the wrong choice, but I made it anyway. Looking back, that was my last truly dark moment. I think I’d decided that I’d finally found someone I could take revenge on: myself.” 
“I had no idea,” he said. 
She pursed her lips together into a thin line and looked at him, then shrugged. 
Reginald couldn’t read her as a vampire, but there was still plenty of human in him. He got up, sat across from her, and took both of her hands in his. 
“Do you still want to die?” he said. 
She shook her head, sniffed, and met his eyes. “Not in the same way I used to. A lot of that is thanks to you.”
“You understand that whatever Balestro is or who he represents, they may just have a grudge against vampires. You understand that as a human, you’ll probably be safe.” 
“You’d,” she said. “You mean that I would be safe as a human, not I will be safe as a human.” And softly, gently, her small hands squeezed his big ones. She leaned her head to the side. Her neck was long and smooth. Reginald could see her pulse. A strange hot feeling surrounded him like a cloud. He leaned closer. 
“This is you punishing yourself,” he said. But it was hard to speak. 
“No. It’s not.” 
“You’ll turn. Then you’ll die two weeks from now with the rest of us. You are choosing death over life.” 
“Not for certain.” 
“But likely. At least wait and see what happens.” 
“I believe in you,” she said. 
He shouldn’t do it. 
“I can’t do it,” he said. 
“You have to. I’ve been thinking about it ever since Balestro, since getting my approval in the mail. It’s not the wrong choice this time. And it’s mine to make.”
Her neck was very close. He could feel the heat coming off of her skin.
“You’re sure.” 
“Yes.” It was almost a whisper.
“And you’re sure you want it to be me. You want that bond.”
His nostrils flared. His fangs extended. 
“Yes.” 
Reginald closed his eyes and leaned in the rest of the way. His senses filled with the scent of her, of her flesh, of her body, of her blood. 
And then the long wait, in both ways, slowly and slowly and slowly ended. 




 
DEAR
OLD
DAD
 
 
NIKKI ANNOUNCED HER NEWS TO Maurice the next day by repeatedly running into his room and placing HIT crackers onto the dresser in his room when he wasn’t looking. Eventually, after the fourth cracker appeared, Maurice noticed the odd brown-and-black discs and looked around. Nikki appeared in the doorway and said, “Oh, I’m sorry.” And then, in a blur, she ran forward, removed the cracker sandwiches, ran back, and began eating one of them. She bounced the remaining crackers on her palm and smiled, and Maurice ran forward like a family greeting family at a big wedding, and wished her congratulations.
It didn’t last long. Almost immediately after the hug, Maurice realized what this would mean for her as Reginald had, and began chastising her. Then he stormed in on Reginald, who was lying awake in bed, and began chastising him. The debate went on for two or three minutes. It ended when Nikki began quoting Maurice back to himself about heart and soul and mind and Zen, and then pointed out the simple fact that what was done was done, and that it had been her own damn choice. 
Maurice relented, fatalistic, and the evening fell into what was beginning to feel like an old rhythm in a new place.
There was such a huge difference between the dawn of Nikki’s vampire abilities and Reginald’s that he felt a strange pang of jealousy. Where he’d been slow, she was lightning fast. Where he’d been weak, she was astonishingly strong. Nikki ran through the catacombs picking up everything large that wasn’t nailed down. She kept picking up rocks and crushing them. When it was time to eat (the kitchenette had pouches of human blood that Reginald impaled with a straw like a Capri Sun), Nikki said she’d join him after she showered. Reginald began walking. When he arrived at the kitchenette thirty seconds later, Nikki was waiting for him in a chair, two blood pouches on the table, her hair clean and wet. 
“Give her time,” said Maurice later, sitting across from Reginald in Reginald and Nikki’s room while Nikki was off exploring the catacombs. “It’s always like this on the first night, when a new vampire’s abilities captivate them.” 
“Not always,” said Reginald. 
“Hey, I remember you shamelessly doing a pushup,” said Maurice.
Reginald told Maurice to get the fuck out of his room. Maurice told Reginald to make him. Then Nikki arrived in a blur and Reginald found himself flat on his back on the bed, his arms pinned above his head. Then she let him sit back up and made herself comfortable beside him.
“Thank you for my gift,” she said, kissing him on the cheek. Then she noticed that she’d placed her hand on his crotch and pulled it back. It was the third time her hand had ended up in his crotch without her conscious awareness.
“Again, I’m sorry,” she said, standing up and starting to pace around the room. “It just keeps going there. Did this happen to you?”
“What?” 
“The pervasive sexuality. Everything is making me horny. I was having some habit hunger earlier, so I went into the kitchenette and microwaved a hot dog. That was a mistake. I had to run into the bathroom after I ate it and take care of business. Oh, and just FYI, there are no more Fudgesicles in the freezer. I couldn’t take it. I pitched all of them.” 
She paused. 
“But then I couldn’t stand the thought that they were still just sitting there in the garbage, so I pulled them out and melted them down under a stream of hot tap water.” 
“Wait,” said Reginald. “Am I to understand that you’ve removed all of the Fudgesicles?” 
“Twinkies too. And rocket pops. Strangely, the donuts aren’t bothering me. I guess I don’t swing that way.” 
“Among new vampire women, it’s about fifty-fifty,” said Maurice.
“So did this happen to you, Reginald?” she said. 
“No. I became very interested in pizza.” 
“Weren’t you already interested in pizza?” 
Reginald took a bite of one of the non-offensive donuts he’d snagged earlier. “It ratcheted up a notch.” 
Despite her new vampire pallor, Nikki managed to flush. “Oh, Jesus. I just thought about that hot dog again. Is it always like this?” 
Maurice shrugged. “You’ve still got a ton of human blood. Feeding and sex go together. Give it a week. After you’re more vampire, it’ll be more manageable. Especially after you lose your taste for human food.”
“Ath if that vud haffen,” said Reginald around a huge mouthful of donut. 
“Oh Jesus. Oh Jesus.” She was flitting around like a ball in a pinball machine. “It’s my human blood that’s doing this? I’m turning myself on?” She crossed her legs. “Hang on.” There was a blur and she was gone. A door banged. She returned with a major tuft of hair sticking up on her head. 
“I’m sorry, dear,” she said, touching Reginald’s arm. “I’m afraid that if this really is the end of our world, you’re in for an ending filled with workouts.” 
Reginald raised the donut as if he were making a toast. “Fine by me. I’d better carb up.” Then he took a bite. 
A week passed, and neither Nikki’s food hunger nor her sexual hunger abated. All she wanted to do was eat and have sex. Reginald wanted to see the sights, so in the evenings, they took what trains there were to the sites they could reach in the time they had and looked at ruins and attractions. Nikki kept stopping for crepes and pastries and to pull Reginald into bathrooms and hidden areas in parks to relieve herself. 
Her blood hunger increased, too, and she began to hunt. She was much better at hunting than Reginald. Once, on an overnight trip to Paris, Nikki caught, fed on, and glamoured a young French woman while Reginald was waiting in line for a crepe at the foot of the Eiffel Tower. When she returned, she told him, “I’m so hungry after all that eating!” Then she ate three crepes, said how glad she was that she could no longer gain weight, and then picked Reginald up over her head and ran with him into a nearby cluster of hedges. 
When the night came for Balestro’s return, Reginald, Maurice, and Nikki took a train to Munich, rented a car, and drove south under Reginald’s direction. After a half hour, they pulled into an empty parking lot at the foot of a massive hill with a feeling like doom. Karl and the other EU Vampire Council members, who’d said they’d show up but would travel on foot, hadn’t yet arrived.
“Has it occurred to anyone else,” said Nikki, playing with the car’s door handle without opening the door, “that what we’re about to do really isn’t much different from what those nutjobs do when they’ve predicted the end of the world? I mean, it must feel like this. At a certain time, head up to a certain place and wait for a certain hour, at which point some crazy thing is supposed to happen.” 
“Yes,” said Reginald. 
It hadn’t just occurred to him; the idea had more or less consumed him. Over the past two weeks, with the deadline looming, he’d felt as if he were on a bizarre and foolish countdown to destiny. On one side of his mind, he remembered talking to Balestro and he remembered talking to the voice in the anteroom. When those things had happened, he had totally and completely believed in angels and armageddon, and it had all made sense. But now, when he thought about those things or the hill or the end of the vampire world, the other side of his mind dismissed it all and told him that he was a giant retard. That was the terminology it used, too. 
“We were all there, and I totally believe in Reginald’s location-scouting,” said Maurice, leaning forward to stick his head between the front seats. “If Balestro doesn’t show, it’s because he’s ditching us, not because it’s not true.” 
“Maybe this is a cosmic joke,” said Nikki. “Maybe we’re on universal Candid Camera.” She shivered in the chill night, not because she was cold, but because it fit the mood. “I just keep thinking that as sure as we are, so are those doomsayer cults. Where is our Kool Aid?” 
They got out of the car and looked up at the top of the hill, at the huge rock at its top. 
“That’s a big hill,” said Reginald. 
“I’m going to head up,” said Maurice. “Not trying to be rude. I just want to get the jump on things.” 
Reginald and Nikki nodded at him to go ahead, and in less than a second they saw Maurice appear far above, now very small, pacing around the rock. 
“You can go up too,” said Reginald. They’d begun to climb and he was already short on breath. 
“Don’t be a dickhead,” she said, taking his hand. 
The hill was steep. He fought to keep his breath. 
“Want me to carry you?” 
Reginald shook his head. “Leave me some dignity,” he said. 
A few minutes later, Nikki shook her head. “I wasn’t kidding about what I said earlier,” she said. “Part of me very seriously expects that we’ll sit up here all night and nothing will happen, and then we’ll go home in the morning feeling stupid, and life will go on.” 
“That would be okay with me,” said Reginald. 
“I believe in this — in all of it,” she said. “But it’s just so surreal. The world doesn’t end every day. And look around us, Reginald.” She made a sweeping motion with her arms, taking in the sprawling countryside. “The American Council and the American vampires you know didn’t believe us. The Europeans believe us, but hell, who knows if they’ll show? We’re three people in the middle of nowhere in the middle of the night, climbing to a giant sacrificial altar… or something. How often have three people been right and tens of thousands been wrong?” 
“History is created by crazy individuals who believed in something stupid and impossible,” said Reginald. 
“Why is it our job to save the world?” she said. “If we’re right, we shouldn’t have to do this alone.” 
“Karl and the others will show.” 
“Maybe.”
“And we’re not saving the world. I give us a ten percent chance of saving anything, including ourselves. Really, we’re just choosing to be the first to die.” 
“Oh, well, that changes things,” said Nikki. “Now I’m all for it.” 
It took them ten more minutes to reach the top of the hill. The rock, Reginald realized, did look like a giant sacrificial altar, which was unsettling. He mentioned it to Maurice, who knew the history of the area, and Maurice assured him that yes, sacrifices did happen here. It was, in a way, why they were there. 
“I’ll be the one to say it,” said Nikki. “We’re at a place of sacrifice, and we’re not the high priests. Does that implication bother anyone?” 
“I think it’s pretty cool,” said a voice. 
Nikki turned as if her head were on a swivel. She found nothing, but then looked down and located the source of the voice and gave a moan. It was Claire. 
“Claire?” 
“And mom,” said Claire, indicating a second, taller person now arriving at the top of the hill. “I can’t drive. It would be absurd to think I’d just show up here by myself.” 
Reginald was enjoying the look on Nikki’s face. He said, “There’s a scene in one of the Highlander movies — the third one, I think — where someone inexplicably shows up thousands of miles away from home to find someone they know on a random mountaintop. And the first person says to the other, ‘I knew I’d find you here.’” 
“Right,” said Claire. “I knew I’d find you here, Nikki. Reginald. Maurice.” 
Maurice looked much less surprised than Nikki. Nikki looked from one man to the other and stared into their impassive faces. Then she met the eyes of Claire’s mother, Victoria. Victoria introduced herself to Nikki with a smile, as if they were meeting at a coffee shop for lunch. 
“Why are you here, Claire?” said Nikki.
“Reginald called,” she said. 
“What a lovely rock,” said Victoria, touching the stone. 
Nikki shook her head, then turned to Reginald. 
“Let’s not play the game where I act all surprised and try to get the story out of you. How about you just tell me what happened here?” she said. 
“I Skyped Claire. Asked her to put her mother on. Victoria thought it was very strange that her daughter was video chatting with the fat guy from her gymnastics class, but then she understood, and then I suggested they pack up their bags and take a European vacation. And here we are.” 
“When?” said Nikki.
“Last night.” 
“You can’t glamour over video,” said Maurice. “Vampire sociopaths have been trying to do it since the advent of television.”
“Well,” said Reginald, “in that case, I must just have made a really good case for dropping everything, running to the airport, and taking an international flight in order to meet strangers on top of a remote German hilltop at midnight.” 
Maurice’s eyes rolled down, pensive. 
“We saw Dumb and Dumber on the plane,” said Claire. “It was terrible.” 
“It’s dated,” said Reginald. 
“No,” said Claire. “I can tell it was horrible when it was made.”  
“It’s really cold up here all of a sudden,” Victoria said vacantly.
Nikki was pacing. “Why, Reginald? You know why we’re here. This isn’t a tourist trip. We went to such great lengths last time to protect her, and this time she was half a world away and you brought her into the danger zone.” 
“Thanks,” said a new voice. “Now I’m going have ‘Highway to the Danger Zone’ stuck in my head for a week.” The three vampires turned to watch as Kenny Loggins crested the hill. Then Kenny added, “My songs are sticky. How do you think I won all those Grammys?” 
Claire was nonplussed by Loggins’s arrival. She meandered off to find her mother, who’d crossed to the other side of the massive rock so that she could read all of the inscriptions that had been carved into it over the years.
“Kenny,” said Reginald. 
“Reginald,” said Kenny Loggins. 
“Holy crap, it is cold,” said Nikki. 
“Oh, Jesus,” said Maurice. Then, to Reginald: “Why is he here?” 
And Reginald said, “Trust me.” 
A moment later, Reginald was pulling Nikki away from Kenny Loggins and explaining to Loggins that she was no longer human and therefore wouldn’t interest him. Loggins seemed disappointed. Then Victoria and Claire rounded the rock and came back into view. When Kenny Loggins saw them, he was so shocked that he turned into Hervé Villechaize. 
“Um,” said Hervé Villechaize. He was so small that he could have hidden behind Reginald’s legs, so he did until Reginald stepped away and kicked him, figuring he owed him one anyway for the treadmill prank last month. 
“Hello,” said Claire. 
“Hello,” said Victoria, bending forward at the waist to meet Villechaize eye-to-eye. 
“Hey,” said Villechaize, shaking her hand. “I’ve never met you before.” 
 Nikki put a hand on Reginald’s shoulder and turned him away from the group. Maurice would be able to hear what she said, of course, but the woman, the girl, and Villechaize wouldn’t.
“Help me out here,” she said. 
“Look,” said Reginald. “They’ll be safe. They’re on the winning side, remember?” 
“But whyyyy,” Nikki whined. This had to be exhausting for her. Not physically, but mentally. Reginald himself, on the other hand, finally felt like he was hitting his stride. 
“The angels want evolution, right? Well, I’ve formed a friendly relationship with someone I was supposed to feed on. And in turn, she kept me alive.” 
“You can hardly be the first vampire who’s done that,” she said. 
Reginald shrugged. “Claire can be quite persuasive,” he said. “Besides, we have nothing else. No harm, no foul. I even paid for their flight and hotel using Walker’s credit card.” 
Nikki eyed him. It was most definitely an eyeing, seeming to bore into him and ask if he was really telling her the truth. 
“And Kenny Loggins?” She looked over, then looked back after realizing that Loggins had made a change. “I mean, the midget?” she amended, giving no indication that she found Kenny Loggins, Hervé Villechaize, or one becoming the other at all odd. 
“That’s Altus. He’s an incubus. Shape shifter and seducer of women. I’d keep your distance. You’ll be immune as a vampire, but he’s still an asshole.” 
“Incubus? I thought they were women.” 
“That’s a succubus. Incubi are male. They screw women in the night. You should read the accounts. The way it’s written, it’s like a surprise, like these women turn around and suddenly realize they’d been screwed by a demon, and are all like, ‘Dammit, not again!’” 
“They’re like a shape-shifting Todd Walker,” said Nikki. 
“Exactly.” 
“So why is he here?” 
Reginald shrugged. “Comic relief?” 
Behind them, Victoria was telling Hervé Villechaize, “I loved you in Fantasy Island.” Villechaize was trying to slink away, to hide behind Maurice. Maurice didn’t owe him for a treadmill prank, but he kicked him repeatedly anyway. Again and again. And again. The woman and girl either didn’t notice the overt violence or didn’t care. 
Suddenly, the entire hilltop seemed to come alive. The rock shook, and Hervé Villechaize fell to the ground, the impact jarring him into what seemed to be Altus’s default shape of a good-looking tall man with shoulder-length dark blonde hair. 
Smoke and fire belched from nowhere, and a shape began to resolve in front of them. Victoria watched the giant rock altar with a wide grin plastered on her face as if she were watching a stage show. Claire looked enraptured, as if she’d never seen anything so engaging. Reginald thought dimly that her awe had to be magnified if the last thing she’d seen was Dumb and Dumber. 
When the fire was gone and the smoke had dwindled to a few remaining wisps curling into the night sky, the imposing figure of Balestro in his familiar scary old man shape stood in front of them. He looked the same as the last time Reginald had seen him — white-haired, with very severe eyes. He trained the eyes on each one of them in turn. 
“I come today as a representative of the founding Six, who fell from grace, who created Cain and Abel, who set the game in motion aeons past, who…”
“Yeah, we got this already,” said Reginald. 
Balestro stopped, then re-gathered himself. “Your time has expired. You understand?” 
“I understand.” 
“And you lay down willingly?” 
“Not at all. I offer myself as an agent of evolution for the vampire species. You’re all omniscient and stuff. You can see what’s in my mind?” 
“Of course,” said Balestro. 
“So… then you know how awesome it is. Check it out. Pretty good, right?” 
“I guess.” 
Maurice whispered in his ear, asking just what the hell he was doing. 
“Showing off,” said Reginald. Then to the angel, he said, “Check this out.” 
He reached down, placed one oddly-shaped rock at his foot, precariously balanced a second rock on top of the first, then found a third rock and balanced it on top. The rickety tower of three looked ready to fall when Reginald grabbed the top rock and kicked his legs up so that he was doing a one-handed handstand on top of the rocks, all of which had become perfectly still and balanced.
“Neat trick,” said the angel, unamused. 
“That’s nothing,” said Reginald. “Give me two numbers.” He was still upside down, but now he was scissoring his legs as if doing an upside-down jig. A coin had appeared in his free hand. He held the hand out to the side and made the coin jump across his knuckles. Then the coin hopped into the air and landed back on his hand. He said, without looking at the coin, “Heads.” Then he flipped the coin again. “Heads.” Again. “Tails.” 
“That’s amazing,” said Altus. Then, to the angel, he said, “He’s getting these right. It’s aweso…” 
“Enough!” said the angel.
“Heads. Tails. Tails.” 
“And you are?” said Victoria, extending a hand to the angel on the altar. 
Nikki tugged at Reginald’s pantleg, which was falling down, exposing his long black socks and hairy calves. “Get down! He’s just getting pissed off.” 
“Oh no,” said Reginald. “I’ve pissed off someone who’s going to kill us all no matter what we do?” 
“Stop it!”
Maurice was pacing, taking in the scene: fiery Balestro, upside-down Reginald, protesting Nikki, perplexed Altus, polite Victoria, and interested Claire. He put his hand to his chin, thinking. 
“Hey Maurice,” said Reginald. “Tell Mr. Balestro about how you drove off four fellow vampires and then turned me to save me, out of compassion for someone who was supposed to be prey. Tell him about how I saved Claire here.” 
Claire scoffed. “You didn’t save me.” 
“How I’ve resisted biting Claire today, despite all the chances she’s given me,” Reginald clarified. 
“Yeah,” Claire said to the angel, seeming to realize that impressing the man on the altar was important.
“And he’s a good gymnast,” Victoria added helpfully.  
“Tell me,” Reginald said to the angel, hopping off of his rock tower and back onto his feet. “What would you have wanted of us?”
“We have given you your answers already,” said Balestro. 
“I see. So… development. Evolution. Not just numbers, but the ability to adapt, change and grow. Right?”
Balestro looked uncertain for a moment. “Yes. But it is too late. You have stagnated. You are a failed experiment.” 
“That’s so hurtful,” said Reginald. He pouted. “Look around. We’re quite evolved. All three of us. Hell, Nikki opted to become one of us just two weeks before you were due to kill us all. If that’s not a statement of belief in the future of the species, I don’t know what is.” 
“You’re three,” said Balestro, “out of seventy thousand.” 
“Fourteen thousand and three,” said a voice behind them. It was Karl, and with him were the twelve members of the European Vampire Council. Karl’s hair was done up high and extravagant, dyed white, surely a conscious homage to Gary Oldman’s portrayal of Count Dracula. 
Balestro looked furious. 
“Technically thirteen only today,” Karl said, “but we number over fourteen thousand in the EU. We speak for them. East will come along. So maybe you kill just the American vampires. They started Twilight.”
“Karl!” Maurice hissed. 
“Okay, fine,” he said. “You kill nobody.”  
Reginald saw Balestro’s eyes flash red. The old body in front of them was just a skin, and behind it was the power of Heaven, or Hell, or both. Reginald felt sure that if any of them were to attack the body, Balestro could become a pillar of fire able to lay waste to the Earth. 
“Promising change does not change the game,” said Balestro. “Promising change does not guarantee change. It does not alter the losing position of your pieces.” 
Karl wrapped his arms around his torso and said, “Why is it so damned cold up here?” 
“You gave us thirty days,” said Reginald. “That’s not enough time. It’s only enough time to decide. To persuade. And we’re persuaded and can persuade more. Now we know what you want and you’ve shown what you can do. Let us, en masse, convince the rest. Give us time to do what you want of us.”
“It’s too late.” 
“You choose to forfeit? You choose to willingly give up, now, when you have the promise of fourteen thousand people?” 
“Promises,” said Balestro. He said it like it was an obscenity. 
“And you’re just one. We’ve given you new information. There are six of you. You can make this decision by yourself, isolated in human form?” 
“Go ahead,” said Karl. “Take a thousand years to decide. And if you have to kill the American vampires, is okay.” 
“Karl!” Maurice hissed. 
Karl shrugged. “I’m just saying, I’m okay for compromise if needed.” 
Balestro appeared indecisive. It was Reginald’s mention of the other angels that had done it. According to lore, the Six always made decisions in joint, and Reginald and Karl had added to the equation. He’d no longer be carrying out a decided-upon directive if he laid waste to the vampires of the world without returning to the anteroom first. He’d be making a unilateral decision to ignore new information. 
“No,” said Balestro. “We are no longer willing to support you, and you are unworthy to represent us.” 
He raised his hands. Reginald could feel a charge run through the air. The hair on the back of his neck, on his arms, even on his head began to stand up. He looked to Nikki and Maurice. They’d felt it too. 
A breeze began to stir, and a fire began to swirl on the horizon to the east. Then to the north. Then to the west. And then they watched as they were surrounded by a ring of fire. But it wasn’t fire at all. It was some kind of energy. Altus, Claire, and Victoria couldn’t see it. Reginald could tell that much by looking at them. The fire was only for vampire eyes. He wondered if every vampire in the world was seeing it. He wondered if every vampire in the world could, right now, hear the angel’s voice in their heads, as he could, as Balestro began counting down in their minds.
Ten. Nine.
“Okay,” said Reginald. “Then I’d like to introduce you to Claire.” And Reginald put a hand on Claire’s shoulder. 
Balestro kept his hands high. The fire grew. The voice became louder: Seven. Six.
“And her mother,” said Reginald, extending a hand, palm up, toward Victoria. 
Four.
“And her father, of course.” 
Three. 
Balestro lowered his hands. The fire receded a bit, waiting. The countdown stopped. 
Reginald’s other hand had extended in the other direction, now pointing at Altus the incubus. 
The countdown stopped. The fire waited, now changing from a fiery red to a quiescent blue. Reginald could almost feel all of the world’s vampires waiting, watching. 
“It is true,” said Balestro. 
Behind them, Karl barked laughter. 
“What?” said Claire. 
“Claire,” said Victoria suddenly. “Why aren’t you wearing a coat?” 
Reginald went down on one knee and turned Claire around, both of his hands on her shoulders. 
“Claire,” he said. “Six months ago, I spent an hour in the middle of every night in your living room, watching TV while your mother slept upstairs. Not once did she wake up. Not once did she come down. Not once did she stir. Didn’t that strike you as strange?” 
“She was drunk,” said Claire. 
“No. She was under the influence, but not of alcohol. Not all of the time, anyway.” He looked up at Altus. Claire’s gaze followed his, and Altus turned around, suddenly very interested in the stone altar. 
“She didn’t recently get clean,” he said. “She recently became free. When she lost her job, the thing that has had a hold over her for your entire life stopped seeing her walk by the place where it lives, and it lost interest, and it moved to someone else, and it let her go. It wasn’t her fault, Claire.” 
He let go of her shoulders and she turned, taking her glamoured mother by the hand. 
Balestro looked down at Claire. He said, “Speak.” 
“Um… what?” 
Nikki’s lips were at Reginald’s ear. “What just happened?” 
Maurice was looking at Reginald with curiosity, as were several members of the EU Council. So, loud enough for everyone to hear, Reginald told Nikki, “Usually, incubi just toy with women, getting their rocks off. They seldom get women pregnant, and when they do, the children never make it to full term. So far, so good, Altus?” 
Altus nodded self-consciously. 
“Except for one time,” said Karl, moving up to stand next to Reginald. “Only one time, an incubus had a child of a woman. The child’s name was Merlin.” 
“What?” said Claire. 
“Speak,” repeated Balestro, looking down. 
“What does he want me to do?” Claire whispered to Reginald. 
“He wants you to do the one thing he can’t,” said Reginald. “He wants you to tell the future.” 




 
PRESCIENT
 
 
THE BLUE RING OF FIRE continued to circle, continued to churn. Claire looked up at Reginald, then at the angel. Reginald gave her a small nod. 
“Uh…” said Claire. 
“If you have nothing to say,” said Balestro, “we’ll continue.” 
“Uh…” said Claire. She tugged on her mother’s pantleg. Victoria looked down, a wide smile on her face. Finding no help there, Claire looked back at Reginald. 
“Fine,” said Balestro. He raised his hands again. The fire swelled. 
“Wait!” said Claire. 
Balestro lowered his hands. The fire shrunk again, became blue again. 
“It’s like Reginald said. They’re going to evolve. He’ll… uh… he’ll show them the way.” 
“What way?” 
“The smart way.” She waved her hands around in mystical-looking spirals. “It is thus predicted. Shazam.” 
Balestro looked up at Reginald. Squinted. Then he looked back at Claire. 
“Tell me more,” he said. 
“There’s… uh… a great change coming. A war, between humans and vampires.” She looked up, having caught Reginald making sharp head-shaking motions and drawing a finger across his throat. “Wait. Not really a war,” she continued. “Like a skirmish. Yes. I see it now in the third eye. It’ll be all good. And then there will be change. Like, you know, good change.” 
“A war?” said Balestro. 
“Just a little one. Nothing to get worked up about. I mean, just a few skirmishes to, like, clear out the pipes, you know? Shake things up. There will be… uh… bad vampires. And… like, some good ones. But…” Her eyes jumped open as if something brilliant had just occurred to her. “Oh! Like, lots of evolved ones, like, you know, evolved vampires. Like Reginald! And they’ll use their big brains and become more. Uh… Like, they’ll invent stuff like that True Blood blood substitute or whatever, which isn’t to say that they’ll be, like, sellouts, you understand… but, like, that makes them more flexible.” She looked at the angel, met his icy glare. “But they’ll still be evil! Not too evil. Like, the perfect amount of evil. Like, what I’m saying is, here: They’ll be the hunters they’re supposed to be, and they’ll drink blood and be eternal and all, but they won’t be assholes. Oh, sorry, Mom. They won’t be jerks, I mean. They’ll… what?” 
She turned her head to look at Reginald, who was doing an odd dance with his chin held high and his lips pursed, his expression superior, his hands tugging at imaginary tuxedo lapels. Then he made big X motions over himself. He stopped when Balestro looked over. 
 “And the vampires will… not be fancy? They won’t be… uh… gay? No! No, I guess they’ll be gay sometimes.” Her eyes were darting back and forth between Reginald and Balestro, trying to read a frantic game of charades. 
“Pompous!” she yelled, suddenly triumphant. “Yeah, that’s what it was… uh… I mean, what ‘the eye’ was trying to tell me. All the stuff they do now, with, like, trying to be some sort of a super race, that’s over. Like, in the near future.”
Balestro thought for a second. Then he said, “Why?” 
“Why what?” 
“Your… vision… says that vampires are going to stop pursuing a bottleneck of perfection. If this is true, why would it be?” 
“I don’t know,” said Claire, offended. “I don’t write the songs. I just play them.” 
“I’m sure it’s because they recognize that evolution doesn’t come from the bottleneck you mention,” said Reginald. He dropped his eyes to the ground when Balestro snapped his head over to look at him. 
“Yeah,” said Claire. “I see Reginald leading a lot of this stuff, so there you go.” She made jazz hands. “Booga-booga.” 
Balestro stood tall on the altar. The blue fire continued to roil. Reginald watched it, seeing it boil past trees and rocks and leaving them untouched. It was in his mind. It was in all of their minds. What would happen if Balestro unleashed it? Would vampires simply explode? Or would they have the vampire equivalents of embolisms, quietly breaking inside and falling apart? He could feel Maurice’s consciousness inside of his mind — and now, joining it, Nikki’s as well. Through Maurice, he could sense dozens of others, and through them, scores of others. A giant family tree stretched below him in the recesses of his mind, and he was sure — yes, sure now — that every vampire alive was watching the ring of fire wherever they were, knowing exactly what it was, waiting to see what would happen. 
“I can’t read her,” said Balestro, looking down at Claire.
“Strange,” said Reginald. “I can.” 
“I couldn’t read Merlin either,” said Balestro. Then he looked at Reginald. “But you, I can read.” He looked at Maurice. “And you. And the rest of you.” He sighed. Reginald wondered if sighing was a human affect, something he did because it was a habit of the flesh. Did angels sigh in Heaven? 
The fire blinked out like an exhausted gas flame and was gone. 
“You, I can read,” Balestro repeated. And then, without warning, something came out of Balestro and blew through Reginald like a shotgun blast. He felt his head come off, watched as his vision went a brilliant white and then black. The world spun and he hit the ground, his head an arm’s length away, and he could see it now, and he reached out his hand for it and his neck was ragged and bleeding and he could feel his pulse, could feel his life leaving him, and then… 
And then he was standing where he’d been a moment earlier, intact, and nothing had happened after all. 
But something had happened. But something had changed. 
“We will be watching,” said Balestro. 
And then, accompanied by the fire and light show that had heralded his arrival, he was gone. 




 
28 DAYS
LATER
 
 
“YOU ARE THE BIGGEST NERD ever,” said Nikki. “You’ve got carte blanche to do whatever you want with a hot girl, and this is how you spend it.” 
“Shut up,” said Reginald. His fingers touched ceramic, backed off, touched it again. 
Nikki grabbed the front of her shirt and jiggled her breasts dramatically. 
“Stop it. I’m trying to think,” he said. 
“See? Right there. The fact that you care about the game at all proves your nerdness. I’ll bet I could get action if I had giant cinnamon buns on the side of my head like Princess Leia. Let’s lay down on this board and get nasty.” 
“There’s a war on,” said Reginald. “Is that all you can think of?” 
“There’s not a war on,” said Nikki. 
“Give it time.” 
Reginald’s intuition on the hilltop had proven correct. Whatever Balestro had done with the ring of fire was evidence of Balestro’s — and, presumably, the others’ — dominion over their creations. Every vampire he’d encountered in the days following the hilltop events had seen the blue ring of flame. Every one knew exactly what it had been: Extinction. There was nothing they could have done about it. The phenomenon was psychic, inside of their collective minds. There was no way to fight something that came from within. They were only alive because Balestro had let them live. Because he had chosen, not because of anything else. 
“She was just making it up,” said Nikki. “It’s a talent that girls around you seem to be required to learn.” 
“She thought she was,” said Reginald. “But I doubt she actually was. She has power she doesn’t recognize yet. I wasn’t making it up about Altus and Claire. Balestro would have known if I was. The second master wizard ever and I’m already in good with her. What are the chances?” 
“Exactly. What are the chances?” 
Reginald sat up from his semi-reclined position and ate one of the cheese nachos on the plate at his side. “Impossible chances. It could really only have happened by plan.” 
“How?” 
“What am I, an angel?” 
Nikki leaned forward and kissed him. “I’m not rising to that rather obvious dig for a compliment,” she said. “But nice try.” 
Reginald made his move. Rather quickly, Nikki made her answering move, and then started tapping her fingers on the table, indicating that Reginald should hurry up yet again. 
“Don’t rush me.” 
“Come on, smarty pants,” she said. 
He moved his lips against each other, thoughtfully. 
Then she said, “You really think there’s a war coming?” 
“There’s something coming. You’ve seen the Council. Bunch of idiots. It’s like they were given a choice between right or left and were told that left led off a cliff. And so they chose to go up.” 
“I don’t understand that metaphor. As usual.” 
“Exactly. It doesn’t make sense.” 
Nikki waited for elaboration. None came. 
“Charles, with his little crusade. You think he’s trouble?” 
Reginald scoffed. “Come on! You’re prescient enough to know the answer to that. Charles, like so many of our other friends, has taken the simplest set of directions in the world and read them incorrectly.”
“Ah,” said Nikki. “That’s him ‘going up’ instead of going right or even left, in your metaphor.” 
“Correct.” 
“Because he’s going the wrong way. Because he read the directions wrong.” 
“Exactly.” 
“It’s as if you had a wagon full of hay, and suddenly Al Roker showed up,” said Nikki. “That’s a perfect metaphor for the situation.” 
Reginald ignored her. 
“Are you ever going to move?” she said. 
Reginald placed his hand on his remaining rook and moved it across the board, to check Nikki’s king. 
“Check.” 
Nikki moved. Reginald countered. 
“Check,” he said again. 
Nikki threw her hands up and hooted. Then she moved her queen in front of her king, checkmating Reginald’s king. 
“Nikki one, Reginald one hundred!” she hooted. “I’m hot on your tail, baby!” 
Reginald smirked, tipped his king, and sat up. “Well done, Nik.” 
“You owe me first bite.” 
Reginald tipped his head to the side, exposing his neck as a tease, then cocked it back to neutral and smiled. 
Nikki batted her eyelashes. “Should I put cinnamon buns on the sides of my head?” 
“That would be so hot,” he said, smiling. Then the smile melted away. “Seriously. Do you have any cinnamon buns? Don’t put them on your hair, though. That would be gross. On a plate is fine.” 
“I don’t want a cinnamon bun. I’ve lost my taste for everything but coffee. I want your blood, and then I want to go out and feed for real. I’ll catch you a nice young man.” 
“The buns are both for me,” said Reginald. Then, because it was an obvious move, he reached out and grabbed her buns as she stood from her chair. Then he got up, and he followed her. 
Inside of Reginald’s head, Balestro’s gift pulsed like a second heart. 




 
FAT VAMPIRE 3: ALL YOU CAN EAT




 
STRIPPERS
 
 
REGINALD WAS GETTING TIRED OF bumping into strippers. 
“Hey,” he said to one of them the fourth time he ran into her next to the island in his kitchen, “you’re going to have to stop getting between me and my refrigerator.” And then he flashed his fangs at her. 
“Are you a vampire?” said the girl. 
“Yes.” 
“My manager is a vampire,” she said. 
The stripper’s manager was across the room, wedged between the ottoman and the wall. His name was Vito and he had a giant feather in his hat. He was as much a vampire as Reginald was a swimsuit model. And Reginald, who would be three hundred and fifty pounds of bloodsucker until the end of his nearly-immortal life, was no swimsuit model.  
Nikki raised her arm from across the room. “Hey, Raven Exotica,” she said. “Come on over here, dear.” 
Raven Exotica, whose real name Reginald suspected might not actually be Raven Exotica, walked over to Nikki. Nikki guided the girl down to the floor, bent over her neck, and sank her fangs into her. Blood welled under Nikki’s lips. A small red drop snaked its way into the hollow at the base of her neck. 
“Don’t kill her,” said Reginald. “Just keep her out of my way. I had a tone there for a second, but don’t go interpreting that as me desiring murder.” 
Reginald had learned a lot about being a vampire in the eleven months he’d been one, and one handy tip was that it was almost always a bad idea to drain humans until they were dead. You sucked out a bit more blood than the Red Cross would, you sealed the wound with a drop of your own blood, you glamoured them into forgetting you, and you sent them on their way. Doing it that way was much cleaner than murder, and usually invited no comeuppance from the authorities. 
These days, the “sip and ship” method of feeding was the norm. There were still vampires who killed, of course, but most of them were sociopaths who would have snapped (or did snap) back when they were human. It was perfectly legal by vampire law to kill humans, but it was increasingly frowned upon. Once, Nikki had compared killing humans to smoking. It was still acceptable, but less and less in vogue as the years went on. 
Sipping and shipping also sat well with Reginald’s conscience. Less than a year ago, Reginald had been human. Just a few months ago, Nikki had been human. They’d been upstanding people back then, and the fact that they now needed human blood to survive hadn’t changed the fact that neither enjoyed spilling it unnecessarily. 
“I’m not going to kill her,” said Nikki, rolling her eyes. Before being turned, Nikki was the kind of person who caught spiders in her house and released them outside rather than stepping on them. 
Reginald walked over to where Nikki was slumped with Raven Exotica. “I know you wouldn’t do it intentionally, but…” he began. He indicated the girl, who had collapsed into a limp rag as Nikki drank from her. “Just look at her color. She’s as empty as a spent juice box.” He pointed to the brunette in hot pants who had fallen under the dining room table. “That one is the fullest if you’re still hungry. But the real question is, how the hell can you still be hungry?” 
“I’m just ravenous,” said Nikki. She pulled her fangs out of Raven Exotica, licked them clean, then reluctantly drew a drop of blood from her finger to heal the wounds on the girl’s neck. “Food and sex. Sex and food. It’s all I can think about. Maurice said this would pass.” 
But it hadn’t passed, despite what Maurice had said. Nikki was young as a vampire, but she was well past infancy — a time that often engendered extreme thirst, both literal and sexual — and hence should have found it easier to be sated. But that hadn’t happened. She still fed constantly, often going on three- or four-human binges, draining them well below Reginald’s comfort level despite her compassionate nature. 
Reginald thought he might have an idea what the problem was. He suspected that her thirst might be mental rather than physical. It was a topic that Reginald, who was currently heating taquitos despite the fact that he knew they’d pass through his vampire system almost unaltered, knew a thing or two about. 
Reginald sometimes wondered if his weakness and slowness (he was only as strong and fast as a moderately fit human) had anything to do with the way he ate. He only took in enough blood to keep him alive, and constantly ate human food that tasted good but did nothing for him. Several times, to answer this question, he’d gone on a vampire diet. He wanted to ingest only healthy blood for two weeks to see if it made a difference, but he never made it through both weeks. He always ended up ordering Chinese food before the third day drew to a close.
For what it was worth, Maurice told him that changing his diet wouldn’t make a difference. Reginald was stuck with the body he’d had as a human, and the only thing that would make him stronger or faster was time. A lot of time. Maurice couldn’t say how much time was “a lot,” but Maurice’s perception was warped anyway. He’d been alive for more than two thousand years and thought of decades like most people thought of weeks. 
Nikki crawled over to the girl under the dining room table. “Chaaaaaastity,” she cooed. The girl looked over, then passed out. Reginald was going to need to watch her. Nikki was stronger than she knew, faster than she knew, and thirstier than her level of restraint seemed to realize. 
Nikki did all of the hunting in the house. Because she was in a relationship with Reginald, she could only feed on women unless she wanted to appear unfaithful, so she did — often in groups. But whenever Reginald would allow it, Nikki would bring home a man for him. Reginald always acted as if he were a child being given medicine when it was time for him to feed. He said that blood was warm and gross. And what’s more, he said he didn’t like putting his lips on men’s necks. 
“I know it’s crazy, but it’s true.” He told her. “In fact, if you can believe it, I almost never put my mouth on a man’s neck when I was human.” 
Nikki, who’d always been a health nut, was undeterred. Rather than trying to force vampire habits on Reginald, she tried to work around them. 
Once, for Reginald’s birthday, she took a nursing class to learn how to start a needle in a donor’s arm to collect blood. She bought the necessary supplies and then brought a man home, glamoured him, sat him in a chair, and began to collect his blood into Reginald’s favorite coffee mug. It hadn’t gone well. Nikki was terrible at glamouring, and her spell broke just after she’d started the needle but before she’d attached tubing to it. The terrified man had run around Reginald’s living room, spraying the walls, floor, and couch with gore before Nikki drove him into a corner and knocked him unconscious with a chair. 
When Reginald came home, Nikki, her hair askew and her clothing torn, had presented Reginald with a chilled cup and a smile. She’d stirred cocoa and Stevia into the donor’s blood and had added a stick of cinnamon as a stirrer. She’d even topped  the cup with whipped cream. But Reginald, who’d just returned from a particularly frustrating errand, saw only his blood-covered living room and began complaining that his favorite coffee cup had now been befouled with blood. Nikki threw the cup through Reginald’s television and stalked out, shouting behind her that Reginald could do his own goddamn hunting from here on out. 
Reginald later apologized, but Nikki hadn’t tried to play nurse again. Instead, she occasionally brought home two or three women and one or zero men, and it was up to Reginald to do his part to get his dinner. She didn’t care if he didn’t want to eat, she told him. If that’s how he wanted to be, he could just starve. 
The final stripper returned from the bathroom, where Reginald later learned she’d gone in order to bleed all over his towels. Her name was Precious and she was just as drained as Raven Exotica. Reginald realized that he’d have to get them out of here very soon. He’d have to take them away before Nikki’s hunger overcame her moral imperative to not accidentally kill people. 
Then something dawned on him. 
“Nikki, how did you get these people here?” he asked
“I writhed around one of the poles at the strip joint and told them I wanted to party. Who could resist this?” She ran a hand down her front, giggling as the hand reached her breasts. 
“You didn’t glamour them?” 
“You remember what happened with the guy with the needle in his arm. I’ve pretty much given up glamouring. I rely on my innate glamour.” 
Reginald put his hands on his hips. “Well, guess what?” he said. “I didn’t glamour them either.”
Nikki looked at the four humans, her mouth opening. Across the room, Vito, the strippers’ manager, succumbed to the ottoman and fell against the wall, where his face left a red smear. 
“Wait…” she began.
“That’s right. You’re not looking at glamour-stupid people here. You’re looking at serious, garden-variety anemia,” said Reginald. 
The stripper under the table tried to stand, rapped her head on the table’s underside, and collapsed. On the floor behind the ottoman, Vito said, “Did I leave the iron on?”
“Oh,” said Nikki.
“Not good, my darling,” said Reginald. 
“Oh.” 
“If they’d gotten away…” 
“I know, I know.” 
But it was hard to be mad at her, because she was so clearly just being what she was: A vampire’s vampire, from head to toe. It was ironic that they’d been a part of that whole episode a few months back — wherein vampires were accused of “losing the game against humans” — because Nikki, with her compulsive blood lust, was poised to win that particular game all by herself. Too bad doing so would put her on the wrong side. 
Reginald rounded up the humans, sat them up against the wall, and met their eyes one by one. He told them an acceptable story about what had happened to them tonight, changed them into Salvation Army clothes that were in the storage closet for just such blood-soaked nights, and gave each a cookie. 
“Like blood donors,” said Nikki, watching the humans gum the cookies. 
“Better than nothing.” 
“I’m sorry,” she said. 
“It’s okay. I doubt they were ever any danger to us. Glamouring them was like glamouring a sponge. It was like using a sledgehammer to tune a piano.” 
“I don’t understand that metaphor,” said Nikki. 
“I know.” 
“Maybe I should go see a vampire doctor about my problem.” 
“Nah, it’s cool,” said Reginald. “A lot of healthy people don’t understand my metaphors.” 
They stared at the humans. 
“We have to get them out of here. But if we carry them through the streets…” Reginald began.
“Garage,” said Nikki. 
Nikki carried the humans in a giant tottering pile by herself, seemingly as penance. It was like carrying too much laundry. Raven Exotica kept falling off the top of the pile, and Nikki kept stooping to grab her and toss her back up. 
Once in the garage, Nikki arranged the four people in Reginald’s car like she was playing dolls. Reginald noticed that she’d placed Precious’s hand on Vito’s crotch and decided that it was probably subconscious. Recently, in the grips of her neverending vampire hunger and horniness, she’d been buying porn without realizing she was doing it. She kept handing Hustler magazines to Reginald and saying, “I got you the new copy of Wired.” 
“I’ll take them,” she said. “I’ll drop them off at the bowling alley.” 
“Nice. Lots of strippers hanging out behind the bowling alley?” 
She gestured vaguely at the car. “Three of them anyway, plus their pimp.” 
“Manager.” 
“Sure. Manager.” 
She climbed into the car, opened the garage door to the dark night, and rolled down the window. 
“Want me to come with you?” said Reginald, leaning down. 
“Actually, no. I need the time. What happened tonight… it bothers me.” 
“Why?” 
“It makes me wonder if I’m any different from the rest of them. From the assholes who tried to execute you.” 
Reginald shrugged. “You’re a vampire. You were training and preparing to be a vampire for years before you became one. You knew the deal. This is who you are now. Maybe it’s who you always were.” 
She looked away. “Don’t say that.” 
He reached through the window and put his hand on her arm. “Nikki. You’re still a good person.” 
She shook her head and shifted the car into reverse. “That’s exactly the problem, Reginald,” she said. “I’m not a person at all anymore.” 




 
BAD
NEWS
 
 
NIKKI RETURNED IN BETTER SPIRITS. Reginald took it as a temporary reprieve. 
Ever since being turned, Nikki had been subject to mood swings. Reginald wasn’t sure what his role was supposed to be in helping her through her rough patches, or even if he had a role at all. She’d been turned right before the now-infamous “Ring of Fire” incident, and he’d feared even then that she was making an ill-informed, emotionally rushed decision. They’d had a few weeks of whirlwind activity followed by the almost-end-of-the-vampire-world, and after that, as things returned to their current state of abnormal normal, cracks in her armor had started to appear. 
It was hard to blame her for being up and down. These days were enough to give even the most stalwart vampire pause. So Reginald decided to do the American thing and ignore it, hoping  that the problem would go away on its own. 
“They’re happy,” she reported, referring to the four anemic people she’d schlepped to the bowling alley. “I bought them Chunkies.” 
“Like, fat people?” said Reginald. 
“Candy bars. Chunky. I thought you were a connoisseur.” Then she looked from Reginald to the other side of the room, where Reginald had forgotten the TV was on. He didn’t want her to see the news program he’d been watching, so he quickly clicked to another channel. 
Nikki gave him a sarcastic smile that said, You’ve got to be kidding me. “Turn it back,” she said. 
“Nikki…” 
“I’m not as fragile as you think I am. I’m a big girl. Now turn it back to the news or I’m going to screw you until you die, even if you can’t die.”
“Um…?”
“That was supposed to be an ominous threat. I forget why.” Then she looked at a plate that was sitting on the end table. Reginald’s taquitos had finished cooking while she was taking out the trash, and he was eating them with guacamole and sour cream.
“Taquitos,” she said. 
“Shut up, mom,” said Reginald. 
“It can’t be healthy, the way you eat.” 
“I’m a vampire. Is this food going to kill me again?” 
“Exactly. You’re a vampire.”
“I ate a whole dude earlier!”
She shook her head, as if he were a lost cause. 
“I also just ordered a pizza from that all-night place,” he added. “It will arrive shortly.”
“How the hell can you still be hungry?”
“Really?” he said. “Three hookers you ate. Three.” 
“Strippers.”
“Give them a year,” he said. 
Reginald was in the middle of the couch. He had to reach all the way across the rightmost cushion to reach his plate of taquitos, which he did as Nikki stared at him. He supposed he should have moved the plate to the coffee table, but that seemed like entirely too much work. 
Nikki picked up a throw pillow that was occupying the non-taquito side of the couch and tossed it onto a recliner. “Move over, fatass,” she said, pushing him aside with her rear. Then she plopped down next to him, very close. Reginald was normally possessive about his personal space, but that didn’t apply to Nikki. She leaned over and wrapped an arm around him.
“I’m serious about the TV,” she said. “Please stop protecting me.” 
“It’s just more of the same. Humans misinterpreting things, vampires being murdering fuckers. Neither of us need to hear about it. That includes me.” 
“Flip it back.” 
With a sigh, Reginald raised the remote and flipped back to the news. 
On the screen, a newswoman with an immobile blonde hairdo was saying, “… south wing, and spread across the rest of the building quickly. Authorities are blaming a gas leak combined with improper ventilation for the spread of the fire…” 
“Gas leak again,” said Reginald. “Same as the time the roof blew off of the Council building. Why do humans blame everything they can’t explain on gas leaks?” 
“Shhh,” said Nikki. 
“… almost fifty fatalities. Henry Jacobs is live on the scene. What’s the mood like there, Henry?” 
The screen changed. The woman with the immobile hairdo was replaced by a man with an immobile hairdo. 
“Wendy, the only word for it is ‘devastated.’ This neighborhood has been shaken by a tragedy of tremendous magnitude. Forty-seven people died last night when what used to be the Tremont Hills apartment building, behind me, caught on fire. Those who escaped are dumbfounded. Eyewitnesses say that the fire didn’t seem to spread rapidly from the outside, suggesting that many of the deaths were due to smoke, blocked exits, or simply failing to get out in time. Those outside waited and waited for more people to emerge, but they never did.” 
“They’ll get wise to it,” said Reginald. “In fact, I’d bet the authorities that matter already are. You can tell whether people died in a fire or whether they were killed beforehand. They just must not want to alarm the public.” 
“Wise to what, though?” said Nikki. “They don’t know what they’re looking at. They might get that the fire was started to cover up something else. But drained, bitten people? What will that mean to them?” 
“Hmm.” 
“We should do something,” she said. 
“Do what, exactly?” said Reginald. “There’s nothing illegal going on here. Not by vampire law, anyway.” 
Nikki shook her head. “Murderers. We’ve become murderers.” 
“If by ‘we’ you mean ‘vampires,’ then ‘we’ have always been murderers. You joined this club willingly, my dear.” 
“To sip and ship. No respectable, sensible vampire kills people outright anymore. It’s too hard to get away with, and it’s just plain wrong.” 
Reginald nodded. Eleven months ago, he’d been a human. Every vampire had once been a human. But it changed nothing. How quickly some vampires forgot their human roots, and raised themselves above those they hunted. 
“It’s not as hard to get away with as you’d think, apparently,” said Reginald, gesturing at the TV. “If you kill fast enough, they can’t keep up. Or if enough parties are doing the killing, they can’t pin any one of them down.” 
And that was the bigger problem. One killer could be caught. A race of killers was much harder to put a finger on. Since the Ring of Fire, the Vampire Nation as a whole had been absolutely terrified. Vampires seemed to feel that they had dodged a bullet, and that the end of their kind was looming if they failed to do what the angels wanted. The problem was that nobody knew what the angels wanted. Balestro and his kind had been mute since that night on the German hilltop. So the Nation panicked and the Nation fretted, and eventually the Nation begged to be told what to do in order to quell their terror — and vampires like Charles Barkley were all too eager to provide that direction.
Charles, prominent on the Council since Maurice deposed Logan, had stepped up with a three-stage plan designed to “right the game” that vampires were playing against humans, thus saving the species. Stage one was to kill and turn humans. Stage two was to kill and turn humans. Stage three was to kill humans, and maybe turn them. 
“I can’t watch this,” said Nikki.
“I told you.” 
“And what kills me is that I’m part of the problem.” 
“No you’re not. You’re different.” 
“I’ve spilled my share of blood.” 
“Sip and ship,” said Reginald. “It’s no different for them than donating blood. They’re just donating it to us.” 
She shook her head. “I was always conflicted as a human, Reginald. I loved animals, but I ate meat. How could I justify that? I couldn’t. But I just let it go. I ate meat and I loved animals and I pretended that there wasn’t a conflict. And now I’m a vampire who is aghast at all of this murder, and yet I drink their blood.” 
Reginald shrugged. There was nothing he could say. She was determined to beat herself up. He couldn’t change her mind, so his only option was to distract her. 
He turned off the TV, then pointed into the corner. “Hey, look over there!” 
She looked, then looked back at Reginald. 
“What?” 
“Nothing. But you were distracted for like a second, so it was worth it.” 
She raised her hand, about to grab something heavy and throw it at him, but at that exact moment, Reginald’s doorbell rang. Nikki’s eyebrows went up. 
“My pizza,” Reginald explained. 
Reginald got up and tried to use his vampire super-speed to run to the door faster than Nikki could see, but instead he tripped over the ottoman, which was still soaked with Vito’s blood and dusted with pieces of his shredded hat feather.
The doorbell rang again. 
“Did you see my awesome speed?” said Reginald from the floor. 
There was a blur above him. Nikki opened the door, then dragged the pizza man down beside Reginald, her hands pinning him to the carpet, her mouth on his neck. 
Reginald, climbing to his feet, yelled down at Nikki. An answering yell came from the pizza man, but the pizza man’s yell was much higher-pitched than he would have expected. 
Reginald looked down. Around a mouthful of flesh, Nikki said, “It was a girl.” 
The pizza man, who’d turned out to be the pizza girl, was staring up at Reginald with terror. She’d stopped screaming, which was a good thing because the door was open. Reginald kicked the door closed, then kneeled over the pizza girl, over Nikki’s back and greedily drinking head. 
He looked into the girl’s eyes and said, “You’re into this. You’ve always been bi-curious.” 
Instantly, the terror left the pizza girl’s face. Her eyes closed and she gave an erotic sigh. 
“Oh, gross,” said Nikki. She pulled away and looked at Reginald, her mouth covered with blood. “Make her less turned on.” 
“Why should I?” Reginald snapped. “You just cost me a pizza.” 
The twin punctures in the girl’s neck were bleeding crimson blood into a pool on the carpet. The girl herself was oblivious to the wound. She was writhing and moaning in ecstasy, her hair soaked with carpet blood, changing from a dirty blonde to a wet red. 
“No I didn’t,” said Nikki. She pointed to the coffee table, where a large pizza box was sitting among Reginald’s magazines. She must have run the pizza to the coffee table before taking the girl down. Reginald hadn’t seen it happen. Damn, she was fast. 
Nikki returned her mouth to the girl’s neck. The pizza girl began rubbing herself. 
“Grooooooss,” Nikki moaned. “Reginald, snap her out of it!”
“Snap her out of it? Hell, I’m going to get the video camera.” 
Ten minutes later, Nikki stopped drinking and patched the girl’s wounds. Then she changed the pizza girl’s clothes and took her into the bathroom to wash her off — and then, seemingly because she felt guilty, she washed and braided the girl’s hair. She did the last while wearing only a bra, having discarding her own bloody shirt. Reginald watched and made more video camera jokes. 
When she was done and dressed, Nikki went to one of the blackout shades on Reginald’s windows. She took a quick glance at the wall clock, then peeled back the shade to peer outside. 
“I can’t drive her home,” she said. “It’s too close to sunrise. If our overlords want us to evolve, when are they going to create those light-tight cars for us, like in that Ethan Hawke movie?” 
Reginald assessed the girl and declared her fine to drive. He gave her a cookie, a big tip, and sent her on her way. As she was leaving, the girl asked Nikki to call her so that they could “go out for drinks sometime or something.” 
After she was gone, Nikki stood with her back to the door, her face troubled.
“I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I just couldn’t help it.”
“That’s four,” said Reginald. “Four humans in one night. I barely go through that many in a month.” 
“I was ravenous.” Then a frightened look crossed her face. “And what’s more, I’ve realized that I kind of… I kind of… Oh, it’s terrible.” 
“What?” 
“I guess I feel like I… I want to hurt them.” She sat down and put her face in her palms. 
“It might be blood ties,” said Reginald, sitting beside her and putting a hand on her shoulder. “I’ve read a bit about it. It’s like being psychically linked to those whose blood you share, and whose blood they share. Sometimes I hear Maurice in my head as if he’s standing right beside me, and a time or two I’ve heard someone that I assume is Maurice’s maker. I don’t even know who he is, except that he has an accent. I sometimes get emotions directly from both of them, rather than from myself. It’s unsettling.”
“So?”
“So what I’m saying is, maybe it’s not you. Maybe you’re feeling anti-human sentiment that’s coming from others, through your blood.” 
“But you’re my maker! And Maurice is yours! Neither of you feel that way about humans.” 
Reginald shrugged. “Maybe you’re reaching back farther. Maybe you’re… particularly good at blood memory, or something.” 
“It’s like I’m not in control. I feel like werewolves must feel. Part of me wants you to chain me up, for my own good.”
“Hot.” 
“I’m serious,” she said. 
“I’m going to Maurice’s tomorrow night” said Reginald. “Come with me. Maybe he has thoughts.” 
“Are you going there for Council business?” she asked.
Nikki missed Maurice and kept asking Reginald what, if anything, he was up to. He hadn’t been at the office for more than two weeks, so she’d seen very little of him. Of course, Maurice didn’t need to work because thousands of years plus some basic investments had made him very rich, but he seemed to enjoy the monotony of playing human, and it was time that they all had to be together.
“There are some Council matters we need to discuss, yes. It almost sounds like good news from the Nation if you don’t look closely enough. For instance: Did you know that restrictions on wanton creation have been removed?” 
“Wonton creation?” 
“Don’t I wish. No: wanton. It’s what they tried me for, but now nobody is trying or punishing anyone for making new vampires without getting approval first.”
“That’s good.” 
“It looks that way, but this it isn’t an equality move. It’s an accelerant, to create more vampires quickly. Somehow, all of the fat, old, and disabled new recruits are meeting with suspicious accidents.” 
Nikki sighed. There was so much to be revolted by that she didn’t know where to start. 
“Chin up,” said Reginald. “At least you got felt up by a pizza girl tonight.” 




 
PIMPING
AND
SUBTERFUGE
 
 
REGINALD KNEW NOTHING ABOUT WHERE Maurice lived except that it was close to the office, so he’d formed a mental picture based on the kinds of places that were nearby: Maurice would live in an aging, smallish two-story colonial with chronically peeling paint at its corners, like the house that Reginald lived in. 
But he was wrong. Maurice didn’t live close to the office at all. Reginald had decided that he did before he knew Maurice was a vampire, and hence before he realized that “Maurice comes to work on foot” didn’t equate to “Maurice lives nearby.” 
It took Reginald and Nikki nearly a half hour to reach their destination the following night, and what they found when they arrived wasn’t an aging colonial with peeling paint. The houses in Maurice’s neighborhood were huge — and even amongst the houses in Maurice’s neighborhood, Maurice’s house was massive. It was a giant white palace with sprawling grounds pocked by Grecian statues that Reginald felt were probably authentic and definitely excessive. (Nikki wondered aloud if Maurice even knew that all of the statues were even there, considering that he never saw them during the daytime.) There were complicated hedges. There were tiered planters. The house itself was all pillars and parapets. 
“He’s rich,” said Nikki. 
“Yet he works with us,” said Reginald. 
“He’s two thousand years old. I’ll bet you run out of things to do when you’re that old. He must work because he’s bored. How much wealth can you create simply by existing longer than everyone else? How many fancy hedges can you plant and trim? How many novels can you write? How many paintings can you paint?” 
“So what you’re telling me,” Reginald said, “is that given enough time to live and create and grow, we all default to selling treadmills in the end.” 
But Nikki didn’t hear him. She’d walked up to a massive, grooved pillar and was stroking it, running her fingers along the stone. She jumped a little when Maurice appeared behind them, holding a sword in his hand. It took Reginald a moment to realize that it was the sword he carried all the time, including at the office. 
“Hey,” he said. “Sorry. I was trimming the hedges.” He sheathed the sword, then walked between them and pulled the front door open, gesturing them inside. “Welcome to my humble abode.” 
The foyer was classic marble, but Maurice seemed to have added his own touches to make the rest of the decor less classic. There were beautiful iron sconces along the walls, but each had been draped with a blood red cloth, which gave the room a foreboding feel. There was a small fountain in the middle of the foyer (Reginald couldn’t resist tossing a penny into it), but someone had done something to the water in it to turn it as black and opaque as ink. There were paintings on the walls in elaborate frames, but they were all black velvet and, Reginald thought, fairly tasteless. Gold was everywhere — accenting upholstered chairs that seemed to have no function, on lamps and scattered knickknacks, and gilding a massive mirror that was easily one and a half Reginalds tall. 
Reginald walked over to the mirror and stood in front of it. The legend about vampires not casting reflections wasn’t true — something Reginald gave thanks for every time he combed his hair, and something Nikki had given thanks for on the day she’d won an argument involving putting a mirror on the ceiling in the bedroom. Nikki thought the ceiling mirror was hot. Reginald thought it was traumatizing. He kept waking up and scaring himself into palpitations that, because he was a vampire, were merely painful and inconvenient. 
In Maurice’s massive mirror, Reginald didn’t have a reflection. 
“I can’t see myself,” he said. 
“It’s ancient glass,” said Maurice, walking up to stand next to Reginald and gesturing at the still-empty reflection. “Back in the day, vampires really couldn’t be seen in mirrors, just like the legends say. Our modern mirrors have changed that, designed in conjunction with vampire scientists in order to…” 
A woman appeared deep in the mirror, smiled, waved, and started walking toward them. She said, “Maurice, you didn’t tell me our guests were here!” 
Maurice sighed dramatically and hung his head. 
The woman became a blur and immediately appeared in front of Reginald, setting her hand affectionately on Maurice’s arm. She was short, round, and unremarkable-looking. She was wearing a 1950s style dress and red heels, her reddish hair piled on top of her head. 
She looked at Maurice’s face and said, “What?” 
“I was doing my mirror bit. And he was totally buying it.”
Reginald walked forward and placed his hand on the mirror. Except that there was nothing there. He looked forward, then back over his shoulder. The views in each direction were identical, right down to the paintings on the walls and the trivial items placed on tables and other furniture. He looked at Maurice. 
“You get bored,” said Maurice. “One day in the 1700s, I said, ‘What would it be like to have a corridor that was a mirror image of itself?’ That’s the problem with being immortal. Humans dismiss stupid thoughts like that, but I had nothing but time and money and was currently between jobs, so I had a new wing built and spent fifty years creating the little joke that my wife has just ruined.”
“I’m sorry, dear,” said Maurice’s wife.
“And you’re the first guests we’ve had in forever. Most of the time, I have to face the possibility that the fifty years I spent making my house into a mirror reflection of itself might have been a waste of time.”
“I’m Celeste,” said the woman, extending her hand, “since Maurice is too obsessed with his dumb optical illusion to introduce us.” 
Reginald shook Celeste’s hand and introduced himself, then introduced Nikki. Nikki was still looking around the room with her mouth open. Nikki asked Celeste if she could have a tour. Maurice started to say something, but Celeste interrupted him and said that she’d be happy to. 
It took almost an hour to tour the house, and Reginald still felt like they were rushing. The marble palace had three stories, and there was no coherent theme between stories or rooms, or even between different corners of any given room. Everything was ostentatious and looked like it cost a fortune, but most of it still somehow managed to be over the top and tacky. Reginald noted Warhol paintings next to Renaissance masterpieces (in a haphazard stack, leaning against a wall) next to ancient hulks that looked like they may have been the creations of inventors trying to build the first flying machines. Parts of the house looked like a Trump hotel, parts looked like a rap star’s blinged-out pimp palace, and parts looked like a museum. 
“It’s not hard to create a lot of wealth when you’ve had as much time as I’ve had,” Maurice explained. “Back in the day, we didn’t have mortgages and cars and flat-screen TVs, so those of us who didn’t have to pay for food or medical care or any of the usual things just kind of socked away whatever money we had. Do you have any idea what an 1800 dollar is worth today? I had a lot of them, and they just kept piling up because I was bored, and therefore got jobs to pass the time. Then, when companies started selling stock, I bought a lot of it because I had no better way to spend what I had. Who knew Coca Cola would take off? And Ford, and GE, and Apple, and Microsoft?” 
Maurice said that he would have been content to live somewhere dark and simple like a crypt, but that Celeste, who was half his age (and who Maurice saved from death by turning her, as he’d done with Reginald) had changed all of that. She wanted a roof. She wanted a garden, which she’d tend under the moonlight. 
“I buy nice things,” she said. “Maurice tries to do the same, but he has such terrible taste. Witness Exhibits A through D.” She indicated three black velvet Elvis paintings and a life-size set of KISS costumes. “Upstairs, there’s an army of stormtroopers and one of the original Darth Vader outfits. He’s arranged them in a diorama, like life-size dolls.” 
Reginald started toward the stairs, but Nikki held his arm. 
Celeste put her hand on Maurice’s shoulder and rubbed it, smiling. They made an odd couple. Even though Maurice was much older, he looked much younger. If they were human, Reginald would have guessed Celeste would be in her late thirties, whereas Maurice was permanently nineteen. He was dark and goth, sporting black clothes, black fingernail polish, and a black shock of hair that was always over his face. She looked like a red-haired Donna Reed. Nikki and Reginald towered over both of them. It was like being hosted by dwarves — rich dwarves, with Mike Tyson’s style sense. 
Celeste gave Maurice’s shoulder a squeeze and excused herself, explaining that she had a cake in the oven she needed to attend to.
When she was gone, Reginald said, “Cake?” 
“She just makes them and throws them away,” Maurice explained. “Neither of us has any taste for human food, but she likes to cook and bake. For a while, we tried to give her food away, but who donates fois gras to a homeless shelter? Rack of lamb? Pheasant under glass? Canapes and cannoli and souflees? The homeless people got really excited the first few times when we showed up, but then the organizers started to get curious. Who was this couple who had nothing better to do but to prepare extravagant food and never eat it? So we stopped. One thing I’ve learned is that it’s never a good idea to invite curiosity if you’re a vampire. It’s always better to fade into the background.” 
Reginald was thinking that he could find a home for all of that food. 
“I know what you’re thinking, Reginald, but you don’t need more encouragement. Your system will tolerate human food less and less as time goes on.”
“Maybe I can keep my system used to it,” said Reginald. “Like staying in shape by running every day.” 
“You could try that theory with… say… running every day,” said Maurice.
“I have been,” said Reginald. “Watch this.” He ran as fast as he could to the end of the long faux-mirror corridor, then turned and sprinted back. When he was finished, his head was spinning. He bent forward at the waist and put his hands on his knees, panting. 
“Impressive,” said Maurice. “You might now be able to outrun a small human child. Like, under two, while their legs are still short.” 
Nikki rubbed Reginald’s back. Reginald could feel his shirt sticking to him and cringed at how gross it must feel against Nikki’s palm. 
“I need to sit down,” he said. “Someone get me cake.” 
Maurice shrugged and began walking down the mirror hallway in the direction Celeste had gone. He was strolling casually, allowing Reginald to decide whether to follow him or not. With great effort, Reginald did. Nikki held his hand to steady him. At first Reginald found it cute, since she was well under half his weight. But then he remembered that she was no longer a fragile human, and was many times stronger than he was. 
When they got to Maurice and Celeste’s dining room, Maurice sat at one end of a polished wood table and Reginald sat at the other. Nikki and Celeste sat on the sides. Everyone had a cup of warm blood (“We have a group of donors playing foosball in the basement,” Celeste explained), and they sat and sipped as they talked. 
Celeste, Nikki, and Reginald were drinking from gold cups that Reginald suspected might actually be gilded with real gold. Maurice’s cup was an enormous bejeweled chalice with MAURICE spelled out in diamonds on one side and MOTHERFUCKER spelled out on the other side. When Nikki asked him about it, Maurice explained that the chalice had belonged to a famous rap star who’d gone bankrupt. Maurice had had the word RHYMING changed to MAURICE by a jeweler, but then one of the rap star’s rivals had killed the jeweler and Maurice had never gotten around to having the cup finished. 
Reginald had barely touched his blood. In front of him was a pot pie and a cheesecake. On his left, Celeste was beaming like a cliche Italian mother who’s gotten someone to eat because they’re too skinny. 
“So,” said Maurice.
Reginald didn’t reply. He was trying to eat the pot pie, but he was so excited about Celeste’s food that his fangs wouldn’t retract. He kept biting the fork by accident, occasionally getting his fangs stuck between its tines. 
“So,” Maurice repeated. 
“So that’s some pimp cup you have,” said Nikki, to break the awkwardness. 
Maurice threw his napkin at Reginald. 
“Yeah?” said Reginald. He sounded like he’d just been awoken from a nap.
“Charles,” said Maurice. 
“Reginald,” Reginald replied. 
“If you don’t stop making love to that pot pie for long enough to talk to me, I’m going to take it away.” 
Reginald wrapped an arm around the plate. Then he set his fork down, wiped his mouth with Maurice’s napkin, and looked up.
“Fine,” he said. “Down to business, then. Here’s my analysis as your resident fat mentat: Your days as an effective leader are essentially over. Charles has won.” 
Since the Balestro incident, Charles had gained significant power on the Vampire Council. It wasn’t because he was a good leader or brilliant orator, but because he told the assembly what it wanted to hear. He’d also gone onto the protected vampire internet and begun spreading videos and written propaganda telling the populace what it wanted to hear. The Vampire Nation wasn’t a democracy, but the will of the masses soon began to feel palpable. Everywhere Reginald and Maurice went, they could sense the eyes of other vampires on them, seeming to ask why the Deacon couldn’t propose solutions as Mr. Barkley was doing… and if the Deacon was, therefore, fit to lead the Nation at all. 
“He’s won?” 
“Hearts and minds. All he needs to do is to spout anarchist propaganda and tell vampires that they have power over humans that the angels want them to use. Even if he does that and nothing else, his position is already much, much better than yours. Think about it. What are you telling them? To legislate? To negotiate? Maybe to do some scientific research? Booo-ring.” 
“I don’t know what else to do,” said Maurice. “There’s no easy button to solve this problem.” 
“Sure there is,” said Reginald. “It’s just the wrong thing to do. A slow, methodical plan for change requires patience and small steps. Killing and turning thousands of people into vampires is easy. Every one of us knows how to do it. It’s in our blood. And what’s more, Charles can claim that he’s trying to meet us halfway. You were against penalties for wanton creation, and he’s removed them. You wanted to open up creative freedom, and now the Nation has it. All thanks to Charles and his group. How can you argue against the very agenda you were pushing without sounding like a flip-flopping asshole?”
The Ring of Fire and what to do about it had become the only issue that mattered to the Vampire Council and the Vampire Nation. There were two diametrically opposed schools of thought on the matter, and the vampire media had given names to both of them. On one side were Progressionists like Maurice, who wanted to expand vampiric existence through scientific and sociological means. On the other side were the far more numerous Decimists, whose quick and easy solution was the widespread decimation of humanity — the unleashing of vampire abilities that, in the minds of Decimists, had been held in check for too long. Decimists didn’t care if they turned humans or killed them. They cared only about improving the vampire/human ratio. 
One popular Decimist video showed Charles in a faked speech, ranting, “The Deacon got what he wanted. Prejudicial barriers have been removed! Anyone can become a vampire! We will accept all takers! And yet he’s still not happy!” 
Maurice had watched the video while slowly shaking his head. He wasn’t any good at politics because he wasn’t gifted at manipulation. On the surface, it looked as if Maurice had gotten what he wanted because anyone could be turned, but even a tiny bit of scrutiny revealed the difference between Maurice’s vision of creative freedom and Charles’s. Anyone could become a vampire, but only the elite were remaining vampires. Overweight, overly young, overly old, and disabled vampires were being staked as fast as they were created. Maurice didn’t know the proper lie to tell in order to shift public attention from his seeming wishy-washiness and onto Charles’s deception. 
“It doesn’t matter,” said Maurice. “I’m still Deacon. I can’t be assassinated outside of Council unless they want Gregor the Schizophrenic to take over. I can still veto laws through my proxy at Council. It’s okay. I can live with being hated.” 
“You might want to adjust your complacency,” said Reginald, whose mind had been entertaining daunting scenarios for weeks. “Gregor could be influenced, like a puppet, by Charles or someone like him. You could be assassinated on one of the trips you do take to Council. Decimists could simply take over the whole government in a coup, then reorganize it from top to bottom. Or what’s going on now could simply keep happening — more reckless killings and turnings, done in the face of laws that nobody bothers to enforce. The law is a pretty fragile thing when you’re the only one playing by its rules, Maurice.” 
“It doesn’t matter,” Maurice repeated, shrugging defiantly.
Celeste shot him an exasperated look, as if they’d discussed this over and over. 
Nikki stood up. “How many people are dying, Maurice? How many people are being turned and being staked? It does matter!” Then she turned to Reginald and said, “Tell him about the other thing.” 
Maurice looked at Reginald. 
Reginald sighed and cocked his head to one side. “I’ll just say this flat-out, without candy coating. Deacon Toussant, you’re about to lose the small amount of power you still have.”
“What do you mean?” said Maurice. 
“Fangbook,” said Reginald. 
Maurice actually laughed. Fangbook was the vampire version of Facebook. Percentage-wise, Fangbook was actually far more popular and widespread than Facebook, with over eighty percent of American vampires using it at least once a month. Maurice considered the network stupid and frivolous, but a large percentage of the population felt differently. 
Most vampires left behind a large group of family and friends when they were reborn. They could still interact with those people after turning, of course, but few did. A vampire’s lifestyle wasn’t entirely compatible with a human’s, if for no other reason than because the latter was now considered food. So young vampires, suddenly blessed with amazing new abilities, found themselves without an outlet for their bragging and their stories of conquest, and Fangbook helped to fill that void. Fangbook friends became real friends. Because the vampire population was so much more spread out than the human population, newbie vampires tended to latch onto Fangbook as a discussion outlet for all of their darkest inner doings and desires rather than trying to find others in person. Fangbook was extremely explicit, and most users’ photo sections looked like either police crime scene photos or porn shoots, and often both. The chat was wild and uninhibited. The network itself became a primary way to connect with other vampires, to form long-distance groups, and to arrange hunting parties or orgies. 
“Don’t laugh,” Reginald continued. “Fangbook has over fifty-thousand users, and more each day as new vampires are created. You may not want to be a part of it, but most vampires do.” 
“So what? Let them whack off to murder photos and tell everyone else when they’re reading the newspaper.” 
“Do you understand how it works?” said Reginald.
“More or less. Like a giant directory.” 
“That’s what it used to be,” said Reginald, “but it’s more than that now. First of all, it connects eighty percent of the country’s vampires — plus a lot of global vampires, though not as many — and it gives them a community. We’re no longer loners living alone in holes, hiding from the daylight. Fangbook gives vampires a unified society and, as needed, a central place to discuss issues that matter to them so that everyone can participate. And do you know what they’re discussing right now, and have been for months?”
“The Ring of Fire,” said Nikki, pointing at Maurice like an accusation. 
“And do you know why they’re discussing it? Other than the fact that it’s on their minds, I mean? Do you know how they’re able to discuss it in such detail? Do you know how they’re discussing facets of the actual laws on the table at Council?” 
Maurice’s forehead wrinkled. At least Reginald had his attention. 
“There was a measure a while back, right?” said Maurice. “Something that opened records to the public or something.” 
“A simple thing,” said Reginald. “The law you’re talking about is now a few months old. All it did was to automatically post Council proceedings to the largest group on Fangbook. They already had permission to access that information, of course; it’s all public record. But now, thanks to the new law, it started being dropped smack-dab in front of them on a regular basis. And that may sound like nothing, but what it’s done is to keep the issue — in all of its legal, from-the-top detail — front and center in the collective psyche. People are very resilient and forgetful, and given time, they’d forget about the Ring of Fire and would get right back to everyday life. But this new measure ensures that they’re presented with new information on a regular basis that will rile them up and remind them that the angels are watching all of us, that the clock is ticking, and that the Ring of Fire didn’t go away. It just backed off a few paces, and could return at any time.”
“And I didn’t veto that measure,” said Maurice. 
“Well, it was a rider. It was tacked onto a bill that relaxed bootcamp admission requirements.” 
Reginald knew that Maurice would remember that one. He’d been excited when the Council had proposed expanding the group of humans eligible to become vampires. He’d taken it as a sign that his agenda and philosophy was slowly but surely getting through. 
“So the populace is getting riled up,” said Maurice. “And so… you think this puts me in more danger?”
“It does, yes. But there’s more. Do you remember the Anti-Slaughter bill?”
Maurice nodded. The “Anti-Slaughter” bill was a measure that made it formally illegal to kill certain protected classes of humans. Maurice had been excited by that one as well. He thought it showed promise that the vampire psyche was becoming more empathetic. 
“Do you remember the rider?”
This time, he shook his head. 
“The rider on that bill was another very small thing. It allowed Fangbook users to ‘Like’ or ‘Dislike’ the Council information that was being pushed onto Fangbook. ‘Liking’ was already a big part of Fangbook. It’s meaningless other than in Fangbook’s algorithm, but basically, it indicates the popularity of certain posts. Popular posts and pages and whatever else get promoted, and unpopular ones fester and go away. What the rider did was to officially allow ‘Liking’ on laws. It didn’t seem like much, except that laws proposed at Council that the Fangbook community liked the most rose to the top and were discussed more, and proposals that they didn’t like were ditched.” 
Maurice watched Reginald and waited for him to go on. He slowly set down his chalice of blood. 
“Don’t you see?” said Nikki, who’d already had this discussion with Reginald. “It makes the Fangbook community like a mock Council. They’re voting laws in or vetoing them.” 
“So what?” said Maurice. “Let the losers play. It sounds about as harmful as fantasy football.”
“Fangbook is big, Maurice. It represents the will of the entire Vampire Nation. As goes Fangbook, so goes public opinion as a whole. Every time they vote a law up and you strike it down, you’re pissing off eighty percent of the vampires in this country. Every time an unpopular law sneaks through, thanks to friends like Brian on the Council, you’re pissing off eighty percent of the vampires in this country.” 
Maurice held his palms up in a So what? gesture. 
“Fifty thousand people who decided to stop being humans and become immortal hunters and killers are worth being afraid of. Fifty thousand people who think it’s fun and cool to post photos of themselves dismembering people.” 
Reginald felt sick. Spelling it all out was giving him a headache. Or maybe it was so much pot pie and cheesecake. 
“I made a mistake, Maurice,” he said. 
Maurice looked over, his finger tracing circles lazily around the rim of his chalice. 
Reginald kept his head down. He was supposed to be the brilliant one. Reginald had solved the Council relocation algorithm. Reginald had outsmarted the Council and overthrown its old leader. Reginald could read a whole book in seconds and had an encyclopedic memory of everything he’d ever experienced, nearly from birth until present, spanning both his vampire and human lives. He wasn’t supposed to make simple mistakes, but he had. 
Months ago, when he, Nikki, and Maurice had masterminded the overthrow of Logan, the Vampire Nation’s previous Deacon, Nikki had still been human, and she’d pretended to be a vampire. She’d been armed only with dime store fangs, some flash powders, and her wits, and she’d told Reginald how terrified she’d been that the Guard would see right through her. They’d know she was human. They’d either kill her on the spot, or drink her dry.  
They will see what they want to see, he’d told her. That’s the blindness of those at the top of the food chain. The predator is the one with guile. Nobody expects the prey to have guile, but a smart sheep will outsmart a blind wolf any day of the week. 
Time after time, Reginald had relied on the arrogance of others above him on the food and command chains to save him. He was fat. He was weak. He was slow. How could poor old Reginald ever be a threat to those big, bad vampires? But this time, he’d been the blind one. This time, he’d been on top, sitting by the Deacon’s side in a position of power. This time, Charles and the Council had been the ones under someone’s thumb, like subservient sheep. And like any smart, wily underdog, the Council had pulled a fast one by doing exactly the opposite of what the top dog expected. 
“You made a mistake?” 
“I thought Charles and the Council wanted power. I thought they wanted to find a way to overthrow you, so I watched carefully for power-grabbing legislation. But then I re-read the text of last week’s Council activity the other day, and I realized that I’d missed something — a clever ploy that voluntarily diminished the Council’s power.” 
“What are you talking about?”
Reginald looked up. 
“Council passed a new law. It slipped right under our noses, just as it was designed to do. The law does not in any way reduce the power of the Deacon, but instead greatly reduces the power of the Council. Specifically, it limits the Council’s power to that of proposing laws, and gives the power for voting on laws entirely over to the populace, instead of to the Council.” 
“So?”
“Specifically, it gives Council’s old voting power to the only collective representation of the Nation’s will that exists: Fangbook ‘Likes’ now tally up as votes. The language is very simple. It says that the Council proposes, and that the decision whether to make that proposal into a law is decided entirely by Fangbook.”
“And my veto power?” 
“Your veto power is over the Council’s decisions. You have no dominion over Fangbook’s decisions.” 
Maurice’s shoulders rose and fell. He was watching something on the table that Reginald couldn’t see, or that didn’t exist.
“So the office of Deacon now means nothing, as far as voting is concerned.” 
“That’s right. This change means that you’re now just a symbolic figure. You’re like the queen.”  
Maurice picked up his chalice while holding his pinky out, like the queen sipping tea. He made little old lady noises. Nikki watched him, not laughing. Nobody thought it was funny, so Maurice put the chalice down. 
“So we need to appeal to the masses,” said Maurice. “We’ve become a democracy. Is that terrible?” 
“Yes,” said Nikki and Reginald at the same time.
Maurice already knew that, of course. The Vampire Nation didn’t track approval ratings on its Deacon, but if it had, Maurice’s would be under fifteen percent by Reginald’s calculation. Most of the young Nation considered him a throwback with ideas that were old and unhip. They considered him reactionary, and many considered him a sellout. They didn’t like Reginald any better — partially because he’d dethroned a Deacon who in the eyes of most had greatly improved the standards and quality of the Nation’s population, and partly because he was such an embarrassment to their kind. The loose coalition of busybodies that functioned as the vampire media easily swayed public opinion against him, against Maurice, and against all that they represented. It was common belief that Maurice’s and Reginald’s actions were what had brought on the wrath of the angels in the first place, leading to the species-threatening “Ring of Fire” detente that existed currently. It would be impossible for any of them to rally public support… and right now, all that terrified public wanted to do was to kill and turn until their angel overlords came down to pat them on their heads and tell them that they’d done a good job.
“They can do anything now,” said Maurice. 
“Yes,” said Reginald, “they can.” 
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DINNER — IF THAT’S WHAT IT was called when four vampires drank blood while another gorged himself on pie — concluded on a mediocre note. 
As was Maurice’s tendency, he quickly dismissed the implications of the Council’s new “given away” power and began making jokes. Celeste tried to goad him into an appropriately doomed mood, but nobody had the energy to keep pace with Maurice’s talent for apathy. He’d been alive for over two thousand years, and disinterest had gotten him this far. Nikki told everyone (after a suitable period of exasperation at the Deacon’s juvenile behavior) that maybe Maurice was right, and that their worrying and feeling distraught tonight wasn’t going to make any difference. Maurice, seeing victory, said something about going with the flow. Reginald was tired from eating an entire cheesecake. 
So for the remaining time they had, Maurice insulted Charles’s style and haircut and demeanor, all of which were easy targets, and wondered about the whereabouts of the incubus Altus, who’d vanished after it was revealed that he was ten-year-old Claire’s father. 
“Eleven-year-old, now,” said Reginald. “She had a birthday last week.” 
Even though Reginald wasn’t related to Claire, he had tried very hard to feed on her when they’d first met, and she had saved him from starvation by giving him a bloody steak, and she had been threatened repeatedly by vampires thanks to her association with Reginald, so they’d formed an odd kind of kinship. He really should have visited her before now, and probably should have gotten her a present. He made a mental note to do it as soon as possible. Tomorrow it was really more important to attend the Council meeting — seeing as the world was falling apart and all — but after that, it was Claire time for sure.
Before Reginald and Nikki left, leaving a margin large enough to get home before the sun rose (Maurice kept forgetting they had to drive due to Reginald’s inability to run faster than a ten-minute mile), Nikki asked about her intense thirst. 
“Reginald is right,” said Maurice. “It’s probably blood ties. Some vampires feel it more than others.” 
“But Reginald doesn’t have blood lust. He only has lust for taquitos. And you don’t seem to have much blood lust, either.” 
“Well,” said Maurice, “My age plus the fact that I’m your maker’s maker gives you a deep well of vampire history to draw from. You could be getting your hunger from any of those who are related to me. Blood isn’t just about proximity on the family tree. It’s kind of like the random toss that happens with genes, so you never know who your blood will end up being close to. You might feel my maker’s maker in your blood at the same strength as you’d feel Reginald… who you’ll always feel in your blood, by the way, because he is your maker.”
“I will also permit you to feel me directly,” Reginald told Nikki, tossing his head seductively.
“I have a lot of brothers and sisters,” said Maurice, and they all have progeny. Right now, most of those vampires are probably killing several humans a day, drinking them dry, fun stuff like that.” 
Nikki gave her head a slow, exasperated shake. 
“You don’t have to give in to the thirst, Nikki. You don’t need more blood. It’s not unlike being influenced by your mother’s opinion of what you do with your life. You can feel those impulses, and you can be driven to thirst by them, but whether or not you indulge them is always up to you.” 
Nikki sighed. “I thought I was done with willpower and dieting.” 
“Or you can drink as you’ve been drinking, and nobody will judge you,” Maurice added. “Believe me, sentiment has changed a lot over the years. For a while in my youth, it was considered normal and fashionable to chain humans up and farm them for blood. It seems horrid now, but at the time, it was simply considered normal, not unlike keeping a cow for its milk.” 
But Nikki wouldn’t want to hear about giving in. Now that Maurice had told her that she could choose to accept or ignore her thirst, she’d fight tooth and nail against it. Nikki sought out difficult and counterculture things to do, just to do them. As a human, Nikki had never taken her needs as gospel. She disliked the idea that she was a slave to her body’s need for sleep and food, so she routinely denied herself one or the other or both for extended periods of time, just to show her body and the world who was boss, and who was in control.
They went home and slept, and throughout the next early evening, Reginald watched as Nikki fought what seemed to be an unfathomable thirst. 
“Jesus, Nikki,” said Reginald. “This is hard to watch. Let me order you a pizza girl or something.” He picked up the phone, but Nikki waved him away. 
“Put that phone down.” 
“You’re so clearly uncomfortable,” he said. “A snack won’t hurt.” 
Nikki had been pacing the room. She became a blur and appeared in front of Reginald, holding his shirt by the collar. 
“Stop. Enabling. It,” she said. 
Then, as if snapping out of a trance, she blinked, gave her head a small shake, and let go of Reginald’s collar as if she hadn’t realized she’d been holding it.
“I’m sorry,” she said, and resumed pacing. 
Reginald wanted to tell her that what she’d just done proved just how on edge she was and argue that she should at least top herself off, but she would almost certainly take it the wrong way. As much as she loved Reginald, she hated his lack of restraint. “Just one more won’t hurt” could have been carved on Reginald’s tombstone, back when he might someday have needed one.
“If I give in, I’ll just be feeding it,” she said. “If I hold out, I can break it. Like a fast. After you fast for a while, you stop being hungry as you begin to master your body.” 
And that’s why she did the things she did, he knew. Control.
Nikki had lived a life in which she’d had very little control. Her parents had both committed suicide, she’d been raised by a somewhat disinterested extended family, and she’d fallen into a directionless existence before finding Maurice in her teens. Her whole life, up into her twenties, had been spent in a tailspin. The main reason she’d dedicated years to vampire training had probably been because she wanted to know what it felt like to finally hold the reins. Fasting and sleep deprivation were just two more ways in which she proved that she wasn’t willing to be at the unquestioned will of anything for long. 
Reginald shrugged and opened a bag of Cheetos. Then he proposed a game of chess to give Nikki something to focus on other than her thirst, and she goaded him the whole time about how he’d rather play chess with his hot girlfriend than have sex with her. So he proposed having sex, and she laughed at him because he actually said “propose,” and then the idea got lost and so they played chess, and Reginald let her win, as he did about a quarter of the time. 
Before they knew it, it was time to head to their scheduled rendezvous with the Vampire Council Escorts. Maurice arrived at Reginald’s house, and all three piled into Reginald’s car for the trip.
The pickup spot was on the Ohio State University campus, behind a defunct bagel deli. Nikki couldn’t stop talking, so she repeatedly expressed her reservations about putting herself in the hands of the Council, seeing as it was standard to be blindfolded and bound when in transit.  
“You’ve just become powerless,” she said to Maurice. “They can kill you the minute we arrive, because they all hate you and have hated you for forever, and because it no longer matters anymore who succeeds you as Deacon. Or they might kill us,” she said, gesturing at herself and Reginald. “Maybe now, they can do it openly, because Fangbook said it was so.” 
“There’s been no new legislation, and nothing more ominous than usual on Fangbook,” said Reginald. 
He’d stayed up and read the past six months of Council proceedings several times during the last day, and he’d spent hours analyzing traffic and sentiment across all areas of Fangbook having anything whatsoever with the Council, with the Ring of Fire, or with Deacon Toussant and his fat sidekick. He’d studied with an angry scowl on his face. The way the net had been cast over Maurice made Reginald feel like he’d failed, which of course he had. He had the best strategic mind in recent vampire history, but that hadn’t stopped the Council from driving right through his blind spot. 
“They’ll kill us,” said Nikki, pacing the small alley. The wall on one side was a solid red, with a huge black swath curling through its middle. It reminded Reginald of blood and doom. 
“They’re not going to kill us,” said Reginald. 
“How can you be sure?” 
“I’m sure,” he said quietly. 
Maurice pulled his phone from his pocket, then looked around furtively. He looked very nervous. 
“It’s 12:02,” he said. 
Reginald stopped watching Nikki. His head snapped toward Maurice, then jerked around the small alley as if he thought he might simply have missed a huge black Council Escort SUV that had been there all along. All he saw were dumpsters and a battered Ford Tempo in a small alcove off of the alley, parked in front of a fire escape. He reached into his pocket and fished out his own phone. 12:02. 
“You’re sure the window was midnight?” said Maurice. 
Reginald tapped his head, which was essentially the same as tapping a notarized copy of the official Council notice. 
Maurice blurred from one end of the alley to the other. He appeared on the roof of the red-walled building and ran its perimeter, looking down. Then he appeared next to Reginald again and said, “Nothing. The streets are reasonably quiet. Where would they be coming from?”
“North,” said Reginald, and gave Maurice the route the SUV would take. Maurice vanished in a cloud of dust and leaves, then reappeared thirty seconds later. “Nothing. The Escort is not coming.” 
Nikki sat heavily onto a discarded crate. Above her, hanging in the overhead electrical wires, was what looked like the skeleton of an annihilated corded wall phone. She looked paler than normal. 
“What does it mean?” said Maurice. 
Reginald felt a strange sensation of role-reversal. Maurice had been around since the day B.C. had become A.D. He was supposed to be the authority on vampires and vampire culture in this group — mentor to both his progeny, Reginald, and his progeny, Nikki. And here he was, asking Reginald what to do. The notion gave Reginald as much of a chill as the absence of the Council Escorts. 
“I don’t know,” said Reginald. 
They sat in silence, all of them waiting and hoping for the arrival of the vehicle they had been dreading moments earlier. Council Escorts were never late. Never. The entire American Vampire Nation’s leadership ran like a giant, perfect clock. A master coded algorithm chose a new location for the Council every ten days, and then coordinated the relocation with scores of what were essentially vampire roadies. The Council was disassembled, moved, and reassembled, its parts shipped via dozens of different routes through dozens of different hands. Those coming into the Council were shuffled through multiple pairs of Escorts, none of which knew the whole of the route and all of which were wired with failsafe devices that triggered and killed them automatically if GPS tracking suggested that they’d gone rogue. Only the algorithm knew it all, and the algorithm was perfect. When you received word that your pickup window was between midnight and 12:30am, you could set your watch by the arrival of the Escort vehicle. The idea that it hadn’t arrived and didn’t seem likely to — not within the window, anyway — was disturbing beyond words. Paranoia was the one thing that the Council could be counted on to maintain even while everything else crumbled. What did cracks in the perfection of paranoia mean? 
“What do we do now?” said Nikki. 
She and Reginald looked at Maurice, but Maurice was already looking at Reginald, waiting for him to answer. Nikki turned to look at Reginald, waiting. 
“How should I know?” said Reginald.
“You’re the chess player,” said Nikki. Something in her face said that she knew that she’d been allowed to win the games she’d won against Reginald. 
“I don’t know. We could go to the Council directly, instead of going through the Escorts.” 
Maurice’s lip curled. Nobody was supposed to know where the Council was located at any given time — and as far as the Council knew, nobody did. But Reginald had cracked the algorithm almost a year ago, and could not only pinpoint the Council whenever he wanted, but could also roll its position back and forth through time as needed. 
“You want to show your hand?” said Maurice. “You want to let them know you’ve cracked the algorithm?”
“I want to go to the Council,” said Reginald. “Now more than ever. This bothers me. It’s like the center is disintegrating.” 
“That’s bad?” said Nikki. 
“The farce of government is all that’s keeping the Nation from outright chaos,” said Reginald. “Remove that, and tens of thousands of terrified vampires will no longer have anyone to tell them how to react to things like the Ring of Fire. Most of them have already decided that what Balestro wanted was for them to kill and turn until half of the planet or more was vampire.” 
“That’s bad,” said Nikki. 
“Where is the Council now?” said Maurice. 
Reginald’s eyes rolled up for a half-second. Nowadays, he didn’t need to go to and read the algorithm as needed. He’d started carrying it around in his head. 
“Outside of Polaris. North of 270.” And he gave them an address. 
Twenty minutes later, they piled out of Reginald’s car. Nikki and Maurice sprinted in twin blurs toward the back door of a warehouse with a large FOR RENT sign out front. Finding the door chained from the outside, they circled the building, Nikki moving clockwise and Maurice moving counterclockwise. Reginald hadn’t yet reached the building. He’d tried to sprint with Nikki and Maurice, had immediately started to run out of breath, and had tripped on a brick anchored at the head of a parking space. 
“All doors are chained from the outside,” said Maurice, joining the others. 
“There must be another entrance. They wouldn’t chain themselves in,” said Reginald. 
“Where?” 
“Does it matter?” Nikki returned to the nondescript back door, placed a hand on the push bars of both doors, and gave a small shove. The door shuddered in its frame, then both doors wrenched completely free of their hinges with a sound like an explosion. The metal doors fell inward and clanged onto a dark concrete floor. Ironically, the chain between the doors held. 
“Those are pull bars, not push bars,” said Reginald. 
“Oops,” said Nikki, stepping over the felled doors and into the dark warehouse lobby. 
“Totally dark,” said Maurice. He vanished in a blur, and Nikki did the same. Reginald sat down on a box near the door and wiped blood off of his knee. He’d taken off a lot of skin when he’d tripped in the parking lot, and although the wound had healed instantly, there was a lot of blood. Reginald found that the sight of blood still made him queasy — a significant challenge to his new lifestyle. 
Nikki appeared behind him, her ass barely on the tiny remaining amount of box that Reginald’s formidable ass wasn’t occupying. Several pieces of paper, caught in her slipstream, fluttered toward them. Reginald caught one. It said that the building’s rent came with utilities paid and that the price had just been reduced. There was a photo in the corner of a very unattractive realtor whose name was apparently Floyd. 
“The Council is not here,” said Nikki. “You must have read it wrong.” 
“No,” said Reginald patiently, “I didn’t. Math is black and white. Right now, the algorithm places the Council here. Maybe there’s a basement.” 
“They’d be up here,” said Nikki. 
Maurice appeared beside her. “Agreed. They’d use the main space. There aren’t any basements in this industrial park, anyway. It’s too near lowlands.” 
Reginald felt troubled. The Council, like its Guards and Escorts, was supposed to operate like clockwork. They couldn’t have changed the algorithm. Nobody understood it well enough to change it. All they could do would be to restart it, and the logistics of doing so were bafflingly complex. Besides, he’d gotten the notice about their pick-up time window with the Escorts, so as of a few hours ago, everything was on track. Yet the Escorts hadn’t arrived and Council was missing. What was going on? The only thing that bothered Reginald more than a secure, efficient Vampire Council was a sloppy or a missing one. 
“What now?” said Maurice. Again deferring to Reginald as if he were senior. Reginald didn’t like that, either. 
“I don’t know.” 
“Come on, Reginald. What now?” 
He shrugged. “All I know to try is to go to where it was last. Although I don’t know if I’ll be happy or terrified if I find it destroyed.” He was thinking of the two disasters at Council that had preceded their trip to Europe, to meet Balestro the angel at the stone altar in Germany. One of those times, the roof had been blown off of the Council and hundreds had died, the rest buried in rubble through the daylight hours. And even then, the Council had survived and moved on. The idea that another disaster might have occurred filled Reginald with foreboding. 
“It’s not destroyed unless it happened very recently,” said Nikki.
“How do you know?” said Maurice. 
“Fangbook.” 
“You’re on Fangbook?” 
“You’re the only one who’s not on Fangbook, Maurice,” she said. “I even joined a group on out-of-control thirst. Some very good support to be had in there. But to answer your question, there would have been buzz if something had happened, but there hasn’t. I even saw a status update from Charles.” 
“ ‘CHARLES BARKLEY… is being a dickbag,’ “ Maurice read off of an imaginary Fangbook status update. 
Reginald shook his head. 
“Contact the Council,” said Maurice. “Tell them the Escorts didn’t show. Ask for a new window.” 
Reginald was still shaking his head. “I don’t like it. It’s not by the book, and ‘by the book’ is all the Council knows.” 
Reginald stood up, picking at his shredded and bloody pantleg, and began walking back toward the car. Nikki and Maurice followed. Reginald climbed into the drivers’ seat, then made an annoyed noise and moved the seat all the way back, to switch from Maurice-driving mode to Reginald-driving mode. In the back seat, Maurice moved to the opposite side, sitting behind Nikki.
“Where are we going?” said Maurice. 
“Back to campus, where we just were,” said Reginald. “And when we get there, if we find what I think we’ll find, I’m going to punch the Council members in the face.” 
“Why?” 
“Because I get terrible gas mileage on this car, and someone owes me gas money,” said Reginald. 
He shoved the transmission into gear and the car lurched forward, back past Polaris and toward the expressway. 




 
COUNCIL
 
 
THEY FOUND THE VAMPIRE COUNCIL where the algorithm had left it two weeks earlier — in a cavernous and forgotten space beneath a club on High Street called the Asbury. 
They’d parked the car less than two blocks from where they’d initially waited for the Escorts and walked a few blocks, through campus streets and alleyways, until they’d come to the front of the club. Posters in the entryway advertised coming bands. There was a very large man in the ticket booth wearing sunglasses. He was asleep. Maurice walked into the ticket booth, kicked the man, and got no response. Then he reached down and pulled up the man’s lip to reveal a slightly-sharper-than-normal canine tooth that would descend into a fang for feeding. 
“He’s not asleep,” said Maurice. “He’s drunk.” 
“Vampires can get drunk?” said Reginald. He couldn’t believe the issue had never come up, either in his own experience or in anything he’d read. But then, neither Reginald nor Nikki were really drinkers, and neither was terribly social outside of their own circle of three. 
“Not like humans.” Maurice kicked the man again. “We don’t metabolize alcohol. But what we can metabolize is the blood of a human who’s been drinking a lot. And I’ll tell you something: someone this size would have to drain three or four totally shitfaced humans to get drunk enough to pass out.” 
Maurice pushed on a small door at the back of the ticket booth. From where Reginald was standing, he could see blood on the back wall of the smaller chamber it revealed and what was either the top of a bald head or something that looked like one.
“Humans like these fine folks here, for instance,” said Maurice, re-closing the door and exiting the ticket booth. He shook his head. “That’s so sloppy. So flagrant. Bodies tossed into a closet like empty whiskey bottles. What’s going to happen on Friday, when college students pour in here to buy tickets to see whatever band is playing?” 
Nikki stood on her toes, bringing her higher off the ground even than her ill-advised heels, and peered into the ticket booth. There was blood everywhere — on the counter, on the floor, down the unconscious vampire’s shirt. 
“This is a Guard?” 
“Probably a lookout.” Maurice opened the door again. “Lookout!” he yelled, then kicked the vampire hard in the groin. He re-closed the door.
“What’s going on here?” said Nikki. 
“I think the shit might be hitting the fan.” 
Reginald was nodding. “This makes sense.” 
“It does?” 
“I’ll show you later. Let’s just say that what’s been coming out of Council lately has been less professional but more honest than usual. Come on.” 
Reginald led them through the lobby and into the main hall, which looked large in its emptiness. There was a stage across the room bordered by black curtains. Above the stage was a rack of can lights covered with multicolored gels, and further back were several larger spotlights. A shallow sunken dance area with a wood or laminate floor was in front of the stage, and the pit was surrounded by a slightly higher level floor studded with tables. Nobody appeared to be present. 
To the left of the stage, past the pit, was a door that looked like it might cover a stairwell. A large red EXIT sign was above the door, but the door was ajar and Reginald could see a corridor of some sort beyond it. Above the door, a boxy pneumatic closer had been broken away from the door and hung against it, limp. 
“There,” said Reginald, pointing. “Council will be downstairs, through that door. There should be at least two uniformed Guard at the top of the staircase, then more at the bottom. The door should, of course, be latched and locked, and it should open on a thumbprint. But look: it’s as secure as Grandma’s broken screen door.” 
Reginald, at the head of the trio, walked over and pulled the door open. Without the closer attached, the door swung wide with no resistance and banged against the facing wall. Then it stayed that way, hanging open like a yokel’s slack jaw. From the stairwell came the sounds of a large gathering, maybe even a party. 
Reginald looked at Maurice, whose face bore an expression somewhere between trepidation and fury. His fangs had descended, and his nineteen-year-old’s eyes looked as steely as a demon’s. He was embarrassed to be a vampire if this was what it meant to be one, and he wanted to make someone pay for that feeling. 
Reginald patted the air to tell Maurice to calm down, then did the same to Nikki. Losing control would only make a bad situation worse. But it was hard; Reginald himself felt his ire rising. There was no love lost between Reginald, Maurice, Nikki, and the Vampire Council, but until now, their acrimonious relationship had at least held a kind of professional courtesy.
“Before we go further,” he said, “before you let things get ugly, remember that this is still the Vampire Council, and that you are still its Deacon.” 
Maurice forced his mouth closed, but Reginald could tell from the fullness of his upper lip that his fangs hadn’t retracted. When he spoke, they got in his way like a pair of dime store fakes. 
“I am nothing,” said Maurice. “You said it yourself.” 
“You still hold some sway, even if it’s just symbolic,” said Reginald. 
“I could kill them all.” 
“Okay,” said Reginald. He took a step forward and patted his maker on the back. “Let’s call that Plan B. Come on.” 
Reginald allowed Maurice to take the lead as they walked down the steps and into the basement. He had no idea what to expect, and Maurice was stronger than he was by several orders of magnitude. Nikki took up the rear, and Reginald was sandwiched in the middle. The party sounds increased as they descended. Reginald heard howls, hoots, and music. It was like walking into a biker bar. And maybe that’s what they were doing, he thought… except that there was a drunk vampire upstairs, and several dead humans in a closet. 
What they found at the bottom of the basement steps was closer to Council than a biker bar, but not by much. 
Once inside the Council complex — which was disassembled and reassembled each time the location changed — individual Councils were supposed to be indistinguishable from each other. The walls were always white. There was always an entrance corridor, then a foyer area with several pure white holding cells. Beyond the cells was supposed to be a short corridor into a packed dirt arena surrounded by rows of seats. Inside of this arena, the Council box was always to the left. The Deacon’s box was always higher, always more or less in the center. There were, ever since the first Council catastrophe, always a ring of sniper windows at the top edge of the arena room from which Guards could fire wooden bullets, and the room itself always had a high roof, which limited the locations in which the complex could be assembled. To the far left side of the arena was a door that opened into a silo-like room. The roof of this room that could be opened to the sun for executions. The current meetingplace was underground, so the sun would be indirect (reflected from the surface via several large mirrors), but the room was always there, and the ceiling always retracted to let in the sun. 
What they found when they reached the complex at the foot of the stairs was roughly correct. There was an entrance hall, a foyer with cells, and an arena. But beyond those basics, the Council was a mess. The arena, formed by composite walls made to resemble stone, looked battered and beaten. There were large gaps in the walls through which Reginald could see the rock of the underground cavern beyond. Vampires were milling everywhere, as if the place were a vast open market. The activity in itself was odd. Council was normally quiet at night, because meetings occurred during the day. Yet here they were, hours before dawn, still awake and at full throttle. 
As Reginald, Nikki, and Maurice made their way through the crowd, Reginald realized that many of those they passed were humans, not vampires. He could smell them. Humans, unlike vampires, had a coppery odor, like blood. Their musk traveled into his nose, down the back of his throat, and landed on his tongue, like a penny. 
Most of the humans were complicit, moving docilely under the guidance of their vampire escorts. Others were clearly glamoured — slim businessmen in their suits, their throats red and sore, women who looked bedraggled and bruised. An ad-hoc corral even seemed to have been erected in the corner of the arena out of boxes. Glamoured humans milled in the small, triangular area. Despite the fog of glamour, Reginald could still see fear in many of their eyes — an uncertain, stupid kind of fear, like an animal’s — and Reginald reminded himself that not every vampire was as talented at mental manipulation as he was. 
They found the massive figure of Brian Nickerson in the Council chamber. Brian rose to greet them with his arms out and a smile on his face. He wrapped his arms around all three of them in a giant bear hug. Then, after a squeeze, he stepped back and put his hands on his hips. 
“Well!” he said, looking each of them over in turn. “It’s been a while. How have you been? Nikki! Vampirism looks great on you. It’s like you were made for this.” 
Brian had met Nikki before, but hadn’t seen her since she’d become a vampire. Nikki the vampire had a totally different bearing than Nikki the human. She was still the same person, but she looked as if she’d been run through several sharpening filters. She was tighter and harder in appearance and manner. She was one of those people who really had become Herself 2.0 when she was turned. 
Brian was still smiling, his hands still on his hips. He looked like he was greeting his kid back home after a long first year in college. 
“Brian?” said Maurice. He was looking at Brian as if he had three heads. 
“Yessir.”
“What’s happened here?” 
Brian flapped a hand as big as a ham. “Oh, it’s a slippery slope around here lately. I just try to ignore these assholes. I mostly read and surf the internet. Wired internet, of course, and only on the protected network. You still can’t get a cellular or GPS signal in here. You have to go up top for that, onto High Street.” 
Reginald felt a headache beginning. The reason cellular signals were jammed in Council was because nobody on the inside was supposed to be able to ascertain their location. The Council was intended to be a black box — you were brought in blindfolded via a series of Escorts, and once in the compound, you couldn’t leave until you were sent out blindfolded via a series of Escorts. The fact that the Council structure was always exactly the same meant that whether the Council was located at the top of a mountain or under a river, the experience was always identical. But this casual location awareness? This casual coming and going? The fact that the Escorts hadn’t shown had really only been the tip of the iceberg. The breaches of security Reginald was seeing were indicative of a system-wide breakdown. 
“When did your Escort bring you in?” asked Brian. 
“They didn’t,” said Maurice. “The Escort didn’t show, so we went to where Council was supposed to be — something Reginald has been able to figure out for months. When it wasn’t there, he looked back in time to where you were supposed to be last. We walked in past a drunk lookout and through an open door, into the complex. We didn’t see any Escorts. Or, for that matter, any Guard. 
“You saw them,” said Brian, apparently nonplussed by the fact that Reginald had broken the Council algorithm. “They’re just never where they’re supposed to be anymore, and they don’t usually wear their helmets. They kind of do what they want, when they want, and beat people when it suits them.” He leaned against one of the prefab walls, which wasn’t properly anchored and buckled under his weight.
“Why didn’t you tell us that this was happening?” said Maurice. 
“I sent you a Fangbook message,” said Brian. 
“I don’t use Fangbook,” said Maurice. 
“Ah,” said Brian, as if the whole thing was just a minor inconvenience. “Well, everyone has an account whether they use it or not. I didn’t realize. Don’t worry; I would have figured out after a while that you didn’t get it. But most of this —” He waved his hand in an all-encompassing gesture “— has happened since the last time we were supposed to move. What was that… a week ago?” 
“Two days.” 
“Ah. Well, time flies.” 
Maurice walked up to stand very close to Brian. Brian absolutely dwarfed Maurice, but Maurice radiated some of his millennia of age and his superior strength as he said, “More slowly this time, Brian… what happened here?” 
“The people who don’t like you realized that the emperor has no clothes,” said Brian. He began to pick his teeth with a fingernail. Brian was on their side, but he was also infuriatingly unperturbable. He tended to go with the flow even when the flow was going somewhere intensely stupid. 
“Fangbook,” said Nikki, as if the word were an obscenity. 
Brian nodded. “Yeah, it’s a bitch when public opinion is so obviously, visibly, unanimously against you. Charles gave a big speech once that last measure passed — the last big speech; can’t believe it was as recent as it must’ve been — and said that the Vampire Nation was finally out from under the thumb of oppression, as if you’d been Stalin. He didn’t mention how your ‘thumb’ and your ‘oppression’ was a significant reprieve from two hundred years under Logan. It was quite an intelligent speech, for Charles. I remember wondering if he’d had a speechwriter. He talked about returning power to the people… democracy and all of that. It went over very well. You should see the video on his Fangbook page. It’s got like a gazillion Likes. But the thing is, it’s not as if anything you see here — with all of the stupidity out in the arena and the Guards dicking off and whatnot — was open to a vote. It just kind of happened. People started saying, ‘Let’s try something and see if anyone stops us.’ The first people to do it were the Guards, who’ve hated serving you since day one, and nobody was going to stop them, because who’s going to guard the Guards? And when nothing happened and the Guards just kind of got away with ignoring their duties, other people began to try things. Fast forward a few days, and…” Brian shrugged. 
“And the Council’s missed relocation?” said Reginald. 
“Another set of orders that nobody felt like obeying all of a sudden, in our newly democratized paradise. Once the perimeter was breached and they realized that they were below a bar, they started bringing down liquor, just out of human habit. When the liquor didn’t get them drunk, they started harvesting humans and bringing them down here to get them drunk. That’s how it’s been since. If the humans catch on before feeding-slash-getting-drunk time, someone glamours them or kills them. There’s a subbasement below this one. Don’t go down there if you find it. It’s filled with empties.” 
“Bottles?” said Nikki. 
“Bodies,” said Brian. 
Maurice’s face was twisting, contorting, becoming ugly. Suddenly something snapped and he thrust both of his hands into Brian’s massive chest. Brian was four times Maurice’s size, but he went through the wall as if he were a stone and the wall were a brittle window. He annihilated the partitions and the metal reinforcements behind them as he went, then broke a star shape into the basement’s rock wall. Dust puffed from around Brian as he came to a stop.
Brian’s hand went to the back of his head and came away with a pool of blood on the palm. He shook the blood off, wiped his red hand on his pants, and probed the back of his head to make sure the wound had knitted before brushing himself off and standing up. 
“Damn, Maurice.” Still unperturbed. His fangs weren’t even out, but Maurice’s were, and he was walking forward, through the hole, toward Brian.
“How could you let this happen?” Maurice growled. 
“How could you let this happen?” 
The expression fell off of Maurice’s face as if it were hot. His fangs vanished. 
“This is all legal, Maurice. There’s no law requiring Escorts and Guards to maintain Council security. It’s protocol, but it’s not law. And as for abducting humans? Legal. Killing humans? Legal. Fraternizing? Legal. And if you, as Deacon, had something to say about all of it? Well, it’s now totally legal to ignore you, and to put whatever stupid idea they have up to a public vote. So if you were so goddamn concerned about the way Council was conducting itself, maybe you should have attended a meeting or two instead of sending your idiot proxy every damn time and ignoring us.” 
Brian, finally perturbed, brushed the last of the basement dust off of his pants and squeezed through the hole, back into the Council chamber. Once inside, he looked at the hole in the otherwise pristine wall, frowned, and then walked across the room to fetch a large bookcase to place in front of it. He gave it an approving nod and said, “Better.” 
Maurice fell into a chair, his anger deflated. 
“This is about fear,” said Reginald, stepping in front of him.
Maurice looked up. 
“It looks sloppy, and it looks defiant, and it looks murderous and bloodthirsty. But it’s all happening because the vampires here — and the vampires out there, in the rest of the country and the world — are terrified. This is a ship without a captain. They’re doing what feels best because nobody is telling them what to do.” Reginald nudged Maurice. “You’ve got a society of hunters and murders on the verge of chaos, starting from the top down. I suggest you get out there and be the captain, if you still can.” 
“I don’t know where to begin explaining how futile that is,” said Maurice.  
Reginald stooped down so that his face was even with Maurice’s. “Nobody wants you to lead, and everyone hates you. But you are still the Deacon of this Nation. Stop feeling sorry for yourself and ask yourself two questions: One, what will happen if nobody leads? And two, who will lead if you don’t?”
Over Reginald’s shoulder, Brian Nickerson said, “That reminds me. There’s something else we should talk about.”   
Reginald stood and waited for Brian to continue. 
“There’s been talk about a duly-elected president.” 
“That’s good, right?” said Nikki. 
Brian shrugged. “So far, there’s only one obvious candidate...” 
“Wait,” said Reginald, who saw the punchline coming. 
“… and that would be Councilman Charles Barkley,” said Brian. 




 
LITTLE
MERLIN
 
 
CLAIRE CAME OUT OF THE church she went to after school to find Reginald balancing on a fencepost on one leg, his other leg up, and his arms over his head in a crane kick posture. Reginald was glad she came out when she did, because the fencepost was starting to buckle. The fence itself was chain link, but Reginald didn’t know if the fenceposts for chain link fences were sunk in concrete or not. 
Claire took one sidelong glance at Reginald and kept walking. It was ten o’clock, and the streetlights had been on for a while. She made it all the way into the cone of light beneath one of them before turning back around to let Reginald, who thought she’d missed him, off the hook. 
“I saw you,” she told Reginald. “I was just ignoring you.” 
Reginald hopped down and scampered over to her. “Thank God. You commit to a joke like that, and you end up in character forever. I’ve been balancing on that post for like ten minutes.” 
“Good thing you’re a vampire and don’t feel pain.” 
“I heal,” he said. “But I still feel pain.” 
They walked a bit further along the sidewalk, content. 
“That was Daniel-san from The
Karate Kid. The famous crane kick move,” said Reginald, gesturing back at the fence.
“It’s cute, your balance ability,” she said. “But is it at all useful? Like in a fight?” 
“Sure it is. I can crane kick my opponents.” 
Claire giggled. 
“Then I can do wax on and wax off.” He put his palms out in front of himself and made circles in the air as if he were waxing a car. The rhythmic motion made his gut jiggle. 
Claire giggled again, then pulled gloves from her pockets and put them on. Her hood was already up. She said, “Seriously.” 
“Seriously, it’s useless,” he said. “But you just wait a thousand years, when I finally get some vampire speed and strength. Then I’ll be able to dodge bullets like in The Matrix. I’ll be able to walk on my hands along tiny ledges and run across tightropes. I’ll be like Fat Spiderman.” 
This time, she didn’t laugh. 
They were nearing Claire’s house. If Claire’s mother Victoria was home, Claire would invite Reginald inside, and he and Claire would sit on the couch while Victoria brought them Rice Krispie treats. Reginald had no idea why it was always Rice Krispie treats, because he hadn’t implanted any such suggestion in Victoria when he’d perma-glamoured her into forever believing that Reginald was her brother. Nikki said that maybe it was some kind of buried motherly instinct, like from the caveman days. Reginald said that cavemen didn’t have Rice Krispies, and Maurice, for his part, said that it was all crap because there was no such thing as perma-glamouring. But Victoria brought him treats and tried to invite him to family reunions, so what did Maurice know? 
“Hey,” said Reginald, nudging Claire with his elbow. “Happy birthday.” 
“Thanks.” 
“I got you a present.” He handed her a small wrapped package that was about the size of a box of wooden kitchen matches.  It was wrapped in pink paper and tied with a red bow. Claire stopped under a streetlight to unwrap it and then smiled a genuine, little-girl smile at what she found. She removed the contents of the box and shoved it into her mouth, then tucked the box into the pocket of her coat. 
“Thanth, Wegi-ald,” she said, grinning at him with gigantic, ivory white fangs.
“They’re for adults,” he said. “You may need to grow into them. Honestly, I counted myself lucky to find porcelain fangs at all, but the plastic ones are crap. Just ask Nikki.”
“Doww I feew vihthus,” said Claire. Then she pulled the fangs from her mouth, returned them to the box, and slid the box into her pocket. “I need to work on my enunciation,” she explained. 
“Wear them in good health,” said Reginald. They continued walking in silence until they reached her front door. She opened it, walked inside, and closed the door.
Reginald, still outside, knocked. When Claire opened the door, she found that he had turned so that his back was facing into the house. He said, “Have you seen my awesome moonwalk?” and began taking steps backward. An invisible wall of force pushed back, making him walk in place.
“Sorry,” said Claire. “Come in.” 
Unsupported once the spell broke, Reginald fell into the foyer. When he got up, he found that Claire had walked into the kitchen. He closed the front door and walked down the hall to join her. There was an island in the middle of the kitchen, and tall stools stood around the island. Reginald sat in one, his ass spilling over all of its edges. Claire was making herself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. 
“Do you know that it’s coming up on a year since I first tried to kill you?” he said. 
“You don’t have it in you to kill anyone,” said Claire. The way she said it, it was as if there was a double-meaning, but Reginald wasn’t catching it. He could read adults well, but kids were hard. Probably because so little of what kids did made rational sense, or possibly because everything they did made much more sense than the things that adults did. 
“Since I tried to drink your blood, then.” 
Claire half smiled. “Looking back, now that you’ve had real blood, how bad was the steak I gave you?” 
“Well,” said Reginald. “It was no Cheesecake Factory turtle cheesecake.”
Claire looked at where Reginald was looking, then rolled her eyes. “Oh, that’s subtle. Would you like me to offer you a piece?” She pulled the door of the refrigerator back open.
“That’d be fantastic if you offered me a piece.” 
“Would you like a piece?” 
“That’d be fantastic.” And he patted the place in front of him on the island, licking his lips. Then, after she’d placed a small plate in front of him, laden with two pieces of cheesecake, he asked if her mother was home.
Claire looked at the clock. “Should be soon. She had a thing that ended at ten, just a few miles away.” 
Reginald watched Claire while he ate his cheesecake, while she ate her sandwich. 
“What’s up, Claire?” 
“Hmm?” 
“You didn’t laugh at Daniel-san on the fencepost or any of my other hilarious jokes. You seem distracted. Old age getting to you?” 
Claire took a deep breath, held it, and then exhaled. “If I ask you a question, you’ll be straight with me, won’t you?” 
Reginald nodded slowly.
“All this stuff that’s happening on the news. It’s vampires, isn’t it?” 
Well, he’d promised. “Yes.” 
Claire shook her head. 
“You’ve got an order of protection,” said Reginald. “You and your mom both.” But something felt wrong in his throat as he said it. It felt like lying, and then he realized that it was, in a way. The Council was ignoring its simplest mandates. The Council was allowing wanton creation of new vampires, which was the very charge that Reginald had almost been executed for. What were the chances that anyone would obey an order of protection that had been issued by the Deacon they’d just made irrelevant?
“This is it, though, isn’t it?” said Claire. 
Reginald almost laughed. It was essentially the question he’d come here to ask. 
“The what?”
“The war.” 
“The one you predicted?” 
Claire rolled her eyes. They’d had this conversation before. When Balestro had threatened to destroy all of the world’s vampires, Reginald had revealed his ace-in-the-hole: Claire, whose absentee father turned out to be Altus the incubus. The only other known incubus-human hybrid had been a powerful wizard named Merlin, but Claire, who bluffed her way through the Balestro encounter, maintained that she had no prescience whatsoever. 
“My dad was a trucker. Not an incubus,” said Claire. 
“Altus is your father. I’m sorry, kiddo, but it’s true. Balestro knew it was true.” 
“Then why don’t I know anything? Why don’t I have any powers? Why can’t I shoot lightning and give fortunes? I’m just a normal girl! A sub-normal girl, who gets picked on because she’s small and poor!” 
Reginald made a face, ready to protest, but Claire waved it away. Slowly, she got herself under control and then said, “What about you, huh? Anything come of that lightning bolt he hit you with?” 
“Maybe it was a warning,” said Reginald, shrugging. 
“You told me afterward that he’d ‘given you something.’” 
“Maybe he ‘gave me’ a cold,” said Reginald. 
Claire punched his arm. 
“Seriously, I don’t know!” said Reginald, feigning injury and rubbing his arm. “If you can be a wizard who doesn’t know her powers, I can be a vampire an angel hit with a lightning bolt who has no idea what he’s received. I don’t feel any different. I don’t have any new powers. At the time, all I had was a headache, and now that’s gone.” 
“Maybe our secret powers will show up when we both hit puberty,” said Claire. 
Reginald ate his cheesecake. Claire ate her sandwich. The kitchen was almost too quiet, but Claire’s house was always quieter than it seemed like it should be. The houses on both sides were now vacant, and Claire’s mother was bewitched into quiet submission whenever Reginald was around. 
When the food was finished, Claire smiled a tight-lipped smile at Reginald and shrugged. The gesture said, What now?
“I got you another present,” said Reginald. He was wearing a small shoulder bag. He pulled a rectangular package out of it and handed it to Claire. She unwrapped it and gushed.
“Columbo on DVD!” she hooted. Reginald couldn’t help but feel her contagious enthusiasm. Neither Reginald nor Claire would have had any use for Columbo if he’d never tried to feed on her, but ever since they’d met and Claire had become a kind of surrogate child to Reginald, Columbo had been something they shared. 
Claire slid the first disc into the player and pressed Play. 
“Claire, I’d like you to try to stay inside after dark from now on, okay?” he said. “Your mom too. Seeing as you’re the daughter of an incubus and all, I won’t try to lie to you…” He made mystical gestures around her head, but she didn’t smile. “… but there’s been a lot of upset at the Council. The upshot is that I don’t know that you can count on that order of protection.” 
“They won’t kill me,” said Claire. “I’m Merlin.” 
“Just the same,” said Reginald. 
Five minutes passed. 
“You really are, you know,” he said. 
The intervening five minutes made the comment totally out of place. Claire looked over at him as if he had two heads. 
“You really are something like Merlin, I mean. Your mother is human. Your father is an incubus. You may not know that you can see the future, but I’ll bet you can.” 
Claire looked over, then paused the DVD. She studied Reginald and then, quite suddenly, a knowing smile exploded onto her face. Reginald knew he was about to be mocked, but that was okay because she looked genuinely happy. 
“You came here to ask me something!” she said. “You did, you did!” She swapped her giddy expression for a serious one, then bowed her head reverently and put her hands together as if in prayer. “What can the master assist you with, my son?” 
“Play the DVD,” said Reginald. 
“Come on, champ!” she said. “You’re trying to be all cool now because I’ve already told you I can’t see anything, but you came here to ask my advice. Ha! I’m eleven. You guys are hundreds or thousands of years old and all-powerful, and you want me to tell you what to do!” 
“I’m thirty-eight,” said Reginald. 
“What’s the issue? Come on. Give.” 
So Reginald sighed, prepared for mockery, and explained the changes at Council to Claire. She’d already been through two major vampire crises, so he went ahead and told her everything: the changes in the law that made Maurice irrelevant and powerless, the crumbling of the Council, the lawlessness and threat of chaos and the human decimation it would probably bring with it, and the promise of a democratically elected president in Sir Charles.
“Oh, it won’t be that knob,” said Claire. Then the dismissive smile vanished from her face and she looked shocked. 
“Really?” 
“I was just saying. Nobody would vote for that guy.” 
Now Reginald was the one who was smiling. “No, that’s not what you were saying at all. You just blurted that out. Do it again.” 
“You think I’m predicting the future?”
“I kind of do. When I was learning to read like a vampire, it felt like it was taking me hours to read books that I’d actually read in seconds. Then, when Maurice asked me about what I’d read — like really detailed, minutia-type questions — I didn’t think I knew the answers… but then I did. Maurice said it was like using a muscle on a limb you didn’t know you had. Just now, you surprised yourself with that answer. I’ll bet I showed the same surprise at first.”
But Claire shook her head and, no matter how much Reginald goaded her, wouldn’t say more. 
Reginald looked at the clock. Claire saw where he was looking, and her eyes went to the front door. She said, “What?” 
“Nothing.” 
“Reginald, what?” 
“Just… no worries, okay? But when did you say your mom was supposed to be home?” 
“Maybe a few minutes after ten.” Her eyes went back to the clock. It was twenty after. She looked at Reginald, the door, the clock. Her mouth made an O. 
“I’m sure she’s just running late,” he said. 
“It’s a work thing. She would’t stay a minute longer than she had to.” 
“Then they held her up. Or she stopped to chat.” 
But Claire already looked panicked. There was almost certainly nothing to it, but she was worked up because he’d just told her about the recent lawlessness he’d seen downtown. And sure, vampires were killing, draining, and turning humans more and more in recent days, but just because Victoria walked alone in a neighborhood where even the police weren’t surprised when people ended up missing didn’t mean that…
“Okay, I’ll check,” he said. Then, because he felt as if he was essentially Claire’s adopted father, added, “But only to set your mind at ease, because I’ve got to be going.” 
He stood up and trotted heavily toward the door. Claire was on his heels. When he reached the door, he turned around and told her that he’d be right back. 
“I’m coming with you,” said Claire. 
“Like hell you are. Not that there’s anything to be afraid of, of course, but because this neighborhood isn’t a place you should be walking around after dark.” God, he was bad at this. Not only was he making it sound like Victoria might actually be in trouble, but Claire had just walked home in the dark, and would have done so alone if Reginald hadn’t showed up. 
Claire was ignoring him, already pulling on her coat. It was the same coat she’d been wearing when he’d first met her, with the giant anorak hood. It didn’t seem nearly as oversized on her anymore. 
Reginald squatted down. “I’ll make this simple. Either I go alone or we’ll sit back down and watch TV. You are flat-out not going with me. Are we clear?” 
Claire apparently wasn’t used to receiving parental orders. Until recently, Victoria had been a perpetual no-show thanks to her jobs combined with Altus’s influence, so Claire was used to doing pretty much what she wanted, when she wanted. Reginald’s ultimatum seemed to shock her. Her face registered something that was almost hurt, but then she took the coat off and hung it back up.
“Stay inside,” said Reginald. 
Then, after he was halfway out the door, he turned and looked Claire in the eye and added, “And not that there’s anything to worry about… but be sure to lock the door behind me.” 




 
REDNECKS
 
 
THE SKY IN CLAIRE’S NEIGHBORHOOD was overcast, and the air was cold. Outside of the cones beneath the streetlights, the night was very dark. All was surprisingly quiet. Reginald sensed a mood of waiting, and of watching. 
He walked down the steps to the street, then looked back at the house. Claire looked at him from a window. A woman two houses down was doing the same. 
Several ground floor windows on houses along the street were boarded but had lights on upstairs. Either people had moved into boarded houses and not bothered to clear the windows, or citizens were bunking in. Reginald did a quick mental scan of the vampire-related news stories he’d read and seen over the past few weeks, then cross-referenced them with maps from an atlas he’d memorized. As the information clicked, he realized that this neighborhood had seen its share of violence. 
He looked back at the boarded windows and was reminded of old-time movie monsters, and the way villagers in those movies would hole up and lay quiet when there was something dark that haunted them during the nights. He got a distinct mental picture that was almost certainly more cinema than reality — humans bunkered and cowering inside of their boarded homes with vampires circling outside, tapping on the windows from dusk until dawn, taunting them, unable to enter. 
But it was all fantasy. It was too overt. 
For now. But who knows what the next year will bring?
Reginald walked a few minutes down the shady neighborhood street to where Claire had described — a dark throughway that connected two well-lit streets. He was supposed to turn where there was an array of construction pylons and a sign advertising OPEN SEWER. In the middle of the construction barricades was a hole in the concrete with jagged edges. A hole yawned beyond it, leading into a deep and bottomless darkness. It looked like the street had either caved in or been crushed. He found himself wondering how carefully you had to secure a site like this. Would neighborhood kids try to climb down into a dark, smelly sewer?
Reginald turned to look into the alley. It was a straight shot, and the sign on the store from which Victoria was apparently coming was visible from where Reginald was standing. The pass-through was wide but still technically an alley; the backs of buildings bordered it on both sides. Reginald could see dumpsters and discarded shipping palettes. His vampire eyes could read the writing on stacked boxes, as far away as they were, even in the dark. 
Fresh Haas avocados, producto de Honduras. 
Hand-Serv Styrofoam cups, 20oz.
And there was something moving off to one side, behind a mound of trash. 
Reginald realized that he shouldn’t be out searching alone. What if he did run into hostile vampires? What the hell was he supposed to do? He wouldn’t stand a chance. 
His hand stole into his pants pocket, flicking at the edges of a stack of credit cards. He wondered if the office of the Deacon would hold any sway. He had an official card identifying him as the Deacon’s deputy, but it was a pathetic thing, no more impressive than a library card. What was he supposed to do, flash it like a badge?
He began walking down the street. He didn’t have the speed or stealth of normal vampires, so there was no point in trying to run. If the movement by the trash was a vampire (or vampires), his best bet was to approach slowly and hope that their vampire ears wouldn’t hear him — not an easy feat for a man who weighed in at three hundred and fifty pounds. 
He crept closer, staying to the opposite side of the alley, watching where he stepped, stopping every time he saw movement. 
There was definitely someone over there, crouched down. Two someones. They were hunched over something. Could be a discarded pizza box. Could be a crack pipe. 
Could be Claire’s mother. 
Reginald walked closer and realized that it was a pair of homeless people gnawing on a chicken leg. He could see them in the sparse, reflected light from the lit streets on either end of the wide alley. The chicken leg was a sloppy, disgusting thing, slathered in barbecue sauce. 
Except that it wasn’t barbecue sauce, and it wasn’t a chicken leg. It was way too big to be a chicken leg. It had a head on one end. Sticking out of the tiny huddle was a pair sensible shoes. The legs attached to the shoes looked as if they’d been well-toned, perhaps by jogging. 
Reginald crouched down. The pair of vampires looked almost feral, the way they were hovered over the woman in the corner. He wondered if she was dead. Most vampires took their prey by force, but Reginald, who glamoured his prey or fed on willing victims, had never witnessed a live, resisting attack. When did they stop fighting? How long did it usually take before they died?
As Reginald watched, one of the legs twitched. 
Reginald was still fifteen yards away. There was absolutely no way he’d be able to take the others in a fight. He was slow and weak, and as he’d told Claire, his sole physical talent — superior muscular coordination and balance — was thus far only good for parlor tricks. 
Beside him, a splintered shipping palette lay against the alley wall. One of the crossbeams was splintered entirely through. It would make a perfect stake, but it was still stapled to the member underneath it. 
Reginald felt his breathing quicken and his heart rate increase. He wished, not for the first time, that movies had gotten vampirism right — that being undead stilled the heart and made the afflicted into perfect undead automatons. But movies hadn’t gotten it right. Reginald was fat, he was out of shape, and he was scared. 
You’ll only get yourself killed, he thought, and how will that help anyone?
It was a legitimate question. Reginald was Maurice’s greatest weapon thanks to his unparalleled strategic mind. If he died, it would be like unplugging Maurice’s master database, leaving him to fly blind into destruction. If he died, there would be nothing standing between the disintegrating Vampire Council and total anarchy. 
Reginald pushed the thought down into his shoes. He had to do something. Live or die, there was no way he could simply walk away. 
He reached toward the makeshift wooden stake with its protruding staple. He could wiggle the stake until the staple came free, but he’d never be able to do it quietly. So he grabbed the giant staple between his forefinger and thumb and gave a small prayer that what he thought might be true — for a fat guy who could balance on a fencepost and do a one-armed handstand — would end up being true. 
He pulled the staple out in one long, slow pull. It came easily, and blessedly quietly.
So it’s not just finger coordination, but an odd level of finger strength, he thought. That could come in handy. Then he almost laughed as he looked at the huddled vampires and thought, Maybe I can pinch them to death. Or tickle them horribly. 
Reginald gripped the stake in his right hand. It was a pathetic weapon. They’d circle him five times before he could use it. 
(Pretend you’re a human.) 
The thought hit him like a brick. Yes. Of course. If they thought he was a human, they’d attack him in the way they’d attack a human rather than the way they’d attack a vampire. That might just give him enough time to defend himself. 
Reginald tucked the stake into the back of his waistband, stepped into the center of the alley, and yelled, “Hey! What are you doing over there?” 
Two heads turned, but neither of the vampires bothered to rise to their feet. One was male and one was female. A crazy, random thought crossed Reginald’s mind as they assessed him with their fangs out, their mouths smeared with blood: They’re not a couple, because if they were, the woman wouldn’t let the man feed on a woman. 
He looked down at the woman in question. It was Victoria. Her eyes were open and vacant. She looked very pale. While he watched, she blinked. 
The male vampire hissed, then stood. 
Reginald feigned terror. He wasn’t a good actor, but he was feeling a decent amount of genuine terror, so he used it. Then he waited, watching their eyes. There was maybe an even chance that they’d recognize him. Reginald was fairly well-known in the vampire community, and the Council’s case against him — and the ensuing overthrow — was legendary. But vampires could be like humans in their selective ignorance, and half or more of the country’s humans wouldn’t recognize the vice president of the United States if he walked up and shook their hand. 
The male vampire’s eyes met Reginald’s. He felt something like an invisible hand touch the top of his head. The vampire was trying to glamour him. 
“You are not afraid,” the vampire said. 
Reginald let his eyes glaze and allowed his shoulders to slump. He assumed the vacant gaze he’d seen so many times through his own eyes.
“Come over here,” said the vampire. 
Behind the male, the female was getting to her feet. Reginald waited. If he was going to strike, they’d both have to be close — and even then, he doubted he could take both of them. Even if he could stake the male, he’d never move fast enough to get the woman too. She’d either kill him or run. The latter of the two was all he could hope for. 
Reginald’s hand stole up into the small of his back, slowly, his fingers wrapping around the stake. 
The male vampire got closer. Reginald inclined his head slightly, exposing his neck. Soon, the vampire would realize he couldn’t smell a human scent on Reginald, but for now the reek of Victoria’s blood would mask it. He took a quick glance at her and saw her swallow. She was alive, but couldn’t have long. The blood was everywhere. 
Reginald freed the stake from his waistband. The woman was still too far away. He took a shambling step forward, inclining his head farther. The woman hissed, her fanged mouth coming open. It was a sound filled with lust and hunger. 
In front of Reginald, the male vampire opened his mouth and began to lean forward. Then there was a loud noise and the side of the vampire’s head exploded. 
Reginald turned in the direction of the sound to see a group of seven or eight humans running down the alley. The man in the lead was holding a handgun at arm’s length. 
“Fuck you, monster!” he shouted. 
The man next to the shooter hooted and fired a second handgun. The shot took the female in the shoulder. A flower of blood bloomed on the wall behind her. The man fired twice more. Since he was only holding on with one hand and was running, both shots went wide. Then the man stopped, sighted, and carefully fired a fourth shot, which hit the female vampire in the eye. 
Two of the men in the approaching posse were holding shotguns, but they hadn’t so much as raised them. There seemed to be an order to the attack that they all understood, as if they’d done this before. The shotguns, with their wide radius, were probably intended for close-quarters work. They probably only came up after the lead men had winged their quarry with the smaller guns. Reginald couldn’t help calculating as he watched them run. He was thinking that they could step up their game by investing in a rifle or two. 
The male vampire stood up. The side of his previously coifed hairdo was matted with blood. He touched it in revulsion. He then bent down to check on the female, but choosing to duck rather than attack was a mistake. The moment’s hesitation gave the men enough time to sight and fire again. Three bullets smashed into the male’s chest, throwing him backward into the wall and seducing a groan. Then the shotgun-bearers finally got into the action as the group arrived around Reginald. They trained their barrels on the female and opened fire, blowing a C-shaped hole in her side. 
The male was already halfway healed. He hissed, but Reginald, who the posse was ignoring, could hear the pain in that hiss. Gunshots wouldn’t stop a vampire unless they were silver or wood and struck him in the heart, but they hurt like hell and could definitely slow one down. 
The group of men (Reginald counted eight now that they’d formed a firing line and were standing still) fired shot after shot into the pair of vampires, backing them away from Victoria. One of the men shouted to watch out for a victim on the ground. Blood was absolutely everywhere. The vampires refused to stay down. They healed quickly, but every time they got to their feet, the men with the guns fired again and knocked them back down. 
The female, finding herself temporarily unshot, crouched, jumped, and landed on the three-story roof of the building behind her. Reginald looked up, but she was already gone in a blur. 
The male vampire was struggling to get his feet. Literally. The barrage of bullets had torn off one of his feet. Reginald watched as the foot turned to ash inside of his shoe and a new one, shoeless, grew at the end of his ragged leg. Watching the male try to get up was like watching a person struggle forward into the stream from a pressure hose. But it was just a standoff; the vampire couldn’t heal fast enough to flee, and the group would never kill him with normal metal slugs. 
The vampire, barely recognizable for all the blood, gripped a ladder hanging from the building’s roof and began to climb — slowly, because all of his energy seemed to be going into healing. Then the shotgunners, both of whom had been reloading, raised their weapons, took several steps forward now that the creature was retreating, and fired, and fired, and fired until they were empty. When the smoke cleared, the vampire was hanging from the ladder by his hands. His torso was hanging on by a small band of something — maybe skin, maybe tendon, maybe even intestine. Reginald could see that his spine had already been snapped. It was sticking out at a strange angle. 
Then the tendon or whatever it was gave way, and the vampire’s lower half fell to the ground with a Fwump. The legs immediately turned gray under the vampire’s now-discarded pants and began to flake away. The top half of the vampire continued to clamber up the ladder hand-over-hand, screaming in pain. Then a bulbous pink balloon began to grow where he’d been halved. The balloon elongated, and by the time the vampire reached the top rung, the pink had become peach and had formed the beginnings of new legs and a naked ass. 
The men appeared too shocked to speak or to continue firing after the escaping half of a vampire. The shotgunners were empty and hadn’t bothered to reload. They all watched as the vampire reached the roof and vanished.
One of the men stooped toward Victoria, who was hard to find amongst all of the blood. Where had all of the blood come from? Reginald had never gotten a satisfactory answer to that. Vampires could bleed and bleed and bleed, and they’d never run out. 
“You okay, mister?” said one of the men, looking over at Reginald. “He didn’t get you before we showed up, did he?” 
Reginald nodded at the first question, then shook his head at the second. He bared his neck to show the man. 
“Those things just keep coming,” said one of the men holding a shotgun. “We’ve found that all we can do is to drive them back.” 
“They’re vampires,” said a boy at the back of the group, who was holding only a bat. Whether he’d had a gun drawn at any point, Reginald hadn’t seen. 
“Shut up, Greg,” said the man who’d led the charge. 
“He saw what just happened,” said Greg. “You saw it, right? We ain’t crazy.” 
Reginald shrugged, unsure how to get out of this situation. He didn’t want to stick around and face the police — if, in fact, the police showed up. But they’d have to. The noise of the encounter had been thunderous. Dozens of shots had been fired. Every house for miles must have called 911. 
“Can you stick around for an ambulance if we call one?” said the man who’d asked if he was okay. “There’ll be a lot of questions for eight guys with weapons standing over a woman covered in ten gallons of blood. We’ve gotta go. You tell them whatever you want, okay?” 
Reginald nodded. 
“Listen… I know you’re scared, but… what’s your name, buddy?” 
“Floyd,” said Reginald. But he was scared, and there was a lot of blood, and apparently his body enjoyed coming up with new and amusing ways to betray him. So, when he opened his mouth, the neighborly expression dropped off of the man’s face and he began fumbling with the safety on his handgun. 
“He’s got fangs!” the man yelled. 
In the seconds it took for the other men to turn and raise their guns, Reginald threw his weight into a tall stack of palettes and ran. The stack wobbled and fell behind him, striking two of the men in the lead and creating an obstacle for the rest. 
The reach of their guns was unimpaired by the palettes, however. 
The first gunman fired and hit Reginald in the back. It must not have hit any bones, because Reginald watched a red bloom form on the front of his shirt as the bullet passed straight through him. They were going to try and bring him down like they’d done the others, so he’d have to grit his teeth through the pain and force his legs to keep working. If he fell, he was done for. The man called Greg had said they were vampires. Sooner or later, one of the men would think to break off a piece of wood and stick it into the fat guy to see what happened. In fact, said fat guy had made it easy. He had a stake tucked into the waistband of his pants.
The bullet wound felt like someone had shoved a very hot spike through Reginald’s side. He felt himself wanting to favor that side, but he made his arms keep pumping, driving him forward. 
The first of the men were over the fallen palettes, now thirty yards back. The shotgunners, thankfully, were at the very rear of the group. It would take them time to reload, and it wasn’t easy to do so while running. 
The pain of the gunshot passed, but Reginald was already feeling lightheaded and damning his vampire inabilities. He could sprint over short distances, and he’d found that if he did, he could outrun humans for a minute or two… but once the sprint gave out, even moderately fit humans easily overtook him. 
There was no question they’d catch up. He couldn’t lead them to Claire’s house even if he could get there, which he couldn’t. He didn’t know where to go. But he’d need to find a way out in the next sixty seconds, or it would all be over.
Two more shots struck him. The first hit him in the hip, causing fantastic pain to race down his leg. The second ripped the side of his head open. There was a moment of confusion while his brain healed, then a red cloud of agony. Healing took a good ten seconds, and the ripping sensation down his leg and in the back of his head made those seconds intolerable. He started to stagger. To weave. He felt the pain threatening to kick his legs out from under him, and then it would all be over.
But then, time stopped. 
It didn’t really stop, of course, but Reginald suddenly found himself with the same slow-motion clarity he’d experienced while reading for the first time as a vampire. Back in his living room, with Maurice watching, he remembered how seconds had dilated into hours. He’d read an entire book at what felt like a normal speed, then had come out of his trance to find that the second hand of the clock had only advanced a few clicks. 
Reginald’s awareness took in the scene around him. The men were behind him, frozen. He still hurt, but he was no longer staggering. Nothing was happening. Nothing at all. 
Am I becoming fast? Am I becoming strong? 
But no, that wasn’t it. His brain was simply processing quickly. Super quickly. So quickly that events outside of his mind seemed to take no time at all by comparison. He’d probably always been able to do this, but had just now realized it. It was as if he’d unlocked a new achievement in the game of vampirism. He’d leveled up.
Could he move faster? Could he use this span of this timelessness to elude them? 
Reginald tried to move his arms and his legs, but they were trapped in slow, cold tar.
So it’s just my mind that’s fast. 
And that made sense, but it didn’t help him any. Sure, he could assess his situation all he wanted, but assessing didn’t change his predicament. There were still eight men behind him with guns, and his body still couldn’t move fast enough or for long enough to elude them. He had two choices: he could wait here forever, trapped in a frozen moment in time, or he could wind the reel forward and watch himself die in agonizing detail. 
Reginald sensed his body.
His exhaustion was distant and far-off. He was aware that his muscles and lungs would only last for so much longer in real time, but none of that mattered. You couldn’t draw breath in the space of a thought, and whatever mind-presence he was in now didn’t need to breathe. But the pain. The pain was real. Even now, even in timelessness, the pain was making it hard to think. The pain was the problem. He could deal with exhaustion, but the pain slowed him down even more. The pain was allowing his pursuers to close the gap. The pain was causing him to stagger and weave. The pain was about to make him trip.
The pain will bring you down, so you have to turn it off, said a voice. 
It wasn’t Reginald’s voice. It was as if he were hearing it on a loudspeaker, in his head, in an anteroom of frozen time. Where had he heard that voice before?
Turn off the pain, the voice repeated, so that you’ll have a chance.
Turn it off? he thought.
Turn it off, said the voice.
The idea didn’t make sense. 
But then, quite suddenly, he saw how to do it. It was as if he’d been in a dark room and someone had turned on a light. He saw where the pain came from and where it went, and he saw how to break the circuit. He flipped a switch inside of himself. The knife slicing down the length of his leg vanished. The ache in his head vanished.
Now go, said the voice. 
Time resumed without warning. 
The mental controls slipped and skittered under Reginald’s metaphorical hands as the voice pushed him rudely back into the world against his will. It was as if Reginald, even with his hands on the wheel of his mind, hadn’t been able to avoid a patch of black ice. He found himself barreling forward again in the dark alley, the men behind him. 
But the pain was gone. Totally gone. He felt fine. He was short of breath, and in a moment, his legs would give out from exhaustion. But there was no pain. 
There were two more shots behind him. Both struck him just below the shoulder blades. Their impact felt like a heavy tap on the back, nothing more.
He felt himself pass the patch of mental black ice and felt his control return. What he’d just done, he knew he could do again. He took a quick glance around to give himself a visual map, then went into his mind and felt everything grind to a stop like a dying clock. The world froze around him. And he thought. 
I can’t go forward. 
I can’t go backward. 
I can’t go up. Even if a pipe would support me, they’d cut me in half before I reached a roof.
But there was nothing left. There was nowhere else to go.
But then he thought: Go down.
And in the still moment inside of his mind, Reginald looked forward and saw the jagged hole in the street. Into the sewer. 
Two voices began to bicker inside of him.
Who knows what’s down there? 
It doesn’t matter, considering what’s up here. 
I don’t know where it leads. 
You do know where your current course leads, and it’s nowhere good. 
I’ll never fit. 
You have to.
And he did have to. Claire’s mother had just been attacked, maybe killed, and Victoria was all Claire had. Maurice depended on him for his strategy, and the strategic direction Maurice took could decide the fates of thousands — both human and vampire. The war had already started. The evidence was right behind him, splattered all over the wall in the alley. 
Reginald allowed time to resume. 
He could see the construction pylons thirty yards ahead. The men behind him were gaining, still firing. He was almost out of energy, but he had to make it. His legs slowed. He forced them to keep moving, knowing that normally they’d feel intensely painful, as if they were on fire. His chest wanted to seize, but he pushed through it. 
Another bullet struck him in the back of the neck. It didn’t hurt, but it knocked him down. Down to the ground. 
Get up. 
I can’t. 
Get up!
I can’t! 
And he couldn’t. As he healed, as the men gained on him, the slug fell through his neck and onto the concrete with a noise like a dropped quarter. He couldn’t get his breath. It wasn’t a matter of will. It wasn’t a matter of fighting through the pain, because there was no pain. It was a matter of his inability to function. Too much lactic acid, paralyzing his muscles so that they could recover. You couldn’t fight biology, even if you were a vampire.
GET UP, YOU FAT MOTHERFUCKER, AND RUN!
The men hadn’t slowed. They were getting very close — into shotgun range, anyway. 
As Reginald stumbled onto his feet and made his final approach to the pylons, a blast from the rear struck him full in the back and he pitched forward, into one of the large orange and white cones. For what felt like the dozenth time since he’d become a vampire, Reginald felt his nose break. 
They were twenty yards back. 
Ten. 
He had his arms inside of the hole, his vampire eyes barely making out a shallow stream of disgusting water at the bottom, fifteen or twenty feet down. He was going in head-first. If he made it, this was going to be unpleasant. But that was irrelevant, because he wasn’t going to make it. 
He was stuck. 
Feeling more bullets strike his lower half (many in his ass; what the hell), Reginald hung above the sewer with his head, arms, and shoulders dangling like a man trapped in a snare, his gut wedged firmly in the hole in the concrete. 
The posse of men arrived above him. Reginald knew they’d arrived because he could hear them and because the number of bullets and buckshot striking him increased. He was very, very thankful he wasn’t experiencing pain, because the pain in this moment had to be a whopper.
“What the fuck! He’s wedged into that hole!” yelled one of the men. 
“Should we pull him out?” said another. 
“Don’t get close!” 
“How could this guy be a monster? I mean, look at him.” 
More gunshots. In a distant, pain-free way, it felt like one of his feet might almost be severed. The men would be able to start a whole collection of vampire shoes. 
“Pull him out!” said one of the earlier voices. Reginald thought it might be Greg, the guy who believed in vampires.
“Why?” 
“You want him to get away?” 
Hands grabbed Reginald’s legs. His foot seemed to have regrown, because he felt someone tugging at both of them. This went on for a few minutes, and then the hands let go. 
“Jesus,” said a voice. “He’s really wedged in there.” 
Reginald hung in the blackness, wondering if there was a limit to the humiliation a person could endure before he snapped.
“Man, he’s a fat fucker,” said a voice.
From inside of the hole, Reginald yelled, “Get off my back. It’s glandular.”  
A foot pressed on his ass, then began to stomp in earnest. 
A voice said, “What the hell are you doing?” 
“Figured I’d try to push him through.” 
“You dumbass. He’ll get away.” 
“What? They can’t be killed, except… Oh!” 
Reginald waited to see what the voice had just realized, then felt something poking him randomly around the midsection, where he was wedged in the hole. 
“Damn,” the voice said. “He’s too far in.” 
“What were you going to do?” 
“I figured I could pound a stake through his heart.” 
“Oh.” 
Minutes passed. Reginald hung upside-down in the darkness, his arms over his head and swinging. “So, you guys from around here?” said Reginald. 
“We should just leave him,” said one of the men. 
The stake continued to poke him, trying to find a way in. 
“Knock it off, Teddy.” 
The stake kept probing. “I thought I might be able to angle it in through his stomach. But I think there’s too much fat in the way.” 
“It used to be hard for me to give blood for the same reason,” Reginald said conversationally. It occurred to him that it stunk in here. And why not? It was a sewer. 
The men were silent for a few moments. Finally someone said, “Well, what should we do?” 
Reginald said, “Let’s play twenty questions.” 
There was another brief moment, and then one of the men said, “What time is it?” 
“They have to be ‘yes’ or ‘no’ questions,” said Reginald. 
“Maybe a few minutes past eleven?” said the first man, ignoring him.
“We’ll just have to wait until sunrise,” said the second.
“No,” said Reginald. “You now have nineteen questions remaining.” 
“That’s all damn night!” said the man who’d reported the time. “What are we supposed to do, get lawn chairs and camp out?” 
“Yes,” said Reginald. “Eighteen left.”  
There was a gunshot, and Reginald felt a bullet explode into his right buttcheek.
“We can’t just stay here all night. The cops will be here any minute.” He paused, as if something was occurring to him. “Shit. You’ve already called 911.” 
The other man sighed. “All right, fine. We’ll go. I don’t think he’s going anywhere. The sun can finish him off.” 
Reginald thought, Shit. The sun.
“Hey!” he yelled. “Which one of you lives three blocks away and has the ugly wife who won’t shut up?” 
Two or three distinct voices made disturbed murmurs. One voice was louder than the others. Reginald addressed it.
“I fucked your wife, buddy,” he said. In truth, he had no idea who the men were, who their wives or families were, or where they’d come from. But they’d arrived on foot and looked like rednecks. The chances of one of them living a few blocks away and considering his wife an ugly nag seemed pretty good. 
One or two of the voices murmured. A third shrieked, “You stay away from my ugly wife!”
“I fucked her earlier, and as soon as you leave, I’m going to use my monster powers to get out of here and warp over there and eat her brains while fucking her again.” 
“Which one of us are you talking to?” said one of the others. 
“All three of you. I fucked them all. There’s the ugly woman in the shitty house, the ugly woman in the house with the shitty car in the driveway, and the ugly woman with the Ted Nugent tattoo.” The last was a long shot, but Reginald almost laughed when one of the men screamed like a girl. But still nobody was reacting, so Reginald thrashed from the waist down, kicking his legs out and twitching. 
“What’s he doing?” yelled the man who’d spoken earlier. There was a note of panic in his voice.
“I’m preparing my monster warp. Muhahaha!”
“Stop him, Greg!” 
“In a minute I’ll vanish, and then I can’t wait to visit each of your ugly wives and cut their heads open and play with their brains while I fuck them in the eye sockets and…” 
The composition of the men broke and they all began firing their guns at point-blank range. As they did, large chunks of Reginald began to peel off and fly away. Reginald could feel it happening. It was distant without the pain, and almost interesting. He could sense parts of his body until they were severed, and then he lost their awareness. He felt shotgun blasts blowing holes in his back, his legs, and the exposed part of his overhanging belly. 
“Afterward,” Reginald screamed over the gunshots, “I’m going to head over and fuck your ugly mothers!” 
The guns fired faster.
Finally, enough of Reginald’s stomach had been eroded away that he — more or less just his upper half, now — fell head-first down the hole. He plummeted to the hole’s concrete bottom and found himself in feculent, smelly water. He tried to stand up, but what remained below his belt was like a giant pink tadpole’s tail. 
Except that he had no belt. And what was somehow worse, no lower half meant no pants. 
Something fell from above. It looked like a sack full of meat, but when it hit the bottom, it exploded in a grey cloud, lit from the dim streetlight above. It was what used to be his legs, and was now just his pants. They were shredded beyond belief, but once he’d totally healed, he stood up and pulled them on. Incredible Hulk pants were better than no pants any day of the week. 
Reginald looked up. The heads of eight men in a circle stared down at him, not one of them angry or bold. All of the men looked absolutely terrified. 
“Hey!” Reginald yelled. “Whose girlfriend has the bedazzled shirt that says, ‘Mega Cum Slut’?” 
“Mine!” yelled one of the heads.
“Jesus, really?” said Reginald. 
“What about her?” 
“I’m going there now.” He gave a dramatic moan and waved his arms. “Run, run!” 
The heads vanished. Reginald heard feet running away, and then he began the long slog in the dark toward wherever the sewer led him. 




 
HULK
 
 
REGINALD KNOCKED ON NIKKI’S DOOR about an hour before sunrise. She opened the door to find him covered in blood, smelling like sewer, his shirt in shreds and his pants not much more substantial than a grass skirt. His hair was packed with dirt and gore and had wedged up into a fauxhawk before hardening. 
He crossed the room, slapped an assortment of shiny metal balls into Nikki’s palm, and began to undress on a threadbare area rug. Once he was done, he balled the rug up and put it near the trashcan, then sat nude on the couch. 
Nikki stared at him. 
“I don’t want to talk about it,” he said. 
But they did, briefly, with Reginald simply trying to keep up with his own memories as he spoke. He was exhausted. At some point — possibly in the middle of a sentence — he fell asleep. 
An indeterminate amount of time later, Reginald awoke to find that he’d been rubbed somewhat cleaner and dressed in pajamas. The clock on the wall indicated that the sun must be up, but Nikki was awake, a cordless phone in her hand. 
“She’s fine,” said Nikki, raising the phone.
“Who’s fine?”
“Claire’s mother. You told me to call around?”
Reginald sat up. He felt hung over. He rubbed his head, feeling as if he’d overtaxed it. All of last night was there inside of his mind, but it was foggy, and it hurt to think. His mouth felt dry. There was an empty Cheetos bag in front of him. He remembered annihilating the Cheetos before sleep took him, and of showing them no mercy.
“Oh, right.” He put both hands on his forehead.
Nikki walked to the couch and sat next to him. She tried to run a hand through his hair. It was hard and stiff, so she ran her hand over the top of it instead, like rubbing a turtle’s shell.
“Some weird stuff happened last night,” said Reginald. 
“You said you stopped time.” 
“Not literally. But that’s what it felt like.”
Nikki punched him in the side of the head. 
“Ow, hell!” he yelled. 
“Sorry. I wanted to see if you were still impervious to pain. Apparently you’re not. But last night, you kept telling me to kick you in the balls, and you just kept laughing all the while. Do you remember?”
“Yes.” It had seemed hilarious at the time, but he’d been in no condition to judge hilarity when he’d come home. He’d been half dead, which was saying something for a person who was already mostly dead even when fully functional.
Nikki seemed unsure what to say next, so she again held up the phone. “Anyway, she’s at Mercy. Apparently an ambulance showed up and found her where your buddies described. They’re saying she was stabbed.” 
“Stabbed?” 
Nikki nodded. “Then, I told them I was Victoria’s sister and asked what they were doing for her. The man I talked to didn’t want to tell me, but I cry well on cue. He looked some stuff up and said that they gave her a bunch of blood and stitched up her wounds, and that she should be fine. But from what he said, it’s good that you showed up when you did. Those vampires weren’t going to sip and ship. They were going to drink until she was dry.”
“It wasn’t me. Thank that gang of rednecks.” 
Nikki snorted. 
“And you talked to Claire?” 
Nikki pursed her lips. Reginald sat up. “What?” 
“She was there. I guess they’re going to let her sleep there tonight, even. But she wouldn’t come to the phone.” 
“Did she know it was you?” 
Nikki nodded. “I told the guy to tell her it was Aunt Nikki and Uncle Reginald. She didn’t want to talk.” 
“Upset,” said Reginald. But he wondered if there was more he was forgetting, or more that he was failing to work out. 
“Any news on the posse?” 
“I suppose Claire would have been able to tell me if she heard shots, but the guy I talked to knew nothing, or was disclosing nothing.” 
Reginald sighed. It was all falling apart. Vampires were openly killing humans. Humans were starting to believe that there were real monsters in the world. The other night, he’d even seen a news report featuring eyewitnesses who said they’d watched several “creatures” flee the site of brutal killings by leaping up onto the tops of buildings and “vanishing in blurs.” There was only so much stubborn disbelief to go around. 
Reginald stood from the couch and stumbled toward the bathroom. Nikki followed him, asking when he last ate. Reginald told her he’d eaten Cheetos before falling asleep, and Nikki said that wasn’t what she meant. 
“You need blood,” said Nikki. 
“Blood is disgusting,” said Reginald. 
“Let me order a pizza man,” said Nikki. 
“Make sure it comes with a pizza,” said Reginald. 




 
STRESS
 
 
AFTER HIS PIZZA MAN AND his pizza, Reginald announced that he was going to take a shower because it was almost time to go to work. 
Nikki’s jaw dropped. She threw her hands into the air and asked how going to work — given all that had happened and was happening — could possibly be on his mind. Reginald asked her how she was planning to pay her rent without working. Nikki said that Maurice would give them both money, because he already had way, way too much. Reginald said that he refused to be a charity case. Nikki said that Reginald could long ago have glamoured his bosses and sat home forever, collecting checks for doing nothing. 
Reginald said that he’d once asked Maurice why he worked, given that he had a whole immortal, wealthy existence in front of him. Maurice had replied that sometimes, it was nice to be a mindless idiot. Reginald said that at the time, he didn’t understand why Maurice would say such a ridiculous thing… but that now, he did. 
Nikki had nothing to say to that.
Reginald rose from the couch and walked to the bathroom, then stepped into the shower and let the hot water begin to dissolve the crud in his hair. He bent his head forward, watching the drain as the water flowed red and brown around his feet. Eventually the water became more or less clear, and he turned his face toward the spray.
Reginald — like his maker — insisted on keeping feet in both the human and vampire worlds. Most would have seen it as a step in the wrong direction, but for Reginald, having a double life functioned as a safety valve. Vampires were usually powerful, strong, and above laws and morality, making vampire life an ideal escape from the drudgery of human existence. For Reginald, however, who had a vampire life filled with inadequacy and disintegration and decay, human life was his escape. When things got bad, he sometimes stayed up until all hours of the day, watching talk shows and eating junk food. At those times, he relished going to work. He reveled in the abuse of his annoying co-workers and bosses. He supposed he was as goth inside as Maurice looked on the outside. He longed for the pain of humanity so that he could feel alive for a while — instead of undead, surrounded by failed responsibility and chaos. 
And there was so much chaos lately.
Every night, on the news, there were more and more gruesome murders. The networks had to be loving it. They’d been blessed with a neverending supply of blood-spattered walls and gore-strewn rooms to photograph. The police shooed the news crews away over and over again, but all they had to do was to go down the street, where there was always another gathering, another person dead, another report of carnage and destruction… and, more and more often, another report of inhuman creatures that managed incredible feats.
What made it worse was that everyone Reginald trusted and believed in seemed to be looking to him for answers. As if he knew more than they did. As if memory and deduction meant anything now that so many butterfly wings were stirring distant hurricanes. Reginald wanted someone to give him the answers, but nobody had answers to give. Instead, they asked. And asked. And asked. And Reginald did his best to help where he could, but so often, he came up empty.
Even the Europeans were no help. He’d spoken to Karl, head of the European Vampire Council, a few times via Skype. News from Luxembourg was that the angel Santos seemed to have finally kicked his earthly addiction and had vanished without a trace. Most of the European and Asian vampires watched the news out of America and were active on Fangbook. Karl didn’t want to come right out and say it because he was proud, but as went America, so went the world. He said that the EU Council had held together, but that vigilante gangs were proliferating there as they were in the US. They’re terrified, Karl told Reginald and Maurice, and murder is all they know to do well. 
Maurice and Reginald couldn’t reason with murderers. Their position was untenable. They wanted the killing and reckless creation to end. And in its place, they wanted the frightened vampire population to do… what, exactly? At the Ring of Fire, Balestro had spoken of evolution, but evolution was vague and open to interpretation. Evolution took time. Nobody wanted to analyze and soul-search and wait. They wanted a fix, and they wanted it now. 
And what was worse, Reginald was beginning to think that maybe he and Maurice were the crazy ones. Maybe what was happening in the world and on the news was what the angels wanted. Vampires were the descendants of Cain and the servants of darkness, after all. Was it really that insane to imagine that chaos and murder and rape and death were what the darkness wanted? 
The hot water ran over Reginald’s skull. He willed it to wash away his worries. It was all too much.
Claire’s mother. 
Claire’s cold shoulder. 
Guns and blood and defied orders of protection. 
His odd new abilities, which he didn’t understand: the way his mind could stop time to think, and his (apparently temporary) ability to turn off pain, right when he needed it most. 
Was this what Balestro had given him, that night on the hilltop? And if it was, why had Balestro given it to him? Did the fact that Balestro had given him something mean that Balestro wanted Reginald to win the battle that was raging? Was Reginald on the angels’ side, or was he against them? 
But of all the questions and doubts circling in his mind, what bothered Reginald most of all was a troubling certainty that he might simply be too weak to face what was coming. When Nikki had her epiphany about blood ties and thirst, she had simply stopped feeding more than was strictly necessary. She’d seen what needed to be done and had the will to do it, but Reginald had never developed that kind of will power and fortitude. 
How can I promote evolution in the Nation if I can’t evolve myself? he’d asked her. And she’d had no answer.
It was too much. Being human had been so much easier. 
Reginald dried off, wrapped a towel around his waist, and walked out to get his clothes before remembering that he’d spent the day at Nikki’s apartment and had none. So once the sun had set, she ran back to his house and was back in seconds with clean underwear, slacks, a shirt, and shoes. Reginald used Nikki’s deodorant and brushed his teeth with his finger. He noticed that his fangs never got brushed, because he never brushed his teeth when he was angry, hungry, or horny. Then he wondered why he brushed his teeth at all. It wasn’t like they’d ever decay or fall out. He supposed the ritual comforted him, just like junk food and TV comforted him. 
Old habits simply died hard, like so many people did these days. 
Reginald walked out of the bathroom to find Nikki standing in the hallway stark naked, a come-hither expression on her face. 
“We don’t have to leave for a half hour,” she said. “And I’d like to prescribe some much-needed stress relief for you.” 
“I’m a monster,” he said vacantly. 
“I think you’re still human,” she said, walking toward him and running his shirt collar between her fingers, “but let’s check, just to be sure.” 




 
BLOODBATH
 
 
WHEN THEY ARRIVED AT THE office an hour later, they found the front door ajar. The sight of it made foreboding rise in Reginald’s gut. 
There was no good reason for foreboding. The day shift would all be gone by now, and Walker and the custodians would be in the building alone unless someone had decided to work late. Any one of the departing day shift workers could have broken the closer on their way out, and nobody in the company would care enough to close the door when it failed to close on its own. In fact, Reginald would have thought things were more out of place if the closer were broken and someone had closed the door. Courtesy, in Reginald’s workplace, was suspicious in and of itself. 
But still, when he noticed the box above the door hanging from its broken mounting, he raised an arm to stop Nikki from going any farther. Something about it bothered him, especially with the hangover from his earlier dark thoughts still swimming in his mind. It reminded him of the door at the top of the Asbury’s basement staircase — also ajar, also dangling an arm from a broken pneumatic closer. The door in that club had said so many troubling things. It said that order and security had ceased to matter. It said that entropy had become a stronger force than paranoia — and according to Maurice, paranoia had been the Council’s hallmark for centuries. The ajar door at the Asbury had symbolized everything within the Nation that was falling apart. 
And now here was another ajar door. It was stupid to back away from it, but he did it anyway.
“The door is open,” said Reginald when Nikki gave him a questioning look.
“Yeah?” 
“It reminds me of the door at the Council.” 
Nikki pushed his hand down gently. The small gesture said that she understood, but that Reginald had been on edge lately and might not be the best judge of what was worth fretting about. 
“Many doors are similar,” she said. 
Reginald felt a breeze at his back. A second later, Maurice appeared on his other side. 
“Are we having a standoff?” he said. 
“You came to work!” said Nikki. Maurice hadn’t been bothering with work lately, but he looked as haggard as Reginald felt. Apparently, they felt the same way about the redeeming powers of bureaucracy and pointless paperwork. 
“I needed monotony,” said Maurice. “I wanted to spend some time doing something that has utterly no meaning whatsoever. I needed to be somewhere where if I make a huge error, nobody even notices.” 
“Something is wrong,” said Reginald, eyeing the door. 
He hadn’t put Nikki’s keys into his pocket. She had a tiny Swiss Army knife on the chain — not a very ladylike accessory, he’d always thought. Reginald was holding it as if he planned to open it and do battle. The entire knife was two inches long. Whatever threat he sensed was in for a serious miniature nail-filing. 
“See you inside,” said Maurice, slapping Reginald on the back and walking forward. “I feel like having a cup of coffee out of a mug that expresses my dislike for Mondays.” 
Nikki rubbed the back of Reginald’s neck and looked into his eyes. “Come on,” she said. 
Reginald ignored her, still staring at the office door across the parking lot. 
“Maurice,” he said. 
Maurice turned, then gave a tiny start as his eyes flicked down. 
Reginald had opened the blade of the knife and had driven it through the palm of his hand. Blood ran down his pinky finger and pattered onto the concrete. 
“I can’t feel it,” said Reginald. 
“What do you mean, you can’t feel it?” said Maurice. 
“Something new. I’ll explain later,” said Reginald. “For now, take my word for it that something is wrong here.” He pulled the knife from his palm, stooped to wipe the blade on the grass at the back of his parking spot, and closed it. He pocketed the keys, then began walking slowly toward the door. 
They walked into the lobby with Reginald in the lead. There was a second door in front of them that led into the office and an elevator to the right. The elevator was supposed to be for handicapped use, but before becoming a vampire, Reginald had used to use it when he needed to go upstairs. On the doors of the elevator, handwritten in large red letters, were the words ONLY HUMAN.
Maurice leaned forward. Nikki told him not to touch it, but Maurice was only sniffing.
“Blood,” he said. 
But of course it was blood, and of course the message wasn’t for just anyone, but for Maurice specifically. Anti-establishment propaganda over the past few months had been dominated by one key phrase where violence against non-vampires was concerned: They’re only human. It had become the slogan of Maurice’s political opposition, who tried to paint Maurice as a leader willing to sacrifice vampire welfare in favor of human welfare. Maurice was willing to destroy them all, they said. And for what? Those he sided with weren’t immortal. They weren’t strong. They weren’t worthy. They didn’t need or deserve protection.  They were, in the end, only human. 
Maurice’s mouth was open. His fangs were out. 
“Try not to touch anything,” said Reginald, but Maurice was already gone. The inner door fluttered closed behind him. 
Reginald looked at Nikki and saw that her fangs were out as well. On Nikki, fangs looked both sexy and dangerous. On Reginald, fangs looked pathetic. Unglamoured humans paled when they saw Nikki, but laughed when they saw Reginald. 
They pushed into the office to find it covered in blood. 
Reginald walked through the aisles between the cubicles slowly, trying to make sense of what he saw. Nikki split off, exploring in gape-mouthed awe. The lights were all on, instead of the smaller set that was usually lit after the day shift left. In the brightness, they could see everything there was to see. Everyone was dead. The entire day shift.
Scott, who was mocked because he was old. 
Noel, who was mocked because she was plain. 
Along with several of the homogenous males who’d mocked them, all of their bodies severed into sections and thrown haphazardly about — everyone finally equal at the moment of their murder. 
In the office at the end of the hall, Reginald found Berger. At the other end, he found several of the frat boy types who looked just like Walker, all with their perfect white teeth stained crimson.
He caught up with Maurice in the break room where, on the break room table, they found five coffee cups. All of the cups were stained and half-filled with blood. Maurice leaned down and sniffed at one of them.
“So much blood that they couldn’t drink it all,” he said. Then he kicked one of the small chairs across the room, where it shattered a full pitcher of orange juice that had been sitting on the counter. Yellow liquid ran onto the floor and mingled with bloody footprints, creating a deep orange. Then Maurice pointed at the table and the mugs as if Reginald and Nikki were to blame. “They bled them into mugs, and they sat here and drank it,” he spat. “Look at the mugs. Mine. Yours, Reginald. Nikki’s. This is my backup mug. This one I don’t know.” 
The cup said THICK DICK. 
“It’s Walker’s,” said Reginald. 
“They did it for us. They set this up for us, directed at us, as a message to me, their powerless leader. They opened people up, they collected their blood, and then they sat here and they laughed. I saw several people out there, missing parts of their bodies, dead at the end of long streaks of gore. They dragged themselves down hallways, trying to get away. The bastards didn’t even glamour them.” 
Nikki was starting to cry. It was a strange thing for a vampire to do over death and blood, Reginald thought, but he put his arm around her nonetheless. He felt it too. He didn’t like many of these people, but they’d had friends and families, and they’d been alive just a few hours earlier, blissfully unaware of what was awaiting them. 
“This is so stupid,” said Nikki, her voice hitching. “We’ve shed our share of blood.”
“Not like this,” said Reginald. 
“We have to do something,” she said. 
“What can we do?” said Maurice. “There’s no crime here. They’re… they were… only human, after all.” 
Nikki shook her head. There was no way out. The only authorities who would care were human authorities, and the human authorities hadn’t figured out what they were up against. And even if they did figure it out, what power would they have against vampires? Were Reginald, Nikki, and Maurice supposed to ally with humans against their own kind? Were they supposed to turn traitors? And if they did, what would come of the vampires they counted as friends? 
“We can’t do a goddamn thing,” said Maurice. “We just have to… to take it.” 
But even beyond Maurice and Nikki’s senses of desperation, Reginald felt uneasy. There was more here than what they’d seen so far. He’d known that something was wrong outside, when what he was starting to think of as his Spidey Sense — call it “Reginald Sense” — had started to tingle. But even now, with all of the bloody cards on the table, that new sense was still tingling. His mind still felt hyper-aware. If he were to open the knife and stick himself with it, he was sure he still wouldn’t feel it. There was more here to find. Something else unpleasant to unearth.
“Why is Walker’s coffee cup on the table with ours?” he said. 
Maurice shrugged. 
Reginald made a slow, pacing circuit of the table. He stepped over the spilled orange juice on the far side, then came around to his own coffee cup. He lowered his head to the cup, paused when the lip was just under his nose, and inhaled deeply. 
Then he straightened up, took a few steps forward, leaned toward Maurice’s main coffee cup, and did the same. He repeated the action for Nikki’s cup and Maurice’s backup. 
Finally, he stood over Walker’s cup, bent, and inhaled deeply. 
“A human used this cup,” he said. 
He stood and walked up in front of Maurice. 
“Did you find Walker out there?” 
“No,” said Maurice. 
“Find him,” said Reginald. 
They spread out into the office and began to open closets, look under desks, and pound on doors. It was Maurice who eventually found him. Walker was in the coat closet at the end of the hall, his entire front covered in blood. His tie was askew, his hair a matted mess. It looked like he’d crawled through a river of blood, or had laid down in one. He was very much alive, his eyes terrified, his face wet with tears and snot. 
Maurice called to Reginald and Nikki. They came over and stood in front of the closet, and all three of them watched Walker snivel and panic. It was hard to believe that this pathetic shell had once tormented all of them. 
“Walker,” said Reginald. “What happened here?” 
But Walker said nothing. He just shivered and hugged his legs to his chest and continued to stare up as if he’d been beaten. 
Reginald squatted in front of him. A few months back, a squat would have thrown him over onto his back, but now he easily balanced on the tops of his toes, his forearms resting on his knees. 
“Did you see who did this?” he asked.
“Everyone is dead,” said Walker. 
“Yes.” 
“I called 911. I called it when I heard them coming back.” There was a cell phone on the floor, its case caked with blood from Walker’s filthy hands. Reginald picked it up and looked through the call history. He’d called 911 just a few minutes ago, when they themselves had come in. 
“What did you tell them?” 
“There’s so much blood,” said Walker. “It’s everywhere. I didn’t know what to do. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” Fluid was dripping from his nose. His face was working, his handsome features becoming ugly and alien. 
“It’s not your fault,” said Reginald. 
Walker looked up, his eyes firmly on Reginald’s. Reginald’s new sense tingled. There was something strange in Walker’s eyes — something he’d never seen before. Fear. Helplessness. Panic. 
“Tell me who did this,” said Reginald. 
“It’s all my fault. The blood, Reggie. It was like someone was throwing water balloons, the way it flew. And there was so much screaming. It’s all my fault.” 
“How many were there?” said Reginald. 
“Four.” 
“How did you escape? How did you get away from them?” 
“It’s all my fault, Reggie,” said Walker. His eyes were wet, pleading. “All of these people. They’re all… gone.” It looked like he was trying to swallow but couldn’t manage. His throat worked and hitched, his perfect adam’s apple bobbing up and down. His upper lip quivered. It almost looked like he had a lump of something under it along the top, as if the vampires had surprised him while he was having a good chew and spit. 
“Walker,” said Reginald. “Tell me what they looked like.” 
“It’s my fault they’re dead, Reggie,” said Walker, his eyes pleading. 
Maurice nudged Reginald with his foot. Reginald looked up. Maurice tapped his upper lip just below his right nostril. Right where Walker had his lump of chewing tobacco. 
“Walker,” said Reginald. “Do me a favor, will you? It’s easy.” 
Walker said nothing, waiting. 
“Show me you can still smile and stay sane. Show me those pearly whites.” 
What Walker managed was more like a grimace than a smile, but his lips peeled back enough to show the two large fangs he’d grown to accent his perfect white tombstone teeth. 




 
WALKER
 
 
“IT’S MY FAULT,” WALKER REPEATED. 
Reginald stood up slowly. “I see that,” he said. He took a step back. Maurice stepped mostly in front of him. 
“I couldn’t help myself. It was like I was outside of my body, watching myself do terrible things. I was so hungry.” He looked at Reginald, pleading. “So hungry, Reggie! I didn’t want to do it. I just woke up and all I could feel was hunger, and I knew what I could do. I knew it like instinct. Rutherford was down the hall, running from the others. I just thought, and suddenly, in an instant, I’d gone down the hall and I was behind him, ripping him apart. It didn’t take any effort at all. It was like he was made of straw.” 
Reginald looked at Nikki. She put a hand on his. She knew what it was like to have thirst so intense that she could barely control it. But unlike Walker, Nikki had trained before being turned — mentally as much as physically. She knew how to step back, how to divorce herself from the raw feeling of need. She’d developed her will and knew what she’d be facing. Walker hadn’t had any training. One day he was a son of a bitch, and the next day he was a son of a bitch who was incredibly strong, incredibly fast, and incredibly hungry. 
Outside, there was a strobe of red light, followed by a strobe of blue. Reginald’s head turned. The police had arrived from Walker’s 911 call. They were stepping out of their cars, visible through the window. Reginald watched as they drew guns and began pointing flashlights. 
“I can smell it,” said Walker. “I can still smell blood.” His fanged teeth opened and closed. His eyes tried to roll up into his head. 
“They’re police,” said Reginald. “Control yourself. Fight it down.” 
In a streak of color, Walker was out of the closet and down the hall. Maurice was faster. He caught Walker and threw him back, down the entire length of the hall. Walker struck the water cooler, which exploded like a giant water balloon. Then Nikki was on him, but Walker put a hand on Nikki’s chest and pushed, and she crashed through the wall and into the kitchen, where she struck the table and collapsed it. The five coffee cups shattered in a scarlet rain. 
Reginald, who couldn’t move fast, stood to block the hallway. How many times had Walker slammed him into the walls of this very corridor and complained that he was too wide of a load? It was time to see if Reginald could use that girth to his advantage. 
Walker hit Reginald with the momentum of a truck. Reginald didn’t come close to standing his ground. Together, they slammed into the plaster wall beside the Xerox machine, Reginald’s back striking the wall without pain, cutting out a Reginald shape and cracking the studs. 
“Fight it down, you son of a bitch!” Reginald yelled. But Walker wasn’t himself. Or maybe he was more himself than he’d ever been in his human life. His face worked. He was like an animal. 
Walker was just tensing to flee — to run outside and drain the policemen — when Reginald felt a jolt and found Walker suddenly immobile. He looked to the side and saw a shiny metal shaft connecting Walker’s shoulder to one of the wall studs. 
Reginald ducked out from between Walker and the wall. Walker started to struggle, but suddenly he was just a man pinned down with what appeared to be a giant fork used for turning hot dogs on a grill — probably from this summer’s company picnic. He was, again, only human. 
When Reginald came around to Walker’s back, he noticed a shiny metal object hanging out of the wound where the barbecue fork had entered Walker’s shoulder. It was the late Clara Norris’s crucifix, which she never failed to wear around her neck every day of her adult life, on a long chain of pure sliver. 
Maurice stood behind Walker, nodding with satisfaction. He looked up, through the window, at the policemen entering the building. But first things first. He placed one of his hands on each side of Walker’s head and prepared to twist it off. But before he could, Nikki held up a hand. 
“Wait,” she said. 
“What?” said Maurice. Walker was wriggling, trying to free himself. 
“He can’t help it. He wasn’t prepared. Believe me, I know what it feels like.” 
Maurice’s fangs were out. The expression on his face was like the snarl of a wolf. 
“He’s a murderer,” he said. 
“Aren’t you?” 
Maurice looked at Nikki. “He’s a wildcard in a society increasingly filled with wildcards. And what’s more, he’s nearly as hurt, mentally, as those he’s murdered. Killing him would be a mercy.” 
Nikki stared daggers at him. “No,” she said. 
Maurice gave Reginald a look, asking for help. 
“He’s not going anywhere with that silver against his blood,” said Reginald. It wasn’t help. It wasn’t even an answer. But it was the best he could do, because even though he wanted Walker dead as badly as Maurice did, he saw Nikki’s point. He could tell how much of herself she saw in the monster in front of them.
“Look,” Reginald continued, reading Maurice’s face. “Let’s go talk to the police. You can watch Walker if you want. Let’s think this out. And if we have to, in the end, we can always still kill him.” 
After a minute, Maurice made a small, pained nod. 
Reginald made jazz hands at Nikki. 
“Showtime,” he said. 




 
COPS
 
 
REGINALD AND NIKKI MADE IT as far as the lobby before encountering four men with drawn weapons. 
Nikki had unbuttoned her shirt an extra two buttons to lubricate the conversation — something Reginald had told her not to do because she was bound to embarrass herself. Nikki was effortlessly sexy, meaning that she was sexy at all times other than when she was trying to be. So when she arrived in the lobby, she leaned on a doorframe, arched her back, and pushed her chest out. She licked her lips and made a comment about how the office party had gotten hot enough to call firemen. Realizing her mistake, she corrected herself by saying “I mean, hot enough to call policemen,” but then slapped herself on the forehead because that was stupid and didn’t make sense. The sudden movement caused one of the policemen to shoot her. 
The policeman who shot her was a plainclothes detective at the front of the group. He was a tall man with gray hair at the temples. In a movie, his character would be killed one day before retirement, but the detective apparently knew about and was determined to avoid the cliche through any means necessary. After shooting Nikki, he yelled at her to get down on the ground — something pain had mostly caused her to do already. Nikki seemed to find this treatment unfair, but Reginald could understand where the cops were coming from. Sexy or not, Nikki was covered head to toe with blood. 
The police didn’t seem to have noticed Reginald while they were busy subduing the hot, bloody brunette with the exposed bra. He started to back away, but then one of the uniformed cops saw the message written on the elevator in blood. Reginald locked eyes with the cop and raised his hands, but the cop shot him in the face anyway. 
“You guys all need to work on your impulse control,” said Reginald from the floor. The bullet had knocked him down and ripped open the back of his throat, but fortunately he still wasn’t feeling pain. 
“Stand down!” yelled the detective, as if he hadn’t fired one of the shots himself. Reginald couldn’t see the detective because he’d spun as he’d fallen, but the voice Reginald heard suggested that that the speaker was snarling. Imagining the snarl, Reginald realized he’d already concocted a whole imaginary backstory for the detective: He was a seasoned pro who did everything by the books, but he’d been saddled with a loose cannon of a partner in his final days on the force. He liked his coffee with two packets of equal and a spoonful of that shitty powdered creamer. He had a boat named SEA WHISPERER.
A toe nudged Reginald. He turned, then came up onto his knees. A weapon was pointed at his face. Reginald looked past the gun and saw that the three other cops were occupied. One was looking uneasily at the ONLY HUMAN message on the elevator, one was peeking past Reginald into what had to look like a carnival of horrors, and the detective was still covering Nikki.
“It’s fine,” Reginald told the cop. “You missed me.” 
The cop’s mouth was hanging open. His gun was shaking. Slowly, Reginald reached up and ran two fingers across his cheek. They came away bright red. Then he looked over his shoulder and saw a huge blossom of what used to be his blood and brains. 
Reginald sighed and looked the cop in the eyes. “All right, we’ll do this the easy way,” he said. “Holster your weapon.” 
The cop shrugged and slid his gun into its holster. 
The detective looked over. He seemed alarmed until Reginald met his eyes and said, “That sounds like a good idea. Let’s all put down our weapons and talk this out.” 
The detective blinked at him, then pursed his lips thoughtfully. “That sounds like a good idea. Let’s all put down our weapons and talk this out,” he said. Then he flicked the safety on the side of his own gun and put it away. 
One of the two remaining men looked from the detective, to Reginald, to the blood splatter behind him, to the elevators, and then repeated the circuit. 
The eyes of the last man became locked in Reginald’s gaze. A moment later, he holstered his weapon and said to the still-unglamoured cop, “I’ve always loved you.” 
The final policeman looked at the other three, incredulous. There was a moment of tense indecision, but then he looked at Reginald, seemed to relax, and put his own gun away.
“Rough night, huh?” said Reginald, standing up. He looked over at Nikki, who, fully healed, walked over to sit on the lobby bench. 
“Rough night,” the detective agreed.
“First things first,” said Reginald. “You came here and found that we were all drunk and that the call to 911 was a prank. If you get any phone calls about missing people who work in this office, you’ll tell them that you responded to a call here and found the people they’re calling about drunk or passed out and that you… I don’t know… hauled them off to the drunk tank. Do cops still do that?” 
“I’ve always loved you,” repeated one of the uniformed cops.
“If you hear from anyone who came here looking for someone and found dead people, you’ll think they’re hysterical.” He thought for a moment, then added, “‘Hysterical’ like crazy, not like funny.” 
“Good catch,” said Nikki. “That could have been awkward.” 
Reginald looked from the eyes of one man to another, to the third, to the fourth. “When, eventually, your fellow policemen discover that something untoward actually did happen here and you can no longer deny it, you’ll remember everything you saw — except that you won’t remember me or this woman. We weren’t here, and you didn’t talk to us. You came in and found everyone dead. You will remember that the traumatic nature of what you saw threw you into some sort of post-traumatic state and caused… temporary amnesia, I guess.” 
“Nobody will buy that,” said the detective. “I’ve been through too much to go into post-trauma after seeing some bodies.” 
This was a new and very helpful thing that Reginald had discovered as his glamouring skills developed. Not only was he increasingly able to “second-hand glamour” people he never met by using people he did, but his subjects more and more often pointed out logical flaws and holes in Reginald’s glamour stories. Once, a man Nikki had brought home for Reginald to feed on had asked him, “How did my pants go missing at a Tony Robbins seminar?” during his final debrief. (The man’s pantsless state hadn’t fazed Reginald, which was troubling in itself.) So Reginald had concocted a side story involving a bachelorette party in the hotel where Nikki had found the man, where Tony Robbins had also been Unleashing the Power Within a few thousand people. 
Reginald took two steps forward, reared back, and punched the detective hard enough to throw him into the opposite wall. The detective rebounded off the drywall but stayed on his feet. 
Reginald pointed at one of the other cops. “That guy over there slammed your car door on your head while you were here. It gave you a concussion and some short-term memory loss. Better?” 
“I’m getting too old for this shit,” said the detective, rubbing his scalp. 
Reginald told the four policemen to walk outside, then followed them through the outer door and into the parking lot. Nikki stood with the five men for two minutes before announcing that she was cold and that her nipples were hard enough to cut glass. She went inside. 
Reginald, who’d always had good natural insulation, felt fine despite his lack of a coat. He looked at each of the policemen in turn, then said to the detective, “What are you hearing about all of these killings and disasters lately?” 
“We’re hearing that there are a lot of them,” he replied. “Nobody can keep up.”
One of the uniformed cops added, “People are saying it’s vampires.” 
Reginald’s eyebrows rose. If the policemen weren’t glamoured, that particular tidbit wouldn’t have come out even if they’d wanted to discuss their work with Reginald. Even amongst themselves, he doubted any of the cops would admit to believing in monsters, but scared people came up with all sorts of preposterous explanations that they’d never share openly. 
“Why vampires?” 
The detective, who had apparently heard the same rumors and had access to more case data, answered for him. “Victims are torn apart, often drained of blood. Witnesses have reported seeing people run away in a flash, jump impossibly high, pick up incredibly heavy objects. A lot of the dead appear to have been bitten on the necks — twin punctures through the carotid artery.” 
“Don’t you think it’s more likely that it’s the work of psychopaths?” said Reginald.
“We’d like to believe that, but it’s getting harder and harder to.” 
“Why?” 
“It’s too widespread. It’s too coordinated. Too many people are dying in the same exact way. Whatever’s doing this is too strong and too fast. There are too many strange eyewitness accounts to be coincidence. And it’s happening everywhere — all over the country, and maybe even outside of the country.” 
“One of the men’s wives made these for the entire department,” said one of the patrolmen, reaching into his shirt. He pulled out a small wooden cross on a length of rawhide string. “Everyone laughed and mocked both her and her husband. She’s a real bible-beater, this woman. The jokes have been constant, and Harper hasn’t had a moment’s peace. But recently, everyone is wearing them. Even while they continue to make their jokes.” 
Reginald reached out and took the cross in his hand. It was crude and done without craftsmanship, as if it had been made in a hurry. Then he looked into the eyes of each man in turn. 
“Silver,” he said. “Replace them with silver crosses, on silver chains.” 
One of the patrolmen put his hand on Reginald’s shoulder. “I’ve always loved you,” he said.  




 
BREAKDOWN
 
 
THEY WERE IN A DARK car. There was no moon. 
In the back seat, Maurice sat next to Todd Walker. He’d wrapped the silver crucifix chain twice around Walker’s neck and had told him that even without the silver, he was much faster and much stronger than Walker could imagine. He added that he was absolutely dying to twist Walker’s head off like the lid of a mayo jar, so giving him an excuse to do so wouldn’t be wise. 
Reginald was driving. Nikki sat in the passenger seat beside him, her face concerned. Every once in a while, she’d turn to look out the side window for minutes at a time and say nothing. The radio had been off earlier, but Nikki had turned it on because she said that silence made the mood too eerie. The volume was low. It was set to a country music station, and during the breaks between songs, the deejays kept talking about calamities that had occurred this week and comparing them to calamities that had occurred last week. Was this week’s mass unexplained college campus killing fundamentally different from the mass unexplained industrial park killings last week? Were things improving or getting worse in given parts of the city? How did the roving rape gangs downtown (which had been operating for weeks) compare with the new roving rape gangs that seemed to be gaining ground in Hilliard? The deejays wondered (in the “why, cruel world?” way that people wondered, more lamenting than actually pondering) what was going on with the world. A caller jokingly mentioned vampires, and another slightly hysterical (again, crazy-hysterical rather than funny-hysterical) caller theorized that this was the beginning of the end, and that the gates of Hell were swinging wide to allow demons to walk the earth. 
It was like listening to War of the Worlds, minus the aliens, with a southern accent. 
The picture painted by the police detectives had set Reginald’s mind on edge. The deejay chatter wasn’t helping. Incidents like the one at the office were happening everywhere, it seemed, and the detective Reginald had glamoured had said that it was becoming increasingly difficult to come up with logical explanations for them. The forensics teams gave the detectives information that didn’t make sense. The detectives tried to work with the nonsensical information, and when they did, they came up with explanations that were outlandish but at least seemed rational. They proposed that the culprits were teams of strongmen with wild animals. They proposed that hallucinogenic agents had been released into the water or the air. They proposed that similar events in disparate locations pointed to vast, coordinated gangs of cultists with vampire fetishes, and when they proposed such widespread conspiracies, they called the FBI to report what they’d found and to compare notes, to whatever extent the FBI was willing to share. But as time passed, as more bizarre events occurred, even the crazy-rational explanations ceased. Cases were closed and filed — or perhaps opened and held with the hope that someone might somehow, someday, miraculously find the missing piece and make sense of it all. More cases showed up each week, each day. The cases came in faster than investigators could process them. Cases stacked up and became routine, no longer amazing or terrible. They were simply added to the ongoing roster of atrocities; another day on the job. Police departments everywhere were in triage mode, content to clean up the bodies as quickly as they appeared, even if they couldn’t propose an explanation for what had occurred. From what the detectives reported hearing up the chain, the FBI these days wasn’t much different.
Reginald gave the policemen back at the office the only help he could. He told them that if they couldn’t find silver or wooden bullets — which they wouldn’t be able to — that crossbows firing wooden bolts made better weapons than guns of any type or caliber, and that they should always aim for the heart. He told them that they and their friends and families should stay inside their houses after dark whenever they could. He suggested wearing silver jewelry, which might buy them some time, and carrying any lights they could find that mimicked the wavelengths of sunlight. 
It was nearly 3am by the time Reginald’s car pulled into the alley behind the bagel deli and the group walked down to the Asbury, where the Vampire Council remained and seemed determined to stay. 
Nothing had been cleaned up. The lookout was gone from the ticket booth, but the corpses and the blood were still there. Either no police had come looking for whoever the bodies had once been, or — more likely — the police had arrived, had been glamoured, and then had gone back to their station to close the books on yet another missing persons case in an untenable slush pile of unsolved missing persons cases. 
The club’s main room was still mostly empty. The door to the basement was still ajar, and Reginald, as he approached with Nikki, Maurice, and the restrained Todd Walker, could still hear noises coming from below. This time, however, they found a very large vampire bouncer at the top of the stairs. He wasn’t there for long. The bouncer was barely able to raise a hand before Maurice leapt at him across the length of the club with a broken-off chair leg in his fist. A second later, all that guarded the door was a pile of ash and clothes, and Maurice’s shoulders were rising and falling, and he kicked the ash in frustration before stomping down the steps into total chaos. 
The Council had stopped being a Council. 
The main arena and surrounding stands had become a throng of bodies. Vampires milled everywhere, turning the overcrowded space into an odd amalgam of marketplace, battle royale, and flophouse. Vampires were huddled in corners and asleep on benches where the assembly normally sat, drunk on drunken humans or — Reginald thought — perhaps high on human junkies, which he’d heard about but had never seen. The stoned vampires resembled human junkies, lying semi-conscious in corners, wan and paler than was usual even for the undead, their eyes distant and dreamy. It was possible, Reginald had heard, to become addicted to drug addicts. It was more psychological than physical, though; human junkies often wanted to quit and couldn’t, whereas vampire junkies simply didn’t want to quit. Because they were more or less immortal, they had no real reason to. 
Human bodies and body parts were everywhere. Reginald almost tripped over an arm walking in. There were drained, paper-skinned humans in corners and in the stands, discarded like empty liquor bottles. The walls and doors were splattered with so much blood that Nikki at first commented that the Council must have redecorated. It smelled like rancid meat. The smell repulsed Reginald, but apparently he was alone; Nikki and Maurice’s nostrils flared as they walked in, and Walker tried to tug out of Maurice’s grip. Maurice had to (and wanted to) break his clavicle to keep him still. Walker yelled out in pain, but nobody looked over. The atmosphere was too loud, and there was no shortage of screaming in the arena. 
The Guard were present, but none were at their posts. They’d clustered into small groups and stared daggers at Reginald’s group as they crossed the floor. Reginald knew what the black groups of Guards were calling themselves from Fangbook. They referred to themselves as Kill Squads, and they did exactly what their name implied. Their function was to do what the Deacon wouldn’t — to lead the Vampire Nation in decisive action, massacring until the balance began to tip in their favor. The looks that the Kill Squads gave Reginald’s group would best be described as “appraising.” They were wondering if enough time had passed in anarchy to allow them to murder the Deacon with impunity. Several bared their fangs.  
Everywhere, in every corner, vampires were feeding on humans. Some of these seemed to have been brought in wild and unglamoured. Reginald had to avert his gaze as some of those present toyed with conscious prey, allowing humans run and then blurring past them, confronting them no matter where they went, laughing at their terror. 
Nikki’s eyes were watery. Her throat was hitching, as if trying to swallow something it couldn’t pass. Only once they’d entered the Council room — a tiny oasis in a sea of chaos — did her agitation subside. The walls of the Council room were broken and dirty and bloodied, but the chamber itself was far cleaner than the arena and was mostly empty. The room’s emptiness and its relative order were probably due to the work of Brian Nickerson, its sole occupant. Brian was sitting in a chair when they entered, reading a book. 
“How can you be sitting here reading?” Nikki practically screamed at him. 
“Because I don’t want to be out there, and because staring at the walls gets old fast,” he answered placidly. 
“Why don’t you do something?” said Maurice, indicating the melee in the arena.
Brian chuckled. “You’re the Deacon, Deacon.” 
Maurice closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.
“You don’t like the new Council?” said Brian, placing a bookmark in his book and standing up. “See now, I’d forgotten that some people still felt that way. Vampire YouTube and Fangbook love it. They’re very eager to vote on things now that they have the power. So between meetings, they’ve been finding all sorts of other, non-governmental things to vote up and vote down. This chaos? This that you find so repugnant? Hell, they’ve created it. They’ve weighed in. They’ve rocked the vote right and proper.” 
“What have they been voting on?” said Reginald. 
Brian rubbed his chin. Reginald couldn’t tell if he was trying to make an ironic point or if he was genuinely nonplussed by what the Vampire Council had become. 
“They particularly enjoy pageants,” Brian said after a meditative pause. “The way it works is, they bring in four or five humans and they line them up. Then they broadcast photos and video to the Net, and Fangbook votes on what happens to the humans, in what order. A lot of the ‘contestants’ are turned. Others are… well, not turned.” 
Walker fidgeted in Maurice’s grasp. Maurice dragged him to the other end of the small room and sat him heavily in a metal chair. Then, after reminding Walker that he’d live only as long as Maurice decreed he’d live, Maurice removed the silver chain from his neck and used it to tie him to a heavy iron pipe. 
“Care to introduce your friend?” said Brian, watching Maurice work.
“He’s a co-worker,” said Maurice. “This is a project we’re working on together for a client.” 
“So you brought him in, so that he could see the show?” Then Brian pitched his voice to Walker, whose head was down, his face invisible. “Sorry, co-worker,” he said. “Council is usually more organized and impressive than this. It’s too bad you couldn’t see it as Reginald saw it the first time.” Then Brian tossed a tension-breaking smile in Reginald’s direction. The first time Reginald had seen the Council, he had been on trial for his life. 
“Someone wouldn’t let me kill him, and he’s too dangerous to have loose. He needs to learn vampirism from vampires,” said Maurice, returning to the group. He looked at Walker. Then he looked through the door and into the arena, shaking his head. “But if these are to be his role models, I think I might have to kill him after all.” 
“I’m sorry, Maurice,” said Brian, sighing. 
Nikki’s carefully set facial expression finally broke.
“You’re sorry. You’re sorry? Open killing! Open defiance! Breaches of protocol, drunkenness and depravity, harvesting humans for humiliation and torture? All of that, and you just sit here, reading and making jokes? Why haven’t you done anything, Councilman Nickerson?” 
“What do you suggest I do, Nikki?” 
“Anything,” she said. “Anything! Talk to the others. Get them to see reason.”  
“Reason.” Brian laughed. “Did you know that there’s a huge movement right now that’s read a deadline into the Ring of Fire incident? It’s like those nutjobs who said the world would end in 2012. I don’t know when this supposed Ring of Fire armageddon date is exactly, but I will say, from watching them, that a deadline really is a fantastic motivator. You thought they were dangerous before? Now they’re dangerous on a deadline. Dangerous, and crazy, and scared out of their motherfucking minds, pardon my French. You can’t talk reason into people who are panicking.”
“Try.” 
But Reginald answered for him, addressing Nikki in his calmest tone of voice. 
“Right now, Brian is our insider, and the one person here who can provide a counterpoint to the craziest of the ideas that come to vote. He’ll be that as long as he doesn’t rock the boat, but you saw what it’s like out there. The moment he tries to push any sort of an agenda — any agenda at all — they’ll oust him at best, or kill him at worst.” 
Brian gave a nod. “That’s about the size of it,” he said. 
“So we just give up?” said Nikki. 
“No,” said Maurice. “We may indeed have to give up, but I’m not going to give up without at least trying to make a last stand.” 
“You want to fight?” said Brian, his face incredulous. 
But Reginald, thanks to their shared blood, could read Maurice in a way that Brian couldn’t. 
“No,” said Reginald. “He wants to speak.”




 
SPEECH
 
 
MAURICE DIDN’T TAKE THE BACK set of stairs to the Deacon’s box. Instead, he walked through the front door of the Council room, crossed the clay-floored arena, and took the steps that ran up through the stands. 
Everyone recognized the Deacon, even amidst the chaos. The first few who saw him climbing the steps turned, fangs out and bloody from feeding, snarls on their lips, and watched their lame duck leader as he went by, his eyes steely and forward. Reginald, arm-in-arm with Nikki, followed in Maurice’s wake. Malice seemed to press down on them like a giant, suffocating hand. Then, as the first few turned, others followed their gaze. Soon the entire assembly was watching as the thin, shallow-chested, black-haired vampire passed, trailed by his large companion and the beautiful brunette. 
Each watcher seemed to be weighing a decision. They wanted to challenge Maurice and his defunct authority, but Maurice was many times older, stronger, and faster than all of them. So they watched, and they waited. 
When Maurice reached the box, he lowered himself regally in the large sandstone throne. By now, all of the vampires with present minds (and even a few of the junkies, who were largely absent) were quiet, watching the Deacon. Maurice raised a large stone and struck it against the arm of the throne.  Then he stood and called the Assembly to order. Nobody moved; nobody went to their seats; nobody cleared the crowded arena floor or filed into place in the Council box. Reginald could see several Council members, including Charles himself, in the crowd. They looked up at the Deacon’s box with scorn.
Nobody moved. Everyone was watching. There had to be four or five hundred of them on the floor, in the seats, in every corner. Other than Brian Nickerson, there wasn’t a friendly face among them. 
Maurice took a deep breath, then spoke. 
“I am not blind,” he said. “I know that the office I hold means very little now, and will likely mean nothing at all very soon. The Vampire Nation has spoken. It has chosen a farce of democracy over a sovereign leader. In the days of Logan, I would have applauded the change. Even today, had certain events not occurred, I would have applauded it. I did not want to be your leader. I would not have seized power if there had been another way to save the lives of my progeny and his progeny. But our rules said that after I deposed Logan, I was the one who had to lead this Council and this Nation. But I did not want the power I was given, and today, that power means nothing, which means that I am free. Congratulations. The Vampire Nation is now a nation by the vampires, for the vampires. We crossed the seas centuries ago in crates of dirt, and now we are free to live the American dream, free to determine our own futures, free from autocratic rule.”
He paused, scanning the crowd. Then he said, “The Vampire Nation does not need a despot. It does not need a Deacon. But it does need a leader. You think you are able to determine your own path without the help of an authority, but you are not. You need someone to tell you what to do. I have spent two millennia watching the humans on this planet, and I have watched the humans of this country during my centuries here — centuries more than most of you in attendance have been alive. It is not every man for himself. It is not every man and woman created equal. There are privileged classes. There are those who are above the law and those who live beneath its heel. Their system is not perfect, but it works because there has always been someone in charge — someone who tells the others what to do. Some agree with that leader and some disagree. Some follow the rules and some willfully disobey them. But the rules exist. The rules are always there, as a benchmark to obey or to rebel against. The leader is always there, as a person to follow or oppose. The enemy is always there too, even though the enemy is manufactured by those in charge. There is always something that the people are told to hate and something that the people are told to love. There is always a threat the people are told to fear. And on one level, it’s wrong, and it’s false. But on another level, a defined — if false — good and bad and right and wrong gives the people a way to orient themselves. You can believe that the enemy is truly an enemy or you can disbelieve it, just the same as you can agree with the leader or disagree. But the enemy is there. The fear is there. And so what the humans have — here, and everywhere — is a carefully constructed artificial reality. It’s not real. It’s designed to manipulate. But regardless of all of the bad things it is, it is still a system. It is still a single point of focus for all of those people, regardless how they behave relative to it. And the system, for all the negative, artificial, manipulative things it is, is tolerable. The system, whether it is good or evil or right or wrong or real or artificial, is something that a person can live within and survive. Inside of the system, true freedom is blunted… but so is true slavery. True peace is hard to come by… but true chaos is hard to come by as well. True peace of mind is nearly nonexistent… but within the system, true terror is nonexistent as well.” 
The crowd continued to watch Maurice, its attention absolute. 
“Right now, the Vampire Nation faces a crisis. You are on the brink of true freedom — both from the restrictions of a government, but also from its protection. And I’m here to say to you: You cannot handle true freedom. You are not ready. You have proven it, both here in this room and out in the world. A system would lie to you, but most of you still need the lie. Most of you cannot handle the unblunted horror of what we are facing. You cannot handle your true natures. Philosophers have debated the nature of humanity — whether in the absence of socialization, humans are innately good and kind or innately animalistic and cruel. But there is no debating the true nature of a vampire. We are killers. We don’t create life; we end life. We do not build; we destroy. We do not grow; we hunt. In older countries, vampires have come to know their natures, and they have built their own systems, to lie to themselves and contain that nature. But you have never had to do this. You are used to having someone else define reality for you. You are used to having someone tell you what to do. You are used to someone telling you what to fear and what not to fear. Right now, you are afraid. You need a leader to lie to you and tell you that everything will be all right.
“I do not want to lead you as Deacon,” said Maurice. “But I want to help you to find a democratic leader. I want to help this Nation to grow a new head rather than to run around headless. Take my power away from me. It’s fine. But allow me to help you put some of that power back into the right pair of hands. Let me help you keep the center together, to find a lie that will support you rather than destroy you, and then I will step aside. This Nation is sliding into chaos. This Nation is sliding into anarchy and self-determinism, and I say again, You are not ready. Left to your own devices, you are terrible. You are evil. You cannot truly determine what to do on your own.” 
Maurice stopped speaking, and it took Reginald a moment to realize that he was finished. 
“Give them a call to action,” said Reginald. 
“I’d like to suggest a law to the Council,” said Maurice. He pointed at Brian, speaking to him directly. “Construct an election process. Make it fair and impossible to cheat. You don’t want me as your leader? Fine. Find a leader amongst you that suits you. But find a leader.” 
Brian stood. “I propose a law to do what he says. Any objections?” 
“Yes,” said a voice from the floor. “I object to the idea that vampires cannot decide for themselves, and I’d like to propose an alternative course of action to what the esteemed Deacon has suggested.” 
It was Charles. Behind him were row after row of black-helmeted Council Guard.
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CHARLES AND THE GUARD ADVANCED, pushing aside the milling vampires on the arena floor. It had to be all of the Guard — the entire contingent, all in one place. 
“Guards,” said Charles, “please take the Deacon and the pretty woman behind him into custody so that we can kill them as painfully as possible. If they resist, go ahead and kill them outright. Maurice may be old, but he can’t take on all of you.” 
It was true. Real life wasn’t like a kung fu movie, where attackers were kind enough to come on one or two at a time. If the Guard all came for Maurice, he might kill a few of them but then would be overwhelmed.
The Guard captain next to Charles said something to him. 
Charles replied, loud enough for the whole room to hear, “Don’t worry about the fat one. I’d like to handle that bit of unpleasantness myself.” He reached behind his back and retrieved something that he then held in his fist like a threat. Reginald looked closer. It was a sharpened wooden stake. 
Then, in one blurring motion, Charles struck. He didn’t precisely jump from the arena floor up to the Deacon’s box. It was more like he was fired from the floor. He struck Reginald in the chest, and his momentum threw the Charles/Reginald ball toward the back of the box. Maurice and Nikki turned to react, but the Guard were already advancing, climbing the stands and the walls and the catwalks above like swarming spiders. Maurice’s head twitched in the dozen directions from which the Guard were coming, but there was nothing to do as they slowly surrounded him. They were taking their time. Maurice and Nikki were pinned in place. Any one of them could strike at any time.
And then something worse began to happen. The rest of the vampires in the arena began to rise behind the Guard. They got to their feet; they marched slowly up the steps and through the stands. Reginald could hear every seat creaking, every body stirring. Every one of the hundreds of vampires in the building was coming at them. And every vampire on Fangbook was watching, surely betting on who would die first.
Charles effortlessly pinned Reginald to the floor with one hand. Reginald’s strength was no match for Charles’s. Charles didn’t hesitate. He raised the spike, eyeing Reginald’s face and then a spot in the middle of his chest. 
“Maurice and I made you, our little mistake, together,” said Charles. “But the difference is that I’m willing to admit my mistake and correct it.” And then he drove the stake home, into Reginald’s heart. 
But when the stake struck Reginald’s chest, it shredded into thousands of tiny bits. Charles’s fist became a forest of splinters — some large and some small — and he screamed. 
“Seriously,” said Reginald. “I’m the first vampire to ever think of this?” He raised the bottom of his shirt to show Charles the chain mail vest that he, like Nikki and Maurice, had been wearing for months. Then, focusing all of his strength into his arms, he gave a shove and rolled his superior girth onto his attacker, pinning Charles beneath him. Charles was strong, but he weighed half of what Reginald weighed and was at a temporary disadvantage, too pained by the hundreds of wood shards in his fist to react. 
Then, to buy himself a few more seconds, Reginald kneed Charles in the testicles. 
He focused on the chaos around him. 
Everything stopped. The arena became a still-life. 
Reginald looked around, knowing that what felt like movement of his head was just a trick of perception. He saw it all. He filed and processed the position of every one of the hundreds of people in the room. Within his awareness, he had all the time he’d need to analyze it. He could see every piece of the massive, interlocking puzzle that the Council under the Asbury had become. 
The closest Guards were fifteen feet from Maurice. None had weapons. Weapons would get in the way. If there were still snipers at the ring of windows around the top of the arena, they might fire, but their chain mail vests made the wooden bullets irrelevant. The Guards, on the other hand, would simply use their hands and teeth to tear Maurice’s head off — something the chain mail did nothing to prevent. Maurice would be able to take down a few of them, but there were already seven within striking distance and two distinct waves behind them. 
In Reginald’s still-life, the Guard at the front of the advancing pack had his hands hooked into claws. His fangs were out, the tips wet with blood. Maurice was standing his ground, his feet planted, his arms out, ready to spring in any direction. But which direction? Two Guards were coming from his right, two were coming from his left, and one was directly in front of him. One Guard was advancing from behind, and there was even one in the rafters, preparing to drop from above. 
Nikki didn’t seem to be the primary target, but she was right next to Maurice. The eyes of at least one of the Guard were on her. Her own eyes, interestingly, were on Reginald. No matter where he seemed to move in his still-life, her eyes seemed to follow him like a trick painting. She must be actually looking right at him, wherever they were relative to each other in real time. He could see fear in her eyes, but it wasn’t fear for herself. It was fear for Reginald. He looked back to what the moment had been before he’d entered hyper-awareness. Reginald had just rolled over onto Charles. It couldn’t have been more than five seconds earlier that Charles had tried to stake him.
Nikki’s eyes on his. His eyes looking into Nikki’s. 
Reginald suddenly felt angry. It was a hot, indignant kind of anger, totally unlike the panicky, tantrum-style anger that he usually felt. And with that thought, he realized that what he was feeling wasn’t his own anger. He was feeling Nikki’s anger, just as she sometimes felt the thirst of others in her bloodline. 
What you’re feeling is blood ties, Maurice had told her. 
Reginald tried to focus on Nikki, on her blood, on his own blood, on the bond that they shared as maker and progeny. 
Nikki, he thought. Extend your index finger. 
Reginald allowed his mental focus to slip. The still-life around him ground slowly forward, like a carousel on a rusty spindle. The Guard who were advancing at human speeds in real time moved now at a pace that was barely perceptible. Two vampires in the distance who’d run for the door looked as if they were jogging, but were doing so with the posture of sprinters. Maurice’s head had been flicking around as he watched the Guard approach, and Reginald saw it now as if Maurice were in a very interesting art gallery. He looked here, there, up, down. 
At the end of Nikki’s right hand, her index finger flicked out like the blade on a switchblade. 
Reginald focused, and again the world ground to a halt. 
He thought. Fortunately, he had all the time in the world to do it. 
You’re trapped, said an internal voice. The fact that you can analyze every detail of your trap changes nothing. 
And that was totally true. If a Guard came at him, Reginald could stop and think about it for as long as he wanted, but the moment he stopped concentrating, his internal clock would sync with reality and the Guard would be on him. He hadn’t gotten any faster or stronger. If he tried to run, he’d easily be overtaken. 
Nikki and Maurice, on the other hand, were strong and fast. If they were able to do what he could do with his mind, they’d be able to pause to analyze, then resume and react, then repeat. But they couldn’t. 
There has to be a way to use this. 
How? said the skeptical voice. You’ll only be able to watch in excruciating detail as all of you are overtaken and die. 
Reginald closed his eyes, which in itself was a mental device because in reality, his eyes were open. He focused on Nikki, feeling her in his veins like a presence within him. And he thought, Nikki. Behind you, to your right side, three feet from Maurice’s left arm, there’s a Guard with his hands high, about to jump. Come in low, below his arms.
Reginald, getting the feel for this time-stop concentration thing, defocused and watched as everything ground to slow life around him. A Guard to Maurice’s right came another step forward. The running vampires near the entrance vanished through the door. Nikki swiveled with surprising speed, squatted like a boxer coming in for an uppercut, and drove her fist through the chest of the advancing Guard. 
Reginald focused, and everything stopped. He could see Nikki’s knuckles emerging from the Guard’s back, but what was spraying out wasn’t blood. It was grayer, and there were sparks. Then Reginald remembered that Nikki wore an African ring on that hand, which was carved out of polished wood. 
Reginald made a mental note that another must-have item for the well-equipped vampire soldier of today would be wooden knuckles, not unlike brass knuckles. 
Maurice’s head had turned, despite the dozens now advancing on him. His brows were furrowed. The expression on his face was one of curiosity, as if he’d heard a noise he couldn’t explain. 
Maurice, pick me up.
Although Reginald was the brain, he was none of the brawn. If he was to participate in this lopsided battle, he’d need to do it as a backpack worn by someone who was much faster than he was.  
Time resumed. Maurice turned and, without hesitation, came to where Reginald was laying and hoisted him over one shoulder as if he weighed nothing at all. Even at the glacial pace Reginald was allowing, Maurice’s movement was blurred. 
Jesus, is he fast. 
Time stopped. 
Nikki, come with us, he thought. 
She turned.
It’s a game of chess — just a very big, very complex game of chess, Reginald thought. Assess the pieces. Anticipate the moves of hundreds of simultaneous opponents twenty steps in advance. Win, or die.
They began to make their way down the front stairway. It was tempting to tell Maurice to jump to the arena floor, but the pauses and slow-downs were an illusion that existed solely within Reginald’s mind. Nothing was actually stopping or slowing, and the same laws as ever applied in real time. One of those laws said that vampires were much faster than gravity. In the time it would take for them to fall through the air and land, they could have twenty Guards on them. 
The process required tremendous concentration and was incredibly stressful. Reginald couldn’t hear the others because they couldn’t think as fast as he could, so he was on his own to mastermind their fight and hopeful escape. It felt like he was moving pieces around inside of a giant diorama, but he could only go forward, never backward. The relative speeds and strength of all three of them still applied. He had to make guesses and anticipate where others were moving, but if they got backed into a corner, they’d still be backed into a corner — no matter how slowly it happened. 
Reginald sweated each move. The pause-think-resume-act cycle made it easier to see what to do, but whether opportunities presented themselves or not still depended a lot on luck. The walls could easily still close in, and if they did, it might actually be more terrible to watch them close in slowly than it would have been in real time. 
Ahead of them, two vampires — roughnecks who were not Guard, and who looked like recently turned members of a biker gang, were crouched in their way. Reginald had been watching them. In a second, they’d spring forward, launching themselves in the air at Maurice and Nikki’s necks. Evading them was as simple. Reginald told Maurice to drop him, then to grab him by the leg and drag him. He told both Maurice and Nikki to go onto their hands and knees and scamper forward, staying low. By the time the pair jumped, Maurice and Nikki were already on the floor, moving underneath them with Reginald in tow. The vampires soared harmlessly above them. Reginald had time to notice paired looks of perplexity on their faces. Then Maurice hoisted Reginald onto his back and resumed running. 
They dodged. They evaded. Heads were pulled off. As long as they could keep space around them, they’d be okay. A halo of three feet was enough to maneuver as long as no more than two or three vampires were ever inside of it. Maurice was fast enough to outrun any claw or fang, and even Nikki, who was millennia younger, had been born with enough prowess to punch through two attackers in the time it would take one to strike her, as long as she knew exactly where to strike, how to strike, and when. 
Reginald steered them through tangles of arms and bodies, propelled them over scrums, turned them into precision weapons. 
Then Reginald remembered Maurice’s sword. He wore it all the time unless it was taken from him, and the Guard hadn’t taken it today because the Guard had deserted their posts. 
Maurice unsheathed his weapon.
Choke up on it, thought Reginald. 
There wasn’t enough room in the crowd to swing a sword without getting tangled and losing time to the momentum of big swings, so Maurice grabbed the sword in its middle, his hand immediately cutting and bleeding crimson against its razor edge. He gripped it tightly, the blade stopping and anchoring once it became wedged in bone. Then he started to swing it with one hand like a double-ended axe, slicing and swiping with both ends. 
The handle on one end of the sword was unwieldy, so Maurice broke it off as simply as snapping a twig. Then, even in a life-and-death situation, even while they were outnumbered by more than a hundred to each of their one, Reginald had to laugh inside of his head as he watched Maurice swing with one hand while using the other to stow the handle of the sword in his pants pocket, so that he could have it fixed later if they survived. 
It would normally have been impossible for Maurice, even as fast as he was, to deliver perfect neck shots with each swipe of the sword, but Reginald guided him through each swing, having him adjust higher or lower, far end up or far end down, even once he’d begun to strike. Each time a head came off, gravity took over. Because gravity was the slowest force in the room, they had to dodge what looked like stationary, floating heads as they cut through the crowd. Reginald decided that clearing heads was something he could handle, even as slow as he was. So from atop Maurice’s shoulders, he began using his own glacial hands to slap them away as they began to flake into dust. As he did, Reginald made a mental note to watch the video of this if they made it out alive. In real time, what they were doing had to look like vegetables being fed into a food processor. 
There was a knot of vampires in front of them. Too many to cut through. They were too dense, without sufficient room to cut or strike or evade. Reginald’s mind looked to the left. A gap was closing. He looked to the right, which opened into the Council room. That way was clear, but it would be a dead end, and in the opposite direction from the exit. They couldn’t go inside the room unless they wanted to make a last stand using the door as a bottleneck. Reginald did a quick mental calculation. There were still too many of them left. Their chances of killing all of the vampires that remained, even in a bottleneck, were nil. And what was more, Reginald’s mind was getting tired. He willed himself into focus, but he couldn’t sustain this level of concentration for much longer. 
He told Maurice and Nikki to turn left, skirting the crowd. They did. He looked right and saw the wall of vampires. He looked left, now back toward the stands and the Deacon’s box, and saw scores cascading down from the seats and rafters. They’d been running for three to five seconds in real time — plenty long enough for everyone to catch on, and plenty long enough for all of those interested in fighting to fight. 
The gaps in front of them were beginning to close. 
Reginald’s mind looked backward, wondering if the open door to the Council room was the wisest choice after all. But even now, it might be too late. 
A young-looking vampire came in from the right, his hands up and reaching for Reginald, his fangs out. In the same moment, a female vampire was crouched on the floor in front of them. A third had its hands two feet from Nikki. 
He told Maurice to strike the closest vampire and told Nikki exactly where and how to disarm the crouching one with a kick. Time rolled forward. All three vampires advanced. The leaping one leapt. Nikki struck it below the chin hard enough to open a stress wound in its neck. Maurice took out the one on his right with his blade. The third advanced a foot, its fingers now very near Nikki’s neck. 
Nikki, turn to your left! thought Reginald. Strike with your left hand!
But her left hand was at her side, and would never make it in time. He changed his order. 
Duck!
Time inched forward. The clawed hands came closer. Maurice, having finished his kill, turned. The one Nikki had kicked now had a red line at its neck, its head snapped far enough to touch its head to its back. It’s body was arched in the air, starting to flip. 
Reginald told Maurice what to do, but Maurice’s hands and blade were still to his right. 
Reginald thought. All he could do was to wait and see if Maurice could make it, or if Nikki could duck in time. 
He inched time forward. 
Nikki ducked a few inches, but the vampire was descending on her, and its attack arc followed her ducking motion. Maurice was fast, but not fast enough — and thanks to Nikki and her attacker’s downward motion, he would strike too high if he got there in time to strike at all. 
Reginald told Nikki to turn away. He tried to kick at the attacker himself. 
Time inched forward. The hands touched Nikki’s neck. From where Reginald was atop Maurice’s shoulders, he could do nothing but watch helplessly. 
Everything stopped. 
Nikki was going to die. There was nothing he could do. Nothing Nikki could do. Nothing Maurice could do. 
A small opening had begun to form in front of them, and beyond the opening was the door to the exit. If Maurice’s next move took him forward, he might be able to make it through. But that would mean leaving Nikki behind.
In timelessness, Reginald looked at Nikki. He pondered. He calculated. He prayed. 
There was nothing he could do. 
It took him a long, long time to reach the inescapable conclusion that either she would die alone or they would all die together. So with great, great, sorrowful reluctance, he commanded Maurice to move toward the exit. 
But when time rolled forward again, something massive struck Nikki’s attacker from the rear and the encroaching vampire flew away, fast and hard enough even in slow-time to strike the far wall and break into pieces like a ceramic doll. Reginald couldn’t bring himself to stop; he allowed his awareness to inch forward so that he could watch it happen. 
The massive thing coming up from behind was Brian Nickerson, who was making a berserker run from the Council chamber toward the door. 
Reginald had always imagined that Brian must be incredibly powerful given his six-foot-seven, three-hundred-plus pound body made of pure muscle, and he wasn’t disappointed. Vampirism had magnified Brian’s already-Herculean strength and the surprising speed and agility he’d spent hours each day honing. Brian moved like a wide receiver and cleared bodies like a lineman. He was cutting through the crowd like a train, his head down, his powerful arms tossing bodies aside as if they were tufts of dust. Nothing could stand in his way. 
Brian was shameless in his self-preservation. As he stormed forward, Reginald could see that he was holding one of his Council rivals in front of him. His makeshift shield was slashed, cut, bitten, ripped. And when that vampire was mostly spent, Brian started to use him as a club, swinging him around with one hand while he used the other to throw bodies aside. 
Reginald didn’t waste any time. He directed Nikki and Maurice into Brian’s wake, before it closed again with teeth and claws. 
Once they were in the corridor, things became easy. Reginald unclenched his tired mental muscles and began watching as things happened in real time. They went up the stairs and through the unguarded lobby. In the blur of a second, they were at the front door. He’d already lost track of Brian, who hadn’t so much as looked back. Reginald did look back, slowing time in his mind to do so. The others were coming up from the basement, pouring through the stairwell door and into the Asbury’s main room like ocean water rushing through the hull of a sinking ship.
Underneath Reginald, Maurice had stopped. His toe tapped nervously. Nikki was beside them, all three fleeing vampires standing on four feet just past the front door, at the apron of tile in the club’s front lobby. 
The sun had risen. 
It was still low in the sky, casting long shadows across High Street, but the campus buildings to the east side of the road were low, and the shadows wouldn’t make for sufficient cover. Sunlight streamed halfway into the Asbury’s lobby like a welcome mat made of death. Brian must have run right out into it. If he could find shelter nearby, he might be fine because he was still young. Reginald and Nikki, in theory, could do the same. It would hurt like hell and they wouldn’t be able to see where they were going after a while because they’d be blind, but they could do it. Reginald had accidentally fried himself when he was first turned. It had hurt, but a short bout in the sun wouldn’t kill a young vampire if he could find shelter quickly and heal. 
Maurice, on the other hand, would turn to ash inside of a second.
The vampires from the basement were almost on them. It was a choice between the fat and the fire. 
“Nikki,” said Reginald. “Take my arms.” 
She looked down, confused. Reginald had stepped off of Maurice’s back and now stood behind him, one hand around each of Maurice’s sides, under his armpits. Maurice was short, so Reginald had to crouch to get under his armpits at all. 
Nikki took his hands. Reginald then told her to grip higher up on him, so she grabbed his upper arms. Then, when Maurice was between them with their arms gripping each other, she understood. So did Maurice. 
“Wait,” said Maurice. “No. Don’t.” 
Reginald squeezed Nikki’s arms and they both stood up. Maurice hung between their interlocked arms like baggage. Reginald pulled them closer together, creating a Maurice sandwich with Reginald and Nikki bread. Then he rotated them all, turning his back toward the Asbury’s front door. 
“Come on, you bloodsucker!” he shouted at Maurice. “You wanna live forever?” Then he stepped out into the sun, back first. 
The pain was immediate and intense. Reginald didn’t understand what brought on his painless state when it came, but he knew that appearances occasionally to the contrary, it wasn’t under his conscious control. It wasn’t coming now, possibly because he was so exhausted. He could feel every particle of himself beginning to bubble and boil. It was much worse than last time, either because the sun was more direct or because he’d gotten older.
Nikki screamed as a ray stuck her face, creating an immediate welt. Reginald, with all his size, cast a large westward shadow, but it wasn’t enough. They had to move, or else they’d die in order — men first. 
The vampires from the lobby had reached the demarcation line drawn by the sun. They all stopped, watching the smoking trio in the sun, aghast. Not one of them stepped forward. They wanted the Deacon’s blood, but not this badly. In the crowd, Reginald spotted the head of Charles, who looked equally furious and shocked. 
“Any time now, Nikki!” said Reginald. 
She stopped screaming, made an apologetic noise, then tensed up and arched her back. Reginald felt his feet come off of the ground. The tension between their arms increased as her muscles took on his and Maurice’s weight. Between them, his arms catching sidelong glances of sun and turning black, Maurice groaned. 
Then Nikki ran — moving sideways and backward as needed, keeping Reginald’s massive and blistering back to the rising sun. 




 
COKE
 
 
WHEN DUSK CAME, THEY COULD see it around the edges of the old-fashioned cellar entrance to the bar’s basement. The angled basement doors faced west, and for the previous several hours, Nikki had been watching a line of sunlight that came from around its edges as it moved across the concrete floor. Every half hour, she made a mark in the dust, and as the day ended, the lines became farther and farther apart. Finally the direct sun was blocked by buildings on the horizon, and thirty minutes later, the hues around the door’s edges turned from yellow to orange to red to blue. 
Reginald’s back, Nikki’s face, and Maurice’s arms had healed more or less instantly once they’d tumbled into the basement. The door had had a lock on it, but Nikki had stooped and snapped it easily. Once they were inside, there was little point in trying to secure the entrance, but Reginald ran a shovel through the inside handles just the same. 
Now that night had come, they were free to leave the basement, but there were two problems: one, they didn’t have anywhere to go, and two, the vampires at the Asbury were free to move around as well. Reginald was still mentally exhausted, and had slept most of the day. He didn’t want to try another daring escape but felt sure he could if needed, especially if they had more room to maneuver — a luxury they hadn’t had inside of the Council. 
Maurice and Nikki had already marveled at their escape. Maurice said he’d never fought so well, and Nikki said the same. “It was like I couldn’t miss,” said Maurice. “I just swung and moved and dove, and somehow did it perfectly every time.” 
When Reginald explained his perception of events, the others looked at him as if he had barfed up a Buick. They said they had no experience of being led or of communicating with Reginald. But that made sense, Reginald decided. Their minds couldn’t possibly process signals as quickly, on a conscious level, as he was sending them. Instead, they’d received Reginald’s directions as subconscious suggestions. 
“That means you can control vampire minds,” Maurice told him.
“Only the minds of vampires I’m related to by blood,” said Reginald. 
“Quick,” said Nikki. “Make me take off my top.” Despite their peril, Nikki had been fighting her usual cravings for food and sex all day. She’d always had more experience fighting the former.
“Yes, do that,” Maurice said to Reginald. 
Once it was dark outside, Maurice wanted to move. He thought it was too risky to be so close to such a large collection of those who wanted them dead, but Reginald saw it as a brilliant hiding place for the same reason — hiding in plain sight. Eventually, they decided to move when Nikki cast the deciding vote on Maurice’s side, but nobody knew where to go. They couldn’t go to Maurice’s house, or Reginald’s house, or Nikki’s apartment. They certainly couldn’t go to the office. 
Reginald found himself thinking of Todd Walker. He was truly an orphan now, and if the vampires at the Council didn’t kill him, he’d be raised by killers. Remembering how Walker was earlier, the notion was nothing but terrible. 
They’d spent much of the day using their cell phones to call people who needed to know their predicament. The list was very small. Maurice called his wife and a few friends. Reginald called his mother and Nikki called her sister. All three of them, throughout the day, tried to call Claire’s house and the hospital where her mother was still convalescing, but they got nowhere. Victoria was asleep, and twice the person they spoke to said that there was no little girl around to hand the phone to. The one time a nurse reported that there was a girl in the room, said girl told the nurse that she didn’t want to talk. 
“She blames me,” said Reginald. 
“She blames all of us,” said Nikki. 
But it bothered all three of them, because both Claire and Victoria made obvious targets for the Council’s ire. All they could do was to hope that the Nation was too distracted as it disintegrated to think of revenge or tidying up loose ends. They certainly hadn’t tidied up the Council, which, by the way, would make a nice, stationary target should attack be in Reginald’s plans. 
For the moment, attack very much wasn’t in any of their plans. 
It was over. The Council was falling apart, the entire Nation was out of control, and the vampires of at least the United States were free to kill, and kill, and kill until they’d righted the balance enough to please the imagined whim of their creators. 
“At least we can watch the action unfold on Fangbook,” said Nikki. She’d been trying to get at the network all day from her phone, but there was no data coverage in the basement. 
“And vote,” said Maurice. “I, personally, am planning to vote against everything Charles mentions, just to be a dick.”
“About that,” said Reginald. “You said that you were worried that they wouldn’t have a leader. But they will have a leader, and it won’t be good.” 
“I’d figured that out,” said Maurice. 
“It’ll be Charles,” said Reginald.
“I’ve changed my mind. I’m going to go back and tell them that it’s cool to just wander aimlessly, without direction.” 
“Get me my Coke back,” said Reginald. He’d left an open can in the Council room and had been complaining all day about being thirsty. Nikki offered him her blood, saying it would at least satisfy the feeling in his mouth. Reginald made disgusted sounds. 
They were all sitting on the floor, in a triangle, all of their legs pointing at roughly the same spot in the middle of the floor. They’d decided to get up and move to a different hiding spot, but nobody knew where that might be. Inertia was currently winning a hard-fought battle with sensibility. It had been an exhausting night. 
“We need to go,” said Maurice.
“Where?” said Nikki.
 “Somewhere I can get a Coke,” said Reginald. 
Nobody got up. 
“I don’t know where to hide,” said Reginald. “I don’t know what to do about all this killing. I don’t know what to do about the Vampire Nation, the Council, or Charles Barkley.” 
“Maybe Charles Barkley will get assassinated by those he serves,” said Maurice. 
“I was talking about the basketball player,” said Reginald.
“So was I,” said Maurice. 
Reginald kicked a rock. It skittered across the floor and into a corner. He really did want a Coke.
“I don’t know what to do about Claire,” said Nikki. Nikki had become very possessive of Claire since becoming a vampire. She’d never have children in the literal sense, and Reginald suspected that Claire was her way of reconciling the conflict she seemed to feel about it.  
Reginald stood up. “I want a Coke,” he said. “So I’m overcoming my sloth, and am ready to go.”
Maurice stood up, nodded, and said, “I want a crepe.” 
Nikki reluctantly dragged herself off of the floor, then brushed at her clothing to free it of dust. She looked at Maurice. “You don’t like human food,” she said. 
“No, but I like the idea of crepes. I like a culture that makes crepes. And on a totally unrelated topic, I thought of a good place for us to hide.” 
Reginald took a deep breath, clearing his mind should he require his concentration during their exit. They wouldn’t be able to take the car. One of the others would have to carry him, and they’d have to run all the way to the airport. 
“Take the back roads, driver,” said Reginald after he’d hopped up onto Maurice’s back in the alley, like an oversized piggyback rider. Nikki looked over at the pair and laughed out loud. After the night and day they’d had, it was good to hear her laugh. 
“But head for the terminal, not your buddy’s cargo hanger,” Reginald added. “I want a Coke.” 
The three vampires vanished in two blurring lines, exhausted but with at least a destination in mind, content to forget the world for at least a little while.




 
FAT VAMPIRE 4: HARDER BETTER FATTER STRONGER




 
BIG
PUSSY
 
 
GRETA WALKED INTO REGINALD’S ROOM in the catacombs beneath the Chateau de Differdange holding a pickle in one hand and a coffee cup filled with blood in the other. She stood in the doorway, watching Reginald with a sympathetic expression on her face, and then dunked the pickle as if it were a long green donut. It came out as red as a fat tube of lipstick. Carefully holding the pickle above the cup to catch errant drips, Greta took a bite. Her fangs were out. The pickle crunched.
“I’m glad you’re here, Greta,” said Reginald. “Next to the things you eat, my Twinkies and microwave pizzas look downright normal.” 
Greta looked down, rubbing the basketball-sized lump under the front of her shirt. “Claus vants it,” she said in a thick Zsa Zsa Gabor accent. “I don’t even like pickles.” 
As if in answer, a voice spoke up from under Greta’s shirt. It wasn’t a real voice, of course. Nobody could hear it other than Greta and Reginald, both of whom heard it telepathically. But still, in Reginald’s head, the voice sounded real. Specifically, it sounded like Colonel Klink from Hogan’s Heroes. 
Greta’s belly said, Reginaaald! Let’s watch some pooorn! 
Listening, Reginald felt himself transported back in time, television-wise. Claus even had Colonel Klink’s vocal inflections right. 
But then, before Reginald could answer re: watching porn so that a three hundred and ninety year-old vampire fetus could psychically sample it, Greta slapped her stomach in admonition. 
“Claus!” she shouted. “Vat goes into you goes into me, and I am tired of your gross porn!”
The voice said, I… know… NOTHING! 
But because Claus’s response didn’t make sense and because he didn’t understand how blood ties worked, Reginald wondered again whether he might be projecting personality onto the fetus that wasn’t actually there. Maybe Claus sounded entirely different to Greta. Maybe he fed her entirely different nostalgic catch phrases. Reginald wondered if imagining a German baby as sounding like Klink made him racist. 
Greta turned to Reginald. “I am sorry, Reginald,” she said. “He can be so immature sometimes.” 
Reginald, who wondered how it would feel to spend four centuries floating in amniotic fluid while nursing a rather divergent sex addiction, said nothing.
Greta walked to the side of Reginald’s bed and eased herself into a chair. Her movements were slow and deliberate, but familiar. She’d forgotten what it was like to not be pregnant. Over the years, her vampire back had strengthened, and she no longer felt pains. She no longer remembered how to walk with a non-pregnant gait. Stumbling along and sitting awkwardly in chairs and dripping blood on her stomach because she couldn’t get close to tables had become the norm. 
“You shouldn’t just stay in here and mope,” said Greta. “You zit here and you eat and you vatch movies on your computer. But zis is no way for a vampire to live. You don’t have to hunt with the others. Ve know you aren’t a good hunter. But you can at least sit vith us. You can join us in the cathedral room and socialize. You can be part of this family. Karl vants to hear vhat you have to say. Ve all do. Especially now.” 
Reginald rolled over to face the wall, away from Greta. 
“I’m in hiding,” he grunted. “It’s like mourning, except that you get to watch slapstick comedies.” But now that he thought about it, watching those comedies wasn’t always a “get to” situation. Last night he’d watched Dumb and Dumber and had wished that it was still possible to die. 
“I understand. But Reginald, you are being a pussy.” 
Reginald turned to look at Greta. That had gotten his attention. 
They’d been at the Chateau for almost three months. During that time, the European Vampire Council and the others living under the Chateau had treated Reginald, Maurice, and Nikki like visiting dignitaries who’d just watched their families murdered. They’d been welcomed in, and then they’d been given as much time and space as they needed to recover from leaving everything behind in America. Nikki and Maurice took a week to mope, then donned their optimist hats and began making themselves at home, clubbing and dining on the locals. Reginald, by contrast, was still wearing his “why the hell should I bother” hat. And also his “fuck off; I’m eating” pajamas. 
“I’m sorry,” said Reginald. “Is my presence in my own room distracting to you?” 
“Someone needs to tell you zat you are being a whiny pussy. Your friends will not, so I will. You cannot be mad at a pregnant girl.” 
“I can try,” said Reginald.
Greta eyed him. Then, after staring into her green eyes for twenty uncomfortable seconds, Reginald turned back to face the wall. 
It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. Maurice would never be recognized as Deacon of the American Council again. The vampire government’s infrastructure was continuing to crumble. Reginald had peeked into the Council’s computer systems a few times since arriving in Luxembourg (hacking was easy when you had a genius mind) and had discovered that none of the relocation or protection systems were in place anymore. The vampire social networks, however, were booming. Fangbook was more active than ever, and new videos of vampire atrocities — as well as insider looks into the combination slaughterhouse / puppet show that the Council had become — were posted every minute. It was too sad to watch. The chaos, panic, and murder were too widespread, too popular, too accepted. The old Council, under Logan, had ruled by fear. Now, under Barkley, it ruled by indifference. Without direction from above, the citizenry was like tens of thousands of unguided missiles: they blew up what they wanted when they wanted, and the world was paying the price.
Speaking to the wall, Reginald said, “Why bother to discuss it, Greta? I can’t go home. None of us can. America is eating itself alive, quite literally. With Charles in charge…” Then he stopped and laughed out loud. 
“What?”
Reginald turned. “I just said ‘Charles in Charge.’ ” 
Greta just stared at him. She didn’t get it.
 “I’m just saying there’s no point,” said Reginald. “America is fucked. The rest of the world might hang in there for a little while, but eventually it’ll spread and then we’ll be fucked, too.” 
“So you’re giving up?” 
Reginald fluffed a pillow and studied the stone wall in front of him. “Yep.” 
In a way, the disintegration of the vampire world was a relief to Reginald. He hadn’t felt comfortable as a human, but he felt even less comfortable as a slow, weak vampire who couldn’t catch prey and who didn’t like to drink blood. With only a very few exceptions, he loathed vampires. Most were murderous, bullying, elitist thugs. The fact that the vampires’ creators seemed likely to eliminate the entire race at any time might actually be a good thing. Sure, he’d die. And Nikki would die. And Maurice would die. And his few friends under the Chateau would die. But the humans would be safe. 
And in truth, there weren’t many humans that Reginald cared about, either. He cared about his mother despite her passive-aggressiveness, and he cared about Nikki’s sister because she mattered to Nikki. But mostly, Reginald cared about Claire. 
Claire, who was only a little girl. 
Claire, who still had her whole life in front of her. 
Claire, who was still out there, unprotected, in the warzone. 
Reginald worried ceaselessly about Claire. Before boarding their plane to New York, the three refugees had picked up two humans and a vampire to bring with them as protected guests: Maurice’s wife, Reginald’s mother, and Nikki’s sister. They’d run together to Claire’s house, each of the strong vampires carrying a human or Reginald. They’d knocked. They’d rung the doorbell. They’d shouted. Reginald tried to enter the house, but found that his invitation had been revoked. For a while, they’d thought that Claire and Victoria weren’t home (despite the fact that the hospital had released Victoria following her near-death at the hands of vampire assailants), but then a small, female voice had called to them from the center of the house. It had repeated the revocation of all three of their invitations, then had told them to leave… that the poor little humans would be fine without their protection. 
Reginald had tried to protest, but time was short — the Council and Guards were probably looking for them at that very moment — so Maurice had seized him bodily and had dragged him away. A half hour later, two humans and four vampires were being packed into a crate. Seventeen hours after that, they were in the catacombs under the Chateau de Differdange in the duchy of Luxembourg, leaving Claire and Victoria back in the States as two big, flapping loose ends. 
“It’s been three months,” said Greta. “You can’t just continue to mope.”
“Sure I can,” said Reginald. “Look, I’ll show you.” He wedged his bulk more securely in the corner. 
Behind him, Reginald heard Greta stand. She sighed. “Suit yourself, pussy,” she said. Then, after a moment, he could tell by the empty sound of the room and the change in psychic presence that she had gone. 
Reginald laid on his side and stared at the wall. Like those in all of the rooms below the Chateau, the wall was raw stone that had been sprayed with a sealant to keep the rooms dry and to keep rock dust from crumbling in. Reginald let the rock be his world for the moment. It was easier that way. The rock expected nothing from him. The rock didn’t change from day to day. The rock, thanks to its spray-seal, didn’t disintegrate and fall apart and threaten to crush them all. The rock was uncomplicated and simple. Sure the rock was boring, but at least it wasn’t being led into chaos by a psychopath. 
Light footsteps appeared behind Reginald. 
“Babe,” said a soft voice. 
Nikki. 
In a moment, she’d touch his shoulder. She’d ask him how he was doing. She’d try and convince him to come join the others. He’d refuse, citing his total lack of interest in continuing to force a solution onto a hopeless problem. He’d say that he’d rather just sit in his room and wait for the world to end, watching TV and eating Cheetos. And because she loved him, she’d let him do it.
Instead of putting her hand gently on Reginald’s shoulder, Nikki punched the back of his head hard enough to drive his face two inches into the rock in front of him, pulverizing the front of his skull. Then, once his neck healed enough to allow it, Reginald pulled his face from the rock crater and turned. He looked at her, hurt.
Nikki was behind him, tall and strong and beautiful, wearing all black like a vampire assassin — right down to the long leather boots with the high heels. 
“I don’t have time to play your self-pity game,” she said. “Something is happening. Get up and follow me. Now.” 




 
CHARLES
IN
CHARGE
 
 
WHEN REGINALD ARRIVED IN THE cathedral room — a huge space at the foot of the staircase that led to the castle above — he found EU Deacon Karl Stromm staring at a huge flat computer monitor. Karl did not look up. The other members of the Council were clustered around him, also staring at the screen. At first Reginald was intrigued, wondering what breaking story they might be watching unfold, but when he hooked around the group to peer at the monitor for himself, he was underwhelmed. It was the same old thing as always: a live, static shot from the American Vampire Council’s lone remaining security camera. 
Onscreen, a few dangerous and dirty-looking groups of vampires milled through the arena. The floor was littered with human bodies and drenched with blood. Reginald could also see piles of ash that had once been vampires, indicating that there had been little prejudice in recent killings. The very walls of the arena were dented and battered, but the location still seemed to be the subbasement under the Asbury Club. That would mean that the Council hadn’t relocated in almost four months. None of this was good news.
Reginald located Maurice, who was seated at the back of the small cluster, and dragged a small plastic chair over from the wall to sit next to him. The chair was bright blue and had been brought down from the school above when the American group had arrived. The chair’s legs groaned as Reginald sat. Nikki pulled up a second chair and sat next to him, rubbing his shoulder in silent apology for the harsh way she’d gotten his attention back in the room.
Then, as Reginald watched the monitor, the floor of the American Council began to fill. The bloody pools vanished beneath the crowd’s feet. The scarred walls were blocked by bodies. Within a few minutes, vampires were everywhere — standing, walking, even climbing the walls — all looking forward, all curiously quiet. They seemed to be looking at the Deacon’s box.
Reginald leaned forward and put a hand on Karl’s shoulder. 
“What’s going on?” he asked.
Karl turned. He was wearing a dramatic cloak made of red silk interwoven with gold fibers. His black hair was in a pony tail, held in place by a carved ring of wood. 
“Charles is speaking,” he said, his voice full of old-world affect. “Some think this is when he officially takes control, naming himself Deacon.” 
Reginald sat back, crossing his arms. “It’s just a formality. Charles has been the unofficial Deacon for months.” He turned to Nikki. “You smashed my face into the wall for this?” 
“Not for Charles,” said Karl. “I tell her to summon you because of this.” He reached into a pocket in his robes, pulled out a cell phone, pressed a few buttons, and handed it back over his shoulder to Reginald. It was a casual series of movements, but Reginald still found it all very strange coming from Karl. Karl’s usual demeanor was like something from medieval times. Getting an iPhone from him was like receiving a text message from Count Dracula. 
On the phone’s screen was an email. Reginald read it and then handed the phone back, having committed every pixel of the message to memory. 
“Who is Nicholas Timken?” he asked.
“He is a frequent visitor to the Chateau before, when Maurice and Logan were Deacon. Amerikaner. He came each year for Oktoberfest and stayed with us. He contacted me after you came here and has been like eyes and ears for us.” 
Reginald gestured at the screen. “We already have eyes and ears.” 
“Nicholas feels like Maurice does,” Karl continued, ignoring the interruption. “He has no love for Council, but he sees what will happen if there is no Council, or if Charles takes over, which is like the same thing. We here could survive without a government because we are old and know the old ways. But in America?” Karl shrugged to indicate that America was filled with douchebags, which Reginald found himself unable to completely disagree with. “He says he wants to find a solution. I guess he must have found it.” 
“And he seems like a bit of a drama queen,” Reginald added. Timken’s email to Karl was brief and unnecessarily mysterious. It said, Watch the Council video feed at 0:00 GMT. He could easily have told his European allies what he was up to, but apparently he wanted to put on a show instead. Reginald looked at an ancient-looking clock built into the room’s stone wall. The hands stood at 12:55am local time. Five minutes left. 
Nikki was clicking around on her laptop, which she’d plugged into the Chateau’s network. 
“Hey, there’s a first-person feed,” she said. “Check it out; someone in the crowd is streaming video.” She turned her screen to show the others, but Reginald found the presence of a live stream in the crowd odd. It couldn’t be a random person with a cell phone, because the Council structure blocked cellular signals. The camera would have to be hard-wired. But after displaying stupidity and apathy about everything else, why would Charles suddenly think to plant a camera in the crowd?
Karl squinted at Nikki’s laptop, then typed a new address into the computer in front of him. The view on the large monitor became the same as on Nikki’s screen: a close-up shot of the Deacon’s box. The camera zoomed in. The box was no longer empty; several vampires milled at its back, shuffling papers. Then one of the vampires turned and approached the front of the box. It was Charles.
Charles was dressed in formal black robes that were a total departure from his usual pressed slacks and designer shirts. His face looked serious and determined. He was holding a stack of papers. The papers looked as odd in his hands as the robe looked on his shoulders; Charles wasn’t organized or official or any of the other things that paperwork usually connoted. He should have been holding a man purse. Or a high-end vibrator from The Sharper Image, which he’d use as a combination come-on and conversation piece. 
“He looks presidential, I’ll give him that,” said Reginald. “Or Deaconish. Whatever the term is.” 
Months ago, back when Maurice had made his final speech as Deacon — the speech after which the entire assembly had tried to kill him — he’d called for a leader to rise and take control of the Council. The Vampire Nation was descending into chaos, he said, and it needed a brain to steer it away from the abyss. Maurice had known that the leader that Council chose would probably be Charles. It was okay (though not ideal) because at the time, Charles had seemed better than leaderlessness… but in the intervening months, Maurice had begun to wonder. Reginald had begun to wonder, too. 
Maurice shifted in his seat, then turned to Reginald. “We knew this was coming, but I still keep asking myself: ‘Is it better to have a nation of vampires who kill and rampage at random, or a nation of vampires who kill and rampage under the direction of a total asshole?’ ” 
“It’s the eternal question,” said Reginald. “Like the sound of one hand clapping.” 
“It sounds like this,” said Nikki, turning and clapping her palm against the hand Reginald had extended.
“That’s cheating.” 
“Yeah, well,” said Nikki. “Armageddon and all.” 
Charles put his hands on the stone ledge around the Deacon’s box, looking out across the assembly. He tapped the stack of papers on the ledge, then held them in front of his face. He was going to read his speech from them. Reginald couldn’t help but feel annoyed. Couldn’t Charles have bothered to memorize a speech? He was about to become the most powerful vampire in the western world, and he was totally phoning it in. 
But then Charles held the papers over his head and tore them in half. 
“Ah, very original,” said Maurice. “Tearing paper. That means he’s a rebel.”
“Now he’s going to say that old rules don’t apply,” said Nikki. “Just watch.” 
“The old rules of the Vampire Nation no longer apply,” Charles said, his voice booming across the crowd. 
Nikki raised an eyebrow at Maurice and Reginald.
“What a cock,” said Maurice, staring daggers at the screen.
Karl shushed them. 
But it was true, what Charles said. The old rules didn’t apply. Under Logan, the Vampire Nation had been organized and efficient, but that had been before vampirekind had met its maker — quite literally — on a hilltop in Germany. Before the hilltop encounter, the most important issues in front of vampires had been feeding and sex and fashion. Today, after being handed the evolve-or-die edict, the key issue was survival itself. The problem was that everyone had different ideas of what “survive” meant. Charles’s idea seemed to involve forming gangs, killing, turning, and general mayhem. 
In his mind, Reginald heard Claire saying, There’s a great change coming. A war, between humans and vampires. Claire didn’t think she’d been telling the future when she’d said that, but her blood and her pedigree suggested otherwise. And now, the changes at Council and the multiplying murders in the country’s streets were bearing her out. 
“Over the past year, we have been led by an impotent leader…” Charles said. 
Maurice objected, adding that Charles should ask his mother if Maurice were impotent. 
“… and during that time, we’ve lost our way. We’ve lost our identity. How many of you have begun to question your power since the Ring of Fire incident? How many of you have been afraid?” He didn’t wait for the assembly to reply. Instead, he screamed, “Why are you afraid? You are VAMPIRES!” 
The audience began to murmur its agreement. 
“I have been trying to steer this Council back onto the tracks. I have been organizing our soldiers. I have been strategizing, not sitting on my hands. The Deacon of this Council is still, officially, Maurice Toussant. And today I ask you: do you want to allow him to continue to rule you… wherever he might be hiding?”
The crowd booed and jeered. 
“I say it’s time for a change!” Charles continued. “I say it’s time to turn this Nation away from fear! I say that we…” 
There was suddenly a loud banging noise and a flurry of activity. Every head in the room turned to look toward the back of the arena, away from Charles. 
The camera swiveled. 
The entrance to the Council chamber had blown open. The set of doors leading to the outside were mangled, with giant twisted holes where the locks used to be. Four rows of helmeted vampires wearing body armor were pouring into the room through the doors, taking up stations around the edges of the arena and pointing strange wand-like devices at the vampires in front of them. There were dozens of men rushing in, then scores, then hundreds. The flow was enormous, and soon the room was more helmets than hair and heads. All of the soldiers — they had to be soldiers — were dressed the same: each wore a bright red helmet bearing some sort of an insignia. Their armor and boots were black. The wand-like things they held were also black. Nobody seemed to know what the wands were, but all had concluded they were worth stepping away from, and they did, many with their hands up.
The camera swiveled to the Deacon’s box. Charles and Todd Walker were still in the same positions, stock still, their eyes wide with shock.
The camera swiveled back, then panned the room.
Once the red-helmeted vampires were equally spaced around the arena, a final figure in the same gear marched through the mangled doors and headed for the center of the assembly. This one wasn’t holding a wand, but the vampires parted in front of him anyway. But when the newcomer was halfway toward the middle of the room, a shout came from one of the corners. The camera jerked toward the noise. Several vampires had decided to seize one of the armored vampires, and the camera watched as one of the assembly members clung to the soldier’s head and neck, trying to scratch and bite. Another vampire was wrapped around him, attempting to go for his legs. 
There was a blue flash and a snapping noise like the pop of a bug zapper, and both of the attackers puffed into gray ash.
The red-helmeted vampire shrugged his shoulders, adjusting himself, and then resumed his post without ceremony: his back to the wall, his wand out. But fear had already started to spread, and the entire room began to shimmer with activity. Vampires, seeing what they were facing, began to panic. There was sparring and pushing and the blurring of motion. Another of the wand devices went off, and three more vampires on the opposite wall turned to ash. Vampires began to scream, to yell, to climb into the rafters. Everyone was rushing toward the doors.
But then there was another loud banging noise, this one deep like a cannon. Every vampire in the room froze. All heads — and the streaming video’s frame — swiveled to focus on the man who had been walking to the center of the room. During the melee, he’d grabbed a chair and was standing atop it, holding a pistol over his head. The barrel smoked. Above him, rock dust filtered down from a bullet hole in the ceiling. He used his free hand to remove his helmet, revealing a head of short, blonde hair and a narrow, serious face. He tossed the helmet to one of the soldiers. 
“The vampire revolution has broken out!” he yelled. “The hall is filled with six hundred men. Nobody is allowed to leave!” 
Watching in the Chateau, Reginald leaned toward Karl’s ear.
“Is that Timken?” he whispered.
A serious look on his face, without taking his eyes off the screen, Karl nodded. 
Timken lowered the pistol and slipped it into a holster at his waist. Every eye was on him, including that of the camera. He met those eyes, looking around the room slowly, taking his time. The camera zoomed in, giving a nice close up. He looked neither nervous nor triumphant. 
“This,” said Timken, patting the pistol on his side and speaking in a loud, commanding voice, “is a regular gun with bullets tipped in silver. But in case anyone hasn’t yet figured it out, the weapons in the hands of the Sedition Army are much more dangerous. They fire a high-pressure burst of silver particles, like a grenade that can be detonated over and over again. If one is fired near you and you aren’t wearing gear, there’s a good chance that a speck of sliver will penetrate your heart. And you’ve seen what happens then.” He gestured toward the piles of ash. 
He turned to face the camera. The shot was close, with good sound, and made Timken look both proud and unstoppable. Reginald found himself wondering if the cameraperson was a plant, placed in the assembly ahead of time. 
“My name is Nicholas Timken,” he said. “I lead this group in revolution over the established order of the defunct Vampire Council. We don’t want to hurt anyone, but we will if we must. We are not, by nature, anarchists or subversionists. I am truly sorry that I have to introduce myself to the Vampire Nation this way. But my hand was forced. You see what this ‘government’ has become.” He said the word with venom, as if it were slimy to the touch. 
Timken extended a hand toward the Deacon’s box, where Barkley continued to stare. Several Sedition Army soldiers had come up behind him, their wands at the ready.
“You have before you Councilman Charles Barkley, who took the helm of this Nation as fear spread among our people. Then he fostered that fear, making it grow. And today, he wants to lead you legitimately. But his government — his ‘legitimacy’ as a leader — is a farce. I have tried to contact Mr. Barkley and those in his regime. I have tried diplomacy. I have pursued action via the normal legal channels, but the system has broken, and the channels have broken with them. My concerns have not been heard, and so in front of you all today, here they are.” 
Timken took a breath, stood taller.
“Councilman Barkley is a criminal! Your Deacon lives, yet Barkley has the audacity to tell you what to do. And look what you have done — what we have all done! — under that leadership. We have become animals! We hide in the sewers and we pop up like boogeymen, like carnival horrors. Did you know that the humans have been training forces to fight us for centuries? Did you know that only the most fragile balance keeps us from outright war? Did you know that we face a fight on two fronts — from the so-called ‘fallen angels’ on the right and the humans on the left? Of course you don’t know those things. Mr. Barkley didn’t tell you. Or perhaps, Barkley didn’t understand himself that actions always have consequences. ‘Smash and grab,’ that’s his plan… and damn the consequences. 
“I have tried to make myself heard, for the good of us all. For the salvation — the triumph! — of our proud race. But I have been ignored. So today, I will not be ignored. I will tell you what Barkley has not, and it’s this: the humans know we exist. Not all of them, of course, but a few that matter. And right now, thanks to Mr. Barkley’s actions, a trained squad of killers known as the Anti-Vampire Taskforce is preparing to engage us. We cower from them. We cower from the Ring of Fire. We cower from all sides, like rats in a trap. Why?”
He took a slow, dramatic breath and scanned the room.
“Vampires of the proud Vampire Nation! You have lived like barbarians. You have resorted to an existence like that of animals. Is this how you wanted to spend your eternity? The day I became a vampire was the proudest day of my life. Was it yours? And if it was, is this the existence you asked for? Is this the future you want for yourself?” 
Timken stopped talking, giving every vampire watching a few quiet moments to answer the questions for themselves. Nobody had been even reasonably content under Barkley. They had survived despite Barkley’s incompetence. 
The camera zoomed out, panning the room. The video drove home Timken’s message: This chaos, this destruction, this vagabond and barbarian life — this is what awaits you under Barkley’s rule. 
“We have come in force, willing to kill every member of this Council and assembly if needed, because it was the only way to be heard, the only way to wrestle power from these barbarians. But this slippery descent into madness stops here. Starting today, this farce of a Council does not rule the Vampire Nation. We do. But this is not a takeover. We are not conquerors. We are mere stewards of the power that Barkley held. We will take these criminals into custody. We will clean up this structure. But then we will relinquish our throat-hold on this government and we will leave it to you — to the people of the proud Vampire Nation — to choose your own fate.” 
Murmurs began around the room. Even across the ocean, the vampires in the Chateau could sense the change in the room’s mood.
“In one month’s time, we will hold the free election that was never conducted when ‘Councilman’ Barkley and his cadre drove the Deacon out of power and attempted to assassinate him,” said Timken. “And at that election, you may — if you wish — choose to elect Barkley as your Deacon. You may choose to keep me on as your leader. Or you may find another. I can promise you a smooth and fair transition of power into the hands that you choose.” 
Timken unholstered his pistol, then pointed it at Barkley. Barkley ducked, but Timken was merely using it to point, and to send a message. 
“This ends tonight!” Timken shouted. “We are doing what needed to be done, and when we are finished, you will decide whether you want to live as cowards or rise as gods. The choice is yours.” 
Suddenly, Timken raised his gun hand over his head and fired another shot into the ceiling. 
“I do what I do because we are vampire!” he boomed. “And we deserve more than this!” 
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THE VAMPIRES IN THE CATHEDRAL room all began to talk at once. EU Council members turned to Maurice, asking if he knew Timken, if he’d known what was going to happen tonight, if this felt like justice to him. Others turned to Reginald and asked for his analysis: What did the overthrow mean? Was it bad because it was a coup, or good because that coup had ousted an incompetent tyrant? It was true, what Timken had said about the human shock troops; there was even a human/vampire summit in Paris in just a few days. Would Timken’s overthrow help the spirit of the summit or harm it?
Karl, unreadable, began to stalk back and forth like an angry cat. 
Reginald felt his head spin. He’d been diligently ignoring the outside world, and now he felt like he’d been beaten over the head with it. Not only had the changes in the Vampire Nation just ratcheted up a huge notch, but now everyone was coming to him — he with his unmatched vampire mind — for advice. He felt frozen and out of practice. He’d spent the last three months trying to kill that “unmatched vampire mind” with the numbest of inputs and the worst of foods, all the while refusing to drink enough of the blood it needed to function. For three months, all he’d thought about had been food and entertainment (and, when Nikki became horny enough for her lust to overcome her irritation, sex). And now this. This was his welcome-back puzzler. 
Revolution. A coup d’état. 
Reginald struggled to assimilate all of the details and decide: was this a necessary and righteous overthrow, or was it just more blood in the water?
Karl held his hands high. His red and gold robes swayed and opened beneath his arms like a cape. 
“Quiet, quiet!” he yelled, his voice irritated. He squinted his eyes and pinched his forehead as if he had a headache. “Let’s discuss this, but one at a time only. Obviously this changes things. But for the better or worse, I cannot say.” 
“Are you joking, Karl?” said a thin, beautiful woman with dark hair. It was Lola, the woman with whom the angel Santos had been infatuated. “It’s better. How could it be worse? We couldn’t so much as contact Barkley; we just had to watch him destroy America and wait for the chaos to spread here. But you know Timken. Now we have an open door to speak to America. Timken mentioned the AVT shock troops, so he understands what’s at stake. He knows about the summit, and he knows you’re attending it. Now they’ll listen to reason. Now, they’ll talk.” 
“I don’t know,” said Karl. “I don’t know.” He continued to pace, his eyes at his feet. “Reginald, you are the strategist. What do you think?” 
But Reginald had no idea what to think. He’d spent too much time lying around on his ass and trying futilely to die. The only things he knew about the outside world were the few bits that Nikki told him while he watched downloaded movies on his computer and tried to ignore her.
“Charles didn’t care about leading the Council,” said Lola, speaking if Reginald wouldn’t. “He only cared about having power. The only item on his agenda was satisfying the angels after the Ring of Fire, but his solution was to kill and turn as many humans as possible. Reginald said that things on the streets were bad when you left. They must be much worse now. With Charles at the helm, America would have very quickly disintegrated into war. The walls of secrecy keeping vampires hidden and safe would fall. Gangs would roam the cities in the open, and in retaliation, humans would seek out and eliminate entire nests while the sun was out. The balance would swing back and forth with each cycle of the sun, with humans ruling the day and vampires ruling the night. The bloodshed would increase as each tried to outpace the other, the only question being who could do more damage with the half of the day they were given.” 
“So this is good,” said Karl, still looking at Reginald and ignoring Lola.
But Reginald could only shake his head. 
Karl continued to pace.
“Nicholas has been petitioning the Council for months, and they have been ignoring him,” he said. “I have seen the frustration and the fury in his emails. He must have felt that this was the only way.” Karl was talking to himself, seeming to think out loud. “Nicholas is an interesting fellow. His intentions usually seem noble, but he is so ambitious that it has always made me uneasy. But he says he will hold the elections. Maybe he means it. After all, Timken supported Maurice. He was one of the few. So maybe it is true. Maybe we have a new friend in America.” 
“He’s not calling for Maurice’s return, though,” said Nikki. 
“But he is calling for elections,” said a thin vampire named Mellus. 
“Which could be rigged,” said Nikki. 
Reginald looked over at Nikki. She’d been a vampire for nearly a year now, and the role fit her like a glove. It was hard to believe she’d ever been human. She was dark and beautiful and mysterious and quiet and moved like a panther. Her lips looked best with a pair of fangs. 
“This was the only way and we all know it,” said Mellus. “They would not listen to reason. In this case, a just and peaceful overthrow by a good vampire would look exactly the same as a power grab by a tyrant, so we can’t tell them apart. At least Karl knows Nicholas. And no matter what we think, he is there now. It is done. We have to give him the benefit of the doubt.” 
“It was the only way,” Lola agreed. “It took violence to fix what Charles was doing. Now Timken is there, but he’s just a wartime leader, holding power until a suitable replacement can be found.” 
“Like Julius Caesar,” said Nikki. 
Mellus and Lola both shot her a look. 
Reginald rubbed his forehead. He felt as if all of the abilities he’d developed over the past year had totally vanished: processing so fast that it was like stopping time, the ability to block pain, his balance and dexterity, his ability to influence blood relatives, and the sensed-but-still-hidden bomb that the angel Balestro had planted in his mind. He felt as if he was once again just a fat treadmill salesman, unable to defend himself against Todd Walker’s mockery. 
“We would have done the same,” he said. 
The others turned to look at him. 
“If we’d had the support,” Reginald went on, “we’d have done the same thing. I’d have pushed for it if there had been more than four of us. Barkley was an arrogant, evil prick. He didn’t care for order. He wanted bloodshed. He fed on the panic that’s been everywhere since the Ring of Fire, and he fanned the flames. He destroyed the Council. He was leading us to war. He’d have killed us all if he’d had his way.” 
With the mention of “the four of us,” Reginald found himself thinking of Brian Nickerson and wondering if Brian had survived the sun when he’d stormed from the Council. Where had he gone? Had he gotten his family away, and had the Council pursued him? Reginald, Nikki, and Maurice had taken their families to Luxembourg. Where would Brian’s family hide?
“But a coup?” said Maurice.
“Pretend you’re on a ship,” said Reginald. “The captain goes crazy and starts steering toward a waterfall or into a killer storm. Do you sit there and take it like a good soldier, knowing that he’s doing the wrong thing, or do you rise up for the greater good, even if it means using your sword?”
All conversation had stopped. Someone had turned off the monitor showing the Council feed. Addled as his brain was, Reginald suddenly realized that he was giving a lecture. Even the EU Council had come to think of Reginald as the best strategic mind they had. The joke was on them, though, thought Reginald, because these days the most mental exercise he got was trying to tell Owen Wilson from Luke Wilson and deciding which of the killer asteroid movies from the 90s was the best. 
“I don’t know,” said Karl, resuming his pacing. “I don’t know.” 
“What if he doesn’t give up the Council leadership?” said Nikki. 
“Then Timken will rule instead of Barkley,” said Mellus. “I don’t really see the problem.”
“He stormed in with six hundred troops with deadly weapons,” said Nikki.
Reginald shrugged. Nikki saw the movement and looked over. 
“This was how Maurice came to power,” he said. “The only difference was that we actually killed Logan, whereas Timken has just taken Barkley into custody. If we’d been able, I’d have done it differently. I’d have killed Charles, too. I want him dead.” 
As soon as he’d said it, Reginald wanted to take it back. It sounded terrible, but it was true. He wanted Barkley dead. He wanted Walker dead. He’d been a punching bag for his entire human life, and he’d become even more of a punching bag once he’d become a vampire. Fuck them. Fuck all of them. Reginald was tired of being pushed around and pursued and persecuted and attacked and beaten up. He had the best mind of his species, and yet the first thing that most of the Nation looked at was his size. So fuck them. Fuck. Them. 
“Me too,” said Mellus. 
Karl nodded. Then little by little, the assembly of vampires broke into groups. For now at least, the show was over. 
Reginald felt relieved. He was tired. He needed to rest his mind and his eyes. He needed blood, too. He’d had too little of late, choosing instead to focus on comfort foods. He hated the taste of blood, but he’d have to suffer a few extra pints over the next few days in order to get himself back in shape. Like it or not, Karl and the others would be looking to Reginald more and more in the coming days and weeks. 
As if reading Reginald’s mind, Karl walked over and with a businesslike air said, “You will need to come to the summit in Paris. I can tell you are tired and drained, but you must go. Feed. Get ready. Especially after tonight, we will need you.”
Reginald sighed. “Sure, Karl.” 
“And you too, Maurice. You are still the titular head in America.” 
“I’d planned on it,” said Maurice. There was a heavy note in his voice. Maurice hated politics and he hated responsibility. He’d become Deacon because assassinating Logan had been the only way to escape, but he’d never wanted to be involved in the Council. He’d always been a rogue and a constant thorn in the Council’s side. 
“And me,” said Nikki. She took Reginald’s meaty forearm in her small, powerful hand. “Reginald and I are a package.” 
“Yeah,” said Reginald, placing his other hand over Nikki’s. He felt grateful. He needed Nikki, especially now. It wasn’t every guy who was lucky enough to have a girl who could knock his face through a stone wall one minute and be his rock the next. 
“Sure,” said Karl, waving a hand theatrically to indicate that the matter was beneath him. “I like looking at your chest.” 
“Thanks,” said Nikki. “I’ll bring it with me.”
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THE SUMMIT WAS SCHEDULED TO occur in two days. Reginald predicted a clusterfuck. 
According to Maurice and Karl, there had always been human authorities who knew that vampires existed. It wasn’t a matter of cooperation so much as a matter of detente. The heads of the various Vampire Councils and the heads of their respective human regions kept in touch in the way that the United States and the Soviet Union had kept in touch at the height of the Cold War. They made a farce of diplomacy, but really all that mattered was that each considered the other to be a mortal threat. The vampires weren’t going to stop feeding on humans, and humans who knew what they were facing weren’t going to stop defending themselves and seeking out nests to exterminate. Both sides understood that skirmishes between their species were inevitable, so each made their peace with the existence of the other, accepted inevitable losses, and agreed that for the welfare of both sides, no official, large-scale action would be taken. As long as the Vampire Councils remained as hidden and low-key as possible, the human authorities wouldn’t send the Anti-Vampire Taskforce’s armies to dig them out while the sun was shining. 
But over the past few months, the American Council’s collapse had threatened that balance. 
According to Karl, who’d been putting out diplomatic fires and smoothing ruffled feathers while Maurice was running for his life, American authorities were irate at the widespread killings being perpetrated by rogue vampires. They were threatening action. They already had AVT vampire hunters trained and ready, and were just looking for an excuse to set them loose. And so for months, Karl and the other Council leaders had been attempting to pacify the humans, assuring them that they were on top of “the American problem” — all the while knowing that if they didn’t get on top of it, the AVT would soon engage worldwide. If that happened, vampires would find themselves facing a war on two fronts: from the angels on one side and from the humans on the other. And what made it worse was that it seemed impossible to serve both masters; the Ring of Fire suggested killing and turning, whereas peace with the humans forbade it. The balance was incredibly delicate.
“There was a time,” said Karl as he used the Council’s main computer to log in to the videoconferencing service, “when we didn’t have such a nice balance with the humans. We’ve only ‘agreed to disagree,’ say, over the past two hundred and fifty years. Before that, it was the time of villagers and pitchforks and torches. Have you ever been chased by villagers with pitchforks and torches, Maurice?” 
“Our whole nest was harassed by a bona-fide old-world village back before I moved to Virginia,” said Maurice, nodding. 
“Sometimes they chase me out of Burger King,” said Reginald. 
“I took a pitchfork through the head once,” said Karl. “It was not pleasant. It was like he’d sharpened the points to be like daggers. A panicked and rather large woman swung a huge stone hammer and knocked me down, and her husband stood over me and drove the fork through my head — actually through my skull and brain — and into the ground. I guess he thought we were zombies. He couldn’t pull it out, so he left it and marched toward the ruins of an old estate we’d holed up in. I stayed where I was until he was gone because I didn’t want to take a chance that someone else might fork me or hit me again. I was young then, and not as strong. I was also not used to pain, and this pain was beyond the world. After he left, I freed myself and removed the thing. And when I made it back to the nest, they had burned it to cinders. Luckily it was evening. Villagers were idiots and always seemed to attack at night, so many of my fellows escaped. But five did not.” 
Even though Karl was telling what sounded to Reginald like a tragic story, he put his hands on his hips and looked wistfully into the distance, as if reliving a fond memory of the good old days. Reginald found himself expecting Karl to say something about how times were simpler then, or perhaps talk about how much you could buy with a dime. Or whatever currency they’d been using at the time, he mentally amended. 
“Anyway,” said Karl, “don’t expect much of the friendly chatter at the summit. They will be extremely angry and they will make threats. It helps to think of them as villagers with pitchforks and torches, because that is essentially what they are underneath. It is our job to convince them that this was all Barkley’s fault…” 
“Which it wasn’t,” said Reginald. 
“… and also that Timken represents a definite return to law and order.” 
“Which we don’t know,” Reginald added. 
“Right. And we must not mention the elections. It is too uncertain. We must convince them that there is stability now, rather than more change.”  
“So we’re presenting Timken as the leader in America, no question.” 
“Correct.” 
“And you’re not worried that that gives him implied power.” 
“I cannot worry about that.” 
“And we’re not mentioning the Ring of Fire.” 
“Correct,” said Karl, now positioning the webcam. “Letting the humans know that many vampires believe we have a mandate from above to kill humans lest we be exterminated would be a faux pas, shall we say.” 
“We seem to be lying a lot in the spirit of cooperation,” said Reginald. 
“Don’t feel guilty about it,” said Maurice, his young-looking eyes locking onto Reginald’s. “Rest assured, they will be lying to us.” 
Karl made a few final adjustments to the webcam and checked the settings in the videoconferencing software. Then he clicked a few places on the screen and they entered the conference, now able to see themselves in a small window in the corner of the screen. Their other party wasn’t there yet. After a few moments, Reginald got tired of waiting and turned to Karl. 
“Do you trust Timken?” 
“He usually seems noble and he is very — how you say? — charismatic,” said Karl. 
That wasn’t an answer. But before Reginald could repeat his question, a new, larger window appeared on the screen. The man in the window looked far less severe than he’d appeared during the coup. His blonde hair was combed neatly instead of mussed by a helmet and his narrow face, which had been serious and convicted, looked relaxed and handsome.  
The man on the screen smiled. “Deacon Toussant!” he said, making a small bow toward Maurice. “It is nice to finally meet you. I am Nicholas Timken.” 
“Hello,” said Maurice. 
“And Karl, my old friend!” 
“It is good to see you again, Nicholas,” said Karl.
“And you,” said Timken, leaning forward and looking directly into the camera rather than at the screen of his computer, “must be Reginald Baskin. It is a great pleasure to meet you.” 
“ ‘Sup,” said Reginald. 
“How are things abroad?” said Timken. “Will I see you at Oktoberfest, Karl?”
“Always a good time, Nicholas.” 
“Well,” he said, “let’s talk. I imagine you are curious about what happened yesterday.” 
“Slightly,” said Karl. 
“I regret that I had to take matters into my own hands. I also regret the fatalities. That was not intended. My men were to engage only if absolutely necessary, but a few in the crowd unfortunately made it necessary.” 
“I’m curious about the weapons they used,” said Karl. “What are they, Nicholas?” 
“They have an official name, but I call them Boom Sticks. Do you know those things doctors sometimes use to give injections without using a needle? Where they basically spray whatever it is through the skin? These work the same basic way, except that they’re far, far more powerful.” 
“Powerful enough to go through clothes. Through skin and bone.” 
Timken tapped his chest and there was a metallic sound indicating that he wore something under his loose shirt. “Only reinforced armor will stop it.” 
“Where did such weapons come from?” Karl asked. 
“I had them developed. They’re state of the art.” He smiled with self-satisfaction. 
Karl’s eyes narrowed. “They seem expensive. And lethal.” 
“Desperate times and deep pockets,” said Timken, chuckling. “Besides, this is America, baby. Little old ladies carry grenades in their purses here.” 
Karl’s lower jaw rocked below his upper jaw. His eyes were still serious, still penetrating the image on the screen. 
“Look,” said Timken, taking a breath. “I’ll be straight with you. I started developing these right after the Ring of Fire. I thought there might be chaos. I wanted to be prepared. My company has provided me with a substantial amount of spendable funds, so I built a shelter and I purchased supplies. But swords and stakes and even wooden or silver bullets simply wouldn’t be effective enough if there were riots. I wanted to defend myself. I was scared, to tell you the truth. And so when Barkley started calling the shots and things slowly went to shit in the streets, I found myself with a lot of supplies and a bunch of like-minded survivalist friends, and I saw a mission that needed to be undertaken. And you, Deacon —” His eyes moved to Maurice’s side of the screen. “— were being persecuted and unable to command the armies we had, which shamefully abandoned their posts and went rogue. You couldn’t protect the Nation, and I could. I tried peaceful means first; I really did. Karl knows I did. But they wouldn’t listen, and things got worse and worse, and eventually it was down to a choice between overthrow and armageddon. So I got my friends together, and we took up weapons, and we did what was necessary.” 
“You called yourself an army.” 
Timken made a dismissive gesture. “Oh, you know how fighters are. They enjoy a label that gives them a sense of unity.” 
Karl’s lower jaw continued to work. He chewed the inside of his cheek. Maurice and Reginald said nothing. They were there as observers, not truly participants. This was Karl’s dance. 
“All right, Nicholas. So what is next?” 
“Elections, like I promised. I seized power because it was in the wrong hands, not because I wanted it for myself. I am a steward of this government’s authority, nothing else.” He opened his hands to show that he was merely a servant, there to do his duty to his species and his country. “The machinery is already in place, but I will make it better, and I’ll open it to all the scrutiny it can take so that everyone can see that it’s fair. The vampires of this country will vote in a free, open election, via Fangbook. We will elect a leader. We will restore order — not in the old, Logan-type image, but in the image of the American government.” 
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” said Reginald. 
Reginald said it as a joke, but Timken gave him a look. “Hey, love it or leave it,” he said. 
“And you will be a candidate?” said Karl. 
“If the people want me. But so will you, Maurice, if you want to be. You are still the rightful authority, as far as I’m concerned.” 
Reginald looked at Maurice. Even if he wanted to rule the Council again, there was absolutely no chance he could win a free election. Maurice was one of the most loathed vampires on the planet. His views on inclusion of “sub-standard” vampires like Reginald and his other conservative, borderline reactionary views set him well outside of the comfort zones of the young US vampire population. 
“No thanks,” said Maurice. 
“Then whoever,” said Timken. “The more, the merrier. Anyone who wants to be on the ballot may be on it, and we’ll let the people decide. We can guarantee a fair election. The Fangbook voting algorithm is unhackable — even by you, Mr. Baskin.” The you-sly-dog expression that Timken gave Reginald left no question; he knew that Reginald had hacked the “unhackable” master algorithm that used to dictate the movements of the Vampire Council, back before it had plunked itself down in the basement of the Asbury Club and decided to make itself comfortable. 
Karl nodded. 
“Can you attend the summit in Paris in two days’ time?” Karl asked. 
“I can’t leave. You must understand that.” 
“Of course,” said Karl, nodding. He didn’t want Timken to attend and knew he wouldn’t be able to, but diplomacy said that he had to make the gesture.
“I could maybe attend like this,” said Timken, pointing at his webcam. The gesture was boyish and playful. 
“Perhaps it’s best if we vouch for you,” said Karl. “So that we can tell them our own version of events.” 
Timken nodded, understanding the need for subterfuge. From what Karl had told them earlier, Timken wasn’t a diplomat, but he knew how the game was played — and when he should leave that game-playing to the people who knew how to play it best.
“I’m not exactly a summit kind of a guy anyway,” said Timken, smiling. His smile was as large and handsome as Walker’s, but not as insulting. It was welcoming and warm. 
“Hmm,” said Karl. 
“Oktoberfest is more my speed.” 
Karl nodded. 
“Eh, Karl?” said Timken. Big grin.
“Indeed.” 
“But you’ll tell them that I’m here when the world needs me. That I’m keeping the Council warm for the next comer, and that in the meantime, our Nation will be ruled by order, not chaos.” 
“I will,” said Karl. “Goodbye, Nicholas.” He gave a small nod. 
“Cheers,” said Timken. Then he leaned forward and jabbed at something with his finger, and his window on the screen disappeared. 
Karl exited the software, turned off the webcam, and stood. He stretched his back, putting a hand on his hips and arching his spine.  
“He seems nice,” said Reginald. 
“Hmm.” 
“You don’t think so?” said Reginald. 
“Karl doesn’t trust anyone,” said Maurice.
 “Hmm,” said Karl. 




 
TGV
 
 
TWO DAYS LATER, REGINALD, MAURICE, Nikki, and Karl left the Chateau and walked to the small Differdange train stop. The sun had almost set but was still up, low in the sky. That scared the bejesus out of Reginald and Nikki. Maurice, who’d often run to and from work just after sunrise using clothing and sometimes an umbrella to shield himself, was more sanguine. The day was overcast and the sun would set very soon, and they’d all worn special ultraviolet-repelling hoodies and gloves provided by a vampire tailor who shared shop space with a local human tailor. The hoods were very deep and Maurice assured them that as long as they stayed away from windows and remained covered, they’d be fine. 
“Don’t be wimps,” Karl said to Nikki and Reginald. “I’m a thousand years older than you and would fry faster than you, but there is a direct TGV from Luxembourg to Paris at seven and I am sure as scheiße not taking a slow train because you are afraid of a sunburn.” 
So, duly bundled, the four vampires made their way to the train stop. Maurice and Karl walked confidently through the overcast day in their garb while Nikki and Reginald sprinted from faint shadow to faint shadow. Nikki could hide in the shadows of lampposts. Reginald couldn’t hide in the shadows of anything other than buildings. He also couldn’t sprint well and kept losing time when he collapsed or ran into startled pedestrians. Karl and Maurice arrived at the stop well before Reginald and Nikki, who crept up the stairs like spies and then crouched in a bush. 
For Reginald, it was the furthest he’d been from the Chateau since they’d arrived in Europe three months earlier. He’d ventured to the Starbucks to use the Wi-Fi to download his movies (the Chateau’s internet was pay-by-usage; the first bill after Reginald arrived had sent Karl into a rage) and to all of the local eateries that were still open after dark, which was most of them. The only restaurants he hadn’t visited were the two health food restaurants. Nikki tried to get him to go to one of these on a date (she still liked carrot juice for some reason), but Reginald had said, “Why bother, I’m already dead.” That had resulted in a fight. Nikki had gone back to the Chateau in a huff and Reginald had gone back a half hour later with three dozen donuts. He’d eaten eighteen immediately, then spent the rest of the evening complaining that he’d forgotten to get any with grape jelly inside. When Nikki protested, Reginald had told her that she’d just been trying to get him to eat healthier, and that grapes were a fruit. She’d tried to give him a glass of blood from the fridge. He’d refused. Knowing he was starving for the one thing a vampire needed, she then stirred blood into a cup of coffee so that Reginald could dunk his donut in it. Reginald “accidentally” spilled the blood coffee, then ran to Starbucks for a venti caramel mocha with whipped cream to replace it. He’d spent that day sleeping on a couch in one of the meeting rooms instead of in his bed with Nikki.
Now, out in the setting sun, it made him nervous to be so far from his comfort zone. The Chateau had become his world. The real world — the one outside — offered nothing but adversity and pain.
Once in Luxembourg City, they transferred to the TGV and closed their blinds. Nikki and Maurice tried to sleep. Reginald found the snack stand and bought Doritos.
Shortly after leaving the station, night on the high-speed train blessedly fell. All four vampires stripped off their extra UV-proof gear and stowed it in their luggage with a sigh. Only after the mortal danger of the sun was safely below the horizon did everyone feel comfortable enough to settle in, so after tucking her hoodie away, Nikki pulled out her book and began reading slowly, at a languishing human pace. The cover showed a grizzled cowboy riding a unicorn and firing a gun in a puff of pink smoke. 
“That looks like the stupidest book ever,” said Reginald, who was agitated from the day’s events and felt like picking a fight.
“It is. But it’s better than yours,” said Nikki. 
Reginald, who liked reading when he throttled down his speed and took his time, had forgotten to bring a book. So, in order to not lose the argument, he pulled a Swiss home decor magazine from the rack and pretended to be enthralled by it. But after ten minutes, he sighed, conceded defeat, and put it back. Then he returned to his seat, opened the blind, and stared out the window into the dark French night. 
Darkness had completely fallen outside. Even the light of the moon left little for the human passengers to see, but Reginald, with his vampire eyes, was able to see everything that they were passing. The train zipped along at 320 kph (Nikki, with her allergic reaction to the metric system, had asked for the mph conversion and Reginald had refused on principle) so everything next to the train was blurred, but farther out, he could see barns and fences and a few animals that had been left out late. 
Trees. Sheds. Houses. Roads. 
Reginald thought of how far he was from home — his real home, back in the States — and wondered if he’d ever see it again. He wondered if his house had been ransacked by Charles and his minions. He wondered if his old company had been able to move on and stay in business after the murders, and if it had been a second set of policemen (Reginald himself had glamoured the first set) who had first found the blood and carnage or if it had been an office worker who’d made that grizzly discovery. It might even have been a custodian. Reginald could imagine the custodian arriving, taking one look around at the blood-covered walls and the body parts, and then rolling his eyes and complaining that white-collar people were total slobs. Berger was dead. Most of the sales staff was dead — except for Walker, who had been responsible for at least a handful of the deaths himself. Most of accounting was dead. Who would run the place? Who would ever want to work in that building again, assuming they could get all of the blood out of the carpet? 
Reginald watched France scream by the window. 
He missed his couch. He missed his television. He missed sitting around doing nothing because it was all there was to life, as opposed to the way he’d been sitting around doing nothing recently in order to avoid reality. He missed being around humans, who were just as evil as vampires but who he could at least take comfort in knowing would die someday. He missed being a worthless fat guy, instead of the most important fat guy in the world. He missed the days when nobody expected anything of him. 
He missed Claire. 
He’d tried to call her before they’d left. He’d called late enough that she should have been home from school, but Reginald didn’t know how normal Claire’s life was these days. Her old routine was to attend school during normal hours, then to go to an afterschool program at a church down the street until late, because her mother worked late. But then her mother’s schedule had changed, and Claire had gone to the church less often. That had been back before Victoria had been attacked by vampires and had become a kind of invalid. So was Claire still going to the afterschool program? Was she even still going to school? She and Victoria might have bunkered down, now only leaving the house for groceries during the brightest of afternoons. Given the increased frequency of vampire attacks — particularly in run-down neighborhoods like Claire’s — Reginald sort of doubted the schools were paying much attention to who attended and who didn’t anyway. Roll call these days probably accepted replies of, “Oh, he’s dead” as normal. Principals these days probably sat in their offices with shotguns, unshaven and nursing a cup of brandy-spiked coffee, unsure what monsters they should be afraid of. Life was no longer what it used to be. 
When Reginald had tried to call, the phone had rung and rung. Claire’s family didn’t own a cell phone; their phone system consisted of an ivory cordless and a similarly ivory wall unit with a cord so stretched out that it brushed the floor. They did have an answering machine. For the longest time, the voice on the machine was Victoria, but a week ago it had changed, and now it was Claire. Reginald wasn’t sure how to feel about that. It meant that Claire was at least alive, and the fact that she’d thought to do something as trivial as re-record the answering machine message said several encouraging things in itself. Reginald sometimes called just to listen to the message, just to hear that ten-second snippet. He found himself trying to read her entire life from that brief segment of recorded voice. Didn’t she sound more mature? Didn’t she sound almost happy, or at least chipper? That was good, right? The message didn’t sound defeated or beaten up. He listened to it the way the CIA watched video messages from terrorists. Does the tone of this message sound like a person whose mother died recently? he asked himself. He decided that it didn’t, aware of just how ridiculous his assumption was. Still, he listened and he decided — if only to keep himself sane — that Claire was fine and that Victoria had hung on as well. She’d been not much more than a drained and bloody rag the last time Reginald had seen her in the alleyway, so it was good to hear — to believe — that she was okay. 
Hi, you’ve reached the Hutchins Household. 
And Reginald thought, It’s good to hear that she’s healthy. 
We’re not able to answer the phone right now…
And Reginald thought, It sounds like she understands that Nikki, Maurice and I can’t help what we are.
… but if you leave us a message…
And Reginald thought, Her mother is doing better and she’s happy!
… we’ll call you back as soon as we can. 
And Reginald had left a message, the same as he had many other times: This is Uncle Reginald. I just wanted to check on you. I’d love to catch up. Here’s how you can call me for free, or I’m always on Skype.
Click. 
And still Claire hadn’t called, but it was okay. Reginald could hear the lack of anger in her answering machine message and knew that everything was going to be okay. 
Nikki didn’t ask Reginald about Claire anymore. At first, she’d been as neurotic as Reginald had. They’d tried to pick Claire up before fleeing to Europe, but she hadn’t come out of her house. They’d tried to call — frequently at first, then less and less often as time went on. Reginald still called several times a week, but when the answering machine message changed, Nikki stopped trying. To Reginald, the message change meant that Claire was alive and well. To Nikki, it meant that Claire had gotten every one of their messages and was choosing to ignore them. 
Outside the window, the world whipped by. Reginald wondered if Maurice could run as fast as this train. He decided that the answer was yes, but also decided that even Maurice, who was currently asleep two seats down, appreciated the value of sitting back and letting someone else do the work for a change. 
With that thought, before he could stop it, Reginald’s thoughts flitted into Maurice’s mind. Maurice’s eyelid fluttered, and Reginald forced himself to pull back. Maurice and Reginald, as maker and progeny, would always share the bond of blood. But during their escape from the Council, Reginald had discovered that not only could he read vampires he was related to, but that he could, to some degree, control them as well. Afterward, when Reginald told Nikki and Maurice that he had been sending them what they’d thought were their own inspirations to move, both had been shocked. Maurice had been paranoid ever since. Out of respect, Reginald had tried to stay out of his mind, but it wasn’t easy. They were like the closest of brothers. When Maurice was hungry, Reginald felt it. When Maurice was happy, Reginald’s mood lifted. Secrets were hard to keep. And lately, something else had started to happen, something he hadn’t shared with Maurice. He could now sometimes see pictures from Maurice’s mind. He could almost see through Maurice’s eyes. It was no longer just about telepathy and control. The feeling was closer to slipping on a Maurice suit — or would be, if Reginald indulged it, which he didn’t.
But when he did — when he slipped into Maurice’s blood, before he caught himself — he could get a sense of Maurice’s entire bloodline. There were amazing and dreadful vampires in Maurice’s family history. Maurice had always said that it was common to feel a connection (Nikki still sometimes dealt with out-of-control thirst that Maurice attributed to ties along her bloodline; she was, in essence, feeling the emotions of others) but this was different. It was like logging in to a network. Once he’d tuned in to Maurice, he gained access to those others. And he suspected — but had never tested — that if he were to step fully into Maurice’s mind, he’d feel the relations closest to Maurice as being as mentally close as Maurice himself felt them. And then Reginald might be able to step into their minds from Maurice’s, and thus hopscotch up and down vast bloodlines, seeing the thoughts and sights of vampires worlds distant without ever leaving his chair. He could transcend great distances. He might even be able to experience movement back and forth through time.
Reginald looked one seat closer, at Nikki. Her book was open on her lap, but her eyes were closed. She really was beautiful. He felt a sudden sense of attraction, looking at her now, that he realized he may never have fully felt before. He’d been traumatized by life and by Walker and by his newfound vampirism when they’d met. Shortly thereafter, he’d been on trial for his life. Nikki had come with him when the Balestro and Ring of Fire affairs had occurred, and they’d co-habitated on and off throughout the disintegration of the Vampire Nation and the crumbling of the Council. Life since becoming a vampire had, for Reginald, been one long string of perilous situations, most of which made him feel inadequate and unprepared. Nikki had been by his side the whole time, but there had always been an emotional wall between them — despair in the face of defeat, sarcasm in the face of success. Had he ever had the quintessentially human experience of looking at Nikki and simply being attracted to her… of wanting her in a way that was divorced from the simple, factual truth of her availability at his side? He wasn’t sure. Guys like Reginald didn’t look at women like Nikki and hope to be with them. They wanted women like Nikki, sure — but hope? Hope implied that trying might lead to success. Hope was a light at the end of the tunnel. But it hadn’t been that way with Nikki. She’d simply been there by his side from the beginning, before he’d had a chance to want or to hope. That easiness had leapfrogged him right past the stage of pining. Really, he thought now, it had kept him from appreciating her. It had kept him from being as aghast as he should be that she was with him at all. 
Because he was her maker, he could see in Nikki’s mind, too. 
Sitting in the train, he did. 
Reginald closed his eyes. He felt the vibration of the train underneath him. His head thrummed against the headrest. The world became a dull red as his eyes saw the insides of his eyelids in the train’s interior lights, but then he gave a push and it was as if someone had turned off the lights. The vibration was gone, too. Reginald felt himself floating down a tunnel. Only he wasn’t Reginald; he was Reginald’s spirit, or ghost, or consciousness. He didn’t feel clumsy or awkward. 
He found Nikki, felt her blood. It wasn’t like seeing her, but he could see; there was a green and sun-lit landscape he’d encountered before when his mind had touched Nikki — something she knew, or missed, or that represented a world she’d never see again in reality now that she’d given herself to the night.
He could feel himself slipping into her, putting her on like a glove. But it wasn’t an intrusion; she felt his presence and he felt her sensing his presence, and she invited him in. The morose self-pity of the past months had fallen away. Reginald felt light. Something about looking over at her with his eyes open; something in his head had clicked and he’d realized who he was and where he was without pondering the baggage of how he’d gotten here. Right now, he was Reginald Baskin; he was a vampire; he was perhaps the most mentally advanced vampire in centuries and very important to the species’s survival; he had a mission that he could handle; he was with a beautiful young vampire who would be beautiful forever. 
Nikki’s thoughts colored yellow, then pink. The pink surrounded him like a caress. He felt a smile — though in here, neither of them had lips. He felt a sense of pleasure. He wasn’t sure if it was his own. He sensed a halfhearted rebuke, a playful chastising of Reginald’s mind for invading hers. Then her thoughts wrapped him and he felt her all around him. A series of rebus images appeared in front of him, each only for a fraction of a second, speeding at him and each leaving a mental imprint. He was seeing her mood, her impressions, her mental landscape, her feelings and desires: blood, a flower opening in a time-lapse video, lips on the skin of a long, soft neck, fangs descending, a deep, warm breath, her lips, a hand on a naked breast, a trickle of blood welling in the hollow beneath a clavicle, a tongue, an embrace. Reginald felt his own thoughts and images flowing out into the pool of hers, swirling and mixing. The thoughts touched and combined, shifted, changed shape. The blood became his blood. Became her blood. The warm breath was hers, on his neck. The hand was his and the naked breast was hers.
Then, in the corner of their shared thoughtscape, the warm pink feeling darkened. Reginald felt it happen, raised a metaphorical head to look. Nikki sensed it, but he could tell that she couldn’t see it as he could; she was sensing his sensation of whatever it was. But whatever it was, it was growing. The cloud of eroticism began to disperse; mental Reginald sat up. Mental Nikki pulled the sheets over her metaphorical bodiless body and mentally asked him what was wrong. The corner became less and less pink, more and more black. It became like a peephole. Reginald saw a dark night through someone else’s eyes. Felt gravel crunch under someone else’s feet. Felt cool air on someone else’s skin. 
Nikki’s thoughts lost their pink color, became the darker maroon color of blood. Somewhere there was a heartbeat, always still strange to him in a vampire’s mind or chest. He felt her thoughts quicken, somehow disturbed by what Reginald sensed, not because she could see it but because she knew Reginald could. 
Reginald stepped more fully into the black peephole, feeling Nikki recede to a maroon halo of feeling behind him. It was like she was watching over his shoulder now. He could feel the other person’s 
(vampire’s)
feet crunch on the rock below. It was small rock, like gravel. The picture was becoming clearer and clearer, as if he were coming more fully within its broadcast range. He felt the breeze more acutely. He saw objects around him in the darkness. A barn that was probably bright white during the day now visible as a shadow to his left. Fences. Fields. Sheds. He felt the body he was in lean forward, as if preparing to take a tackle. Below his feet he felt the gravel move as the body shifted. His peripheral vision showed him horizontal, parallel slats of wood among the gravel. And long, smooth rails of metal. Vibration was coming up this other’s legs from below. And a light ahead, rapidly approaching. 
Closer. 
Closer. 
A whistle. The sound of onrushing doom. 
Inside the train, Reginald’s eyes snapped open to find that he was staring directly into Nikki’s eyes, wide awake and terrified. He reached over to Maurice to shake him, to warn him, but it was too late. 




 
SWEEPERS
 
 
THE SOUND OF THE COLLISION and derailment was like the world ending. There was a titanic booming noise, like a bomb, and Reginald felt himself thrown forward as the front of their car crumpled and bent like a tin can. Seats sheared away as roof met floor. Glass shattered and peppered the air. He struck something hard and felt his right arm crushed and pulled off; a bulkhead (some massive piece of metal, anyway) screamed toward and smashed his face and then for a while, everything was black while his eyes healed. Gravity shifted; he felt himself alternately flying, floating, being thrown forward and up, whipping toward the back of the car as, presumably, the whole thing spun end for end. 
He didn’t think to slow his mind (the time-stopping trick, if he could manage it in his rusty state) to analyze the minutia of the experience. This was something he wanted to end as fast as possible. His mind called out to Nikki and Maurice and even Karl, who he’d never before been able to feel. He couldn’t find them, but he could hear screaming, and he felt relatively sure that at least some of it was in his head — which, as long as it didn’t cut off suddenly, was actually a good thing because it meant that they were alive. There were many, many human noises. Most were like thumps of meat being struck with a hammer. He heard yells and panicked screams. There was an odd sensation of hundreds of people holding their breath, unable to breathe as the cars upended and tumbled. As the cars landed and rolled and he fell up and down and then up again, many of the human screams ended and new ones began, but even those didn’t last for long before going silent. There was more booming, more crunching of metal. The car was jerked forward suddenly, everything in it slamming into what was barely still a rear wall. Everything had become sharp protrusions and crushing vises. His vision came and went. 
Maybe four seconds had passed. And then, for a while, blessedly, there was nothing. 
 
 
Reginald awoke to find his head clear but everything below his chest in agony. Apparently the trick his body sometimes had of shutting off pain in perilous situations was also rusty, because right now everything hurt. He raised his head, which was whole and without a scratch on it, and looked down to see that he had a gigantic metal fin protruding from his torso. The car had folded more or less in half and had split along the crease, creating a forest of sharp protrusions. Reginald seemed to have landed on one of those protrusions. He looked toward his legs and found them whole but half naked. There was a huge pile of gray ash beside the left leg with fabric lying on top of it that looked like his pants, and Reginald wondered if, while he’d been blacked out, he’d lost a leg and re-grown it.
There was an itch in his mind. Something he couldn’t quite put a finger on. Something was wrong that had nothing to do with the actual crash itself. He needed to get off this fin so that he could escape. 
Reginald shifted his weight and found that the pain, as he tried to move, was beyond the world. It would be better to just stay where he was, he decided. 
No. Move. 
There was urgency behind that thought, but things were still too foggy. All that mattered was getting out. 
He tried to put his hands under himself and push, but one of his arms refused to come along. He looked over and saw that the arm on one side was crushed under what seemed to be a luggage compartment. There was still luggage inside. He could see a Samsonite suitcase that had survived just fine, just as Samsonite promised. There was an ugly bag near it that looked as if it were made out of carpet, and this one hadn’t fared as well. Reginald could make out a wallet, a loose drugstore card, an annihilated cell phone, and a danish wrapped in cellophane. For one comic-horrible moment, Reginald imagined himself squirming over and, without use of his arms, sucking down the danish like Popeye did with spinach whenever he got into a jam. His belly would bulge and color would return to his limbs and he’d then split the car in half with his corpulence, freeing them all. 
Hurry.
And that thought was insistent, but what was becoming more insistent — even more than the giant metal fin that had almost bisected him — was finding the others. They had to be here. They couldn’t have been impaled by wood, so as long as they’d managed to avoid a direct beheading, Nikki, Maurice, and Karl would still be alive, probably trapped like he was. And why not? Reginald could still hear humans making noises. Plenty of them, frail as they were, seemed to have survived. For now, anyway. 
Nikki! he thought.  
He reached out his mind. They hadn’t quite gotten the hang of true telepathy, as Nikki’s vampire enhancements hadn’t gifted her mind as strongly as they’d gifted his. But if he concentrated, he could always find her. And then, after a moment, he did. He slipped inside of her head, knowing that it was a violation but deciding that the situation excused it. He saw a crushed leg, Nikki’s own. She was working herself free. Then he reached out for Maurice and found him, too. Maurice was already free, already searching. But he wasn’t searching openly, and that gave Reginald pause. He was hiding behind felled seats, moving from place to place warily, as if playing a war game. Maurice wasn’t looking for Reginald or Nikki. He could feel that Reginald and Nikki had survived. Instead, he was looking for Karl. 
Reginald looked at his pinned arm. Just thinking about it hurt. He wondered why his panic response wasn’t kicking in. Then, in a regression into Eeyore self-loathing, he decided that it was because he was Reginald and that Reginald’s body had always betrayed him. 
He wasn’t going to be able to pull himself off of the metal fin without his arms. And he wasn’t going to get his arm back without… 
Ugh. He didn’t want to think about it. 
The arm wasn’t hanging on by much. If he could sever it, it would regrow on the end of the stump and he’d be free. 
He looked at the fin sticking through his middle. 
Well, free-ish, anyway. 
Reginald rolled away from the pinned, mostly severed arm in its pool of blood and pulp, then tried to use his weight to jerk it hard enough to snap it off. But every time he tried, the fin cut something in his torso and lit his mind up like fire. It would almost be easier if he weren’t a vampire, if he couldn’t heal. The fin hurt especially bad because he was cutting the same flesh open over and over again, causing fresh gluts of blood to roll out and down his shirt. And each time afterward, he healed everything except the part where the fin was, clamping him to it tightly. 
The other problem was that most of his abdominal muscles had been severed. He couldn’t sit up or roll well at all. Core musculature was mostly out of the picture. 
Maybe he could stand off of the fin. 
He bent his legs up, planted his feet, and pushed. But he didn’t budge, and when he looked down, he realized why. His legs weren’t bent up at all. His feet weren’t planted at all. He tried to move his legs again, but they didn’t move. Apparently his spine was also bisected. 
Awesome.
He lifted his other hand, thinking that maybe his surprisingly strong fingers could peel the fin, or rip it off. But the hand flopped like a dead fish — wholly intact but with its tendons and supporting musculature severed, making it useless.
He was running out of options. 
There’s only one way to do this, and you know it, said a heckling voice in his head. 
Reginald closed his eyes, took as deep of a breath as his lungs would allow, and leaned toward his crushed arm. He flicked out his fangs. 
Then, making faces of revulsion, he went to work. 
 
 
Nikki found him a few minutes later. She climbed a mountain of human gore and detached seats and arrived just as Reginald was heaving himself off of the giant metal fin using his newly grown arm. 
“Thank God,” she said. “You’re alive.” 
Reginald spit, then wiped at his mouth with his sleeve. 
“I just chewed my own fucking arm off,” Reginald replied, making a disgusted face and indicating the pile of ash under the luggage compartment. Once the arm had collapsed to ash, the compartment laying on it had shifted, causing the cellophane-wrapped danish to tumble out. Reginald had taken it as a sign. He was unwrapping it now, preparing to devour it as if he had a grudge against it.
“Do you know where Maurice is?” she said. 
“I could feel him around. He’s free. Looking for Karl. I don’t know where.” 
Reginald felt his strength — what he had of it — returning. The danish seemed to be helping. So it was like with Popeye.
“Your boobs are out,” he said. 
They were. So were Reginald’s. If they’d been humans, they’d both be dead, but as vampires they’d been able to take the slashing abuse that their clothes couldn’t, leaving them alive but exposed. 
Nikki made a halfhearted attempt to pull her slashed bra over her breasts, then tugged at what had become a belly shirt. It didn’t help. Reginald continued to stare, fully aware of how inappropriate it was under the circumstances.
“We derailed,” she said. 
“So you’re saying this isn’t the Avignon stop?” 
Nikki’s eyebrows furrowed. “We aren’t anywhere near Avignon.” 
“Because that’s what’s important right now.”
Nikki flicked her head around nervously. “Karl said earlier that there are several other vampire and human dignitaries on board. Very seriously doubting the humans survived. I guess this puts a crimp in the summit. Son of a bitch stroke of bad luck.” 
“It wasn’t bad luck. We were deliberately derailed. I thought you knew that.” 
“How would I know that?” 
Reginald thought of her wide, terrified eyes just before the crash. 
“Never mind. We have to…” 
But then he stopped, because there was a loud, rending noise below them. 
Because of the way the car had bent, Nikki and Reginald were up on a peak in the middle of the car. Nikki had come through a hole in the next car and had climbed up, following a kind of homing radar that they shared. It was what Reginald was about to use to find Maurice and hopefully Karl when he’d heard the noise. Without the radar, Nikki wouldn’t have easily seen him. He was above, in a fold. Most of the car’s contents, including a handful of still-living humans, were lower down. 
Reginald peeked around the edge of the luggage compartment that had trapped his arm. Nikki, her hand on his shoulder and her bare breasts pressed into his back, peered over his shoulder. 
The rending noise had been a man in a vintage-looking black suit opening a hole in the side of the car with his hands, peeling the metal back like a can of sardines. He had a thick black goatee, large, severe eyebrows, and a shock of black hair that was sticking more or less straight up. He strolled through the hole he’d made and looked around as if inspecting racks of clothing at a department store. 
Reginald could see a group of three humans (they looked like teenage tourists — European, judging by their clothes) look toward the man as he came in. They didn’t seem to find it odd that he’d opened a hole in the car with his hands. All they cared was that he was here to rescue them. 
A girl with long blonde hair who seemed to have only sustained a broken leg hobbled up and reached toward him and began speaking in French, all nonsense syllables amounting to Help us and Save us and Please and Please. Everything came out amongst pained sobs, her hair in her face, snot running down her upper lip. 
The man in the black suit grabbed her by the throat in a movement that was too quick to see, then used both hands to hold her up to his mouth. There was a crunching sound and a scream, and then the vampire drank as the girl went limp. Her two companions began to scream and thrash, but they were both more injured than she was and could only crawl, and within moments he’d disposed of them, too. 
Nikki’s hand tightened on Reginald’s shoulder. They both slunk back further, out of sight. Reginald could feel Nikki’s breath on the back of his neck. Nikki might be able to take on the newcomer, but she’d have to stumble through the wreckage to get down to him, and that would give him time to turn and respond. Besides, Reginald could tell from her body language that she was too shocked to do anything. Plenty of vampires killed humans, of course, but Nikki had always been so careful to “sip and ship” — glamouring her victims and sending them along instead of letting them die. She’d always vowed, privately to Reginald, that she’d never forget that she herself had once been human, and that she’d once been frightened of the world’s monsters, too. 
The man in the black suit walked across the length of the train car, stepping over the three new bodies, wiping his mouth and goatee on a hanging blouse from someone’s spilled suitcase. There was carnage everywhere. Too many dead humans to count. Too much twisted metal and broken luggage and detritus to believe. The man walked across the piles of bodies and wreckage, casually scanning the seats. As Nikki and Reginald watched, he found two more survivors and killed them using only his hands. He didn’t bother to drink. Then he reached the end of the car and, finding the door jammed, kicked it hard enough to punch a hole in the metal. He widened the hole with his hands, stepped through, and was gone. 
“What the hell was…” 
But Reginald put his finger to his lips, his pulse quickening. His heartbeat was loud enough in his ears that he felt like it might give him away, and for the thousandth time, he wished that vampire lore had turned out to be true. He should be a beautiful, thin corpse by now, not a fat nervous wreck. 
“What?”
Reginald tapped his finger more insistently against his lips, his eyes widening. It was the silent version of yelling at her to shut up, irritated that she hadn’t taken the point the first time. 
He pointed. 
Two more black-clad vampires — a man and a woman — had entered the car through the hole made by the first. A second man then climbed in from the outside through a shattered window — a shocking accomplishment, since the windows weren’t made of glass. All three of the new vampires wore the same vintage black suit as the first man, but these three were being far more thorough than he had been. They were peering under every pile of debris, checking every seat. They were opening compartments and moving aside huge pieces of metal as if they weighed nothing. The first vampire had been a quick initial pass. This was the cleanup crew, here to make sure that nothing survived. 
The first thought Reginald had about the crash that didn’t involve pain and blood had been that this must be the work of vampire radicals — the kind that had stormed his old office and killed those inside because they were “only human.” This was supposed to be about rebellion and panic and the preservation of the great vampire race… but that was all it was supposed to be. Kill some humans. Cause some chaos. Have some laughs. It wasn’t supposed to be so methodical. So deliberate. So cold.
He watched the three vampires, all in suits that matched perfectly enough to be uniforms. He thought of the two-pass strategy — a blitzkrieg attack followed by a careful second sweep to finish any surviving enemies. 
This is an extermination. 
And here they were, hidden but in no position to fight. Reginald was useless even under the best of conditions, and right now he didn’t even have his spooky pain invulnerability to give him a layer of protection. Nikki could fight, and in theory, Reginald could guide her as he had back in Columbus, and make her better. But he didn’t trust himself. Everything had felt new again recently. His strategic mental muscles felt tired and rusty. He couldn’t block pain. And worst: even if he could direct Nikki to dodge and weave and evade and kill as needed, they’d never make it down to where the vampires were without alerting them. And no matter how much he could slow things down and move Nikki like a puppet, that wouldn’t change how prepared they’d be to take her on if she gave them enough time during her descent. 
No, they were trapped. As long as they could hide in their nook they’d be safe, but what were the chances that they could stay hidden? 
“Check under that pile,” said the first man, who was as tall and thin as a scarecrow. He had an angular face and big, blue eyes.
“Don’t tell me how to do my fucking job,” said the woman. There were undertones in the way she said it, and Reginald suspected that the tall man had been nagging her for a while, probably pointing at every pile in every car they’d come through. 
“Just do it. Nobody has found Stromm yet.” 
Nikki turned to Reginald and mouthed: Karl. 
Reginald nodded.
“They won’t,” said the woman. “Jesus, this is stupid.”
“It’s not the main reason he did it, Wynona. Chances are that Stromm healed and ran. But would you like to be the one to tell him that Stromm was in fact here, pinned somewhere, and that we just missed him? So stop bitching and check under that fucking pile.”
The man pointed again and the woman glared at him. She was half his size, but that meant nothing. Maurice looked like a hollow-chested teenager, but at two thousand years old, few vampires could stand against him if they met on equal footing. 
Finally, with a huff, the woman and the tall man broke their tableau. The woman blurred to the pile of debris. Reginald watched as she hunched over it and, with the air of a child having a tantrum, seized a collapsed bulkhead with one hand and pulled it upward so fast and so hard that it exploded through the top of the car, sending bits of new debris raining down. The impact jolted the entire compartment and the two other vampires fell to the ground, sprawling over the bodies of the French teenagers. 
“Fucking cunt!” yelled the tall man, righting himself. He was across the car in a blur and had the woman by her black vintage lapels. Then they spun and he pushed her hard into the exposed metal wall of the car, denting it outward with a pop. “Do you think we have all the time in the world here? Do you think that there might not already be human authorities on their way? Are you trying to expose us?” 
The woman, a small, wry smile on her face, nodded her head toward the place where the collapsed bulkhead had been laying. 
“He’s not under there,” she said. Then she grabbed his crotch and began to rub.
The third vampire 
(Claude)
was watching the fight / grope session. He rolled his eyes and said,
Knock it off, dammit.
“Knock it off, dammit.” 
The woman looked at the man, who was was built like a brick wall. His shoulders were so wide and his back so thick that he transformed his formal dress into an oddity. It was as if someone had dressed the Incredible Hulk in a suit just so that they could watch him rip the seams and burst out of it. 
“You want some too, don’t you, Claude?” She made a gripping, stroking motion in the air toward him. 
The sooner we can finish the sweep, the sooner we can get out of here. 
“The sooner we can finish the sweep, the sooner we can get out of here,” he said. 
Reginald realized he was hearing the big vampire in his head before the man spoke. He looked at Nikki and mouthed, Can you hear that?
Nikki: What?
Reginald enunciated more clearly, exaggerating the movement of his lips: Can. You. Hear. That?
Nikki, aloud, in a whisper: “What?”
The big man named Claude jerked his head upward at the sound. But that was okay, because Reginald had heard Nikki’s voice twice — once in his own ears and once through Claude’s. And with that, he knew what it all meant.
Claude was the vampire who’d stood on the tracks, who’d taken the collision and derailed the train. It was Claude whose eyes he’d seen through before. And because Reginald was sharing his thoughts, that meant that somehow, in some way, Reginald’s blood was related to Claude’s. And that meant that if he wanted to, Reginald could control him. 
“There’s someone up there,” said the tall vampire. His big blue eyes looked up toward the fold in the car. And the tall vampire began to climb. 
Climb, Reginald told Claude. 
The big vampire began to climb up the nearly vertical seats in the folded section of the car. 
I’ve got this, Reginald thought.
Claude climbed over while moving up, putting himself between the other vampire and Reginald. Then he put a hand out, placing it on the thin vampire’s chest. 
“I’ve got this,” he said. 
“I want a taste if there’s anything human up there,” said the tall vampire, smiling a humorless smile as his fangs popped out. 
Keep searching. 
“Keep searching,” said Claude. 
Now come up, Reginald commanded, and look me in the eye. 
Claude’s big face came into view in front of Nikki and Reginald. He had a square jaw and a massive scar curving from his forehead down to his neck — a souvenir he must have gotten before turning and would be stuck with it forever. Reginald found himself wondering with fascination how Claude, as a man, had gotten the scar and how the injury hadn’t killed him. (Or, Reginald amended, maybe it had killed him.) His eyes were hazel. His face seemed almost friendly. 
Reginald watched Claude’s face, watched his own face through Claude’s eyes. 
There’s nothing up here, Reginald thought at him.
“There’s nothing up here,” Claude shouted to the others. 
Now go. You saw nobody.
Claude jumped down to the bottom of the car in one big leap, landing on what might have been a severed arm and faltering before righting himself. Then he moved on, toward the hole in the other end of the car. 
The others followed him. A few moments later, they were gone and Reginald and Nikki were alone. 




 
SNICK
 
 
REGINALD AND NIKKI WAITED A few more minutes to make sure that no more vampires in black suits were coming through the car before moving. There was no rush. After the group of three had moved on, Reginald told Nikki that he’d been keeping tabs on Maurice,` and that Maurice had found Karl. He’d told Maurice, in the same way he’d Claude, to leave them and head back to the Chateau. There was no point in making a stand. Whatever group was clearing the train, they were organized and there were a lot of them. There would be no helping the humans, most of whom were dead already. Reginald and Nikki were safe, and they’d leave when the coast was clear. The best strategy would be to retreat and regroup, then compare notes. 
“You told him all of that like… like an ESP message?” Nikki asked. They were walking across a damp French field, and she was wearing a long night shirt that had a giant picture of Alfred E. Newman on it above the laconically stenciled legend J'en ai rien à foutre. Before they’d left the wreckage of the TGV and set out on foot, Nikki had pulled the shirt from someone’s luggage to hide her upper-body nakedness. Reginald had found a robe to hide his own, but he did so with the air of protecting onlookers rather than depriving them, which was what Nikki was doing.
“I pretty much just told him to leave,” Reginald admitted. The truth was too complicated to explain. It was as if he’d planted a subconscious suggestion. Maurice would think that it had been his idea. Reginald would, once they returned, feel honor-bound to explain that he had sent Maurice the imperative, and Maurice would be furious because he felt that Reginald manipulating him was a violation, which of course it was. But Reginald would take Maurice’s fury over his death, and that’s what would have happened had Maurice felt compelled to search until he found them. 
“And that other one. That big guy? When he started climbing up, I thought we were screwed. But you…?” She raised her eyebrows. It was dark, but there was a moon, and Reginald saw her gesture just fine. 
“Yeah. Apparently he and I… and therefore he and you… are related.” 
“Related?” 
“Well, we’re all related, ultimately,” said Reginald. “Especially if the Cain legend is true. But I noticed I could hear his thoughts. It was his eyes I saw through before the derailment.” 
Nikki was quiet for a few seconds. The only sounds were the squishing of their shoes in the soft ground. 
“You can glamour vampires,” she said finally. 
“I seem to be able to influence blood that’s close to mine,” he said. 
“That’s splitting hairs.” 
“Maybe. But I have to remind myself, ever since that morning we got out of The Asbury, that hearing other vampires’ thoughts is trespassing. It doesn’t feel that way, though. It feels like I’m talking to my own blood. That’s the way it seems to me, like I’m telling my own arm to do something, or seeing something through my own eyes. Especially when it happens with you and Maurice. He made me and I made you. He’s forever in me and I’m forever in you.”
Nikki sniggered. 
“Grow up.” 
“I’m not being immature,” she said. “I’m being horny.” 
Reginald stopped. His feet squished in mud. In the distance, the wreck of the TGV was still visible. Helicopters and rescue squads had arrived and the entire site was awash in light. The rescuers would find nothing but hamburger and ash, and then higher authorities would intervene and the official version would report that it had been a freak accident that had killed one hundred percent of its passengers. Perhaps a cow had broken through the fence and stumbled onto the track. 
“How can you be horny?” he said.
Reginald was wearing a backpack. He’d found it just outside the train and had filled it with candy bars and snack foods a few cars further down, where they’d discovered an ejected snack cart. In his hand and in his cheeks was a Chunky bar. 
“How can you be hungry?” she countered. 
“It’s my coping mechanism,” he said. 
Nikki gave him a small shrug.
Reginald nodded, conceding a point made, and resumed walking. 
A half hour later, they found a country road and waited for a car to pass. Eventually one did, but it refused to stop when they waved at it. A few minutes later, another car approached, and again they waved, and again the car drove on. Nikki was more aggressive when the next pair of headlights appeared, standing halfway into the lane. The car swerved wide and kept going. 
So as the next car approached, Reginald laid down in the middle of the road. Nikki danced around above him, waving and trying to look like the distraught relative of an unfortunate hit-and-run. This time the car did stop, but not in time. The driver was talking on a cell phone and laid on the brakes just ten feet from Reginald. Nikki dove out of the way and Reginald, seeing the writing on the wall, tried to stand. But a half-second later, the car ran him over and became briefly airborne as if it had struck a giant speed bump. 
Reginald made a formidable obstacle. The car flew fifteen feet and barrel-rolled onto its side before coming to a stop amidst much sparking and grinding of metal. Reginald felt his face crushed by the car’s left front tire and felt his genitals pulverized by the left rear. What the other tires did was irrelevant by comparison; before it rolled, the car dragged him several dozen feet and rubbed him against the road like cheese across a cheese grater. 
Cracking his neck, Reginald stood. His wounds healed, leaving his clothing tattered and shredded for the second time in two hours. The back was especially bad. Nikki actually laughed when he said his back was cold, then reported that everything was visible from his shoulders to his ass to his heels. 
Reginald, fifty percent naked, walked over to the car. It was one of those tiny, boxy European jobs. The driver was a young man with long, stringy blonde hair. He was wearing a giant rainbow Rastafarian hat over his fried mane. The car reeked of marijuana through its broken windows. 
Nikki was looking down into the car, her back arched, her palms on her knees. The car’s airbag had gone off and the kid had been wearing his seatbelt. Good for him. 
The kid groaned. Then he looked up. 
“My bad,” said Reginald. “I didn’t think you’d hit me.” 
“Did I hit you, dude?” the kid croaked. He sounded American. He looked at the two vampires, seemingly trying to decide if he was dreaming. 
“Yeah. I don’t recommend it.” 
“Dude, I’m sorry,” he said. “That’s my bad.”
“It’s cool, dude.” 
“Dude.” 
Nikki looked from the kid to Reginald and rolled her eyes. 
The kid, sideways in the car with the airbag deflating in his face, covered in cubes of safety glass, his scalp bleeding, a joint actually still in the corner of his mouth, held up a fist. 
“Respect bump,” he said. 
Reginald bumped his fist. 
Nikki reached down and began prodding at the kid, pushing him randomly. The touch made him laugh as if he were ticklish or possibly just really high. Like a pothead doughboy. 
“Are you hurt?” 
“I think I’m cool.” 
“Hang on.” 
Nikki walked to the rear of the car and picked it up by its trunk. Then she rotated it and set it back down on its tires. None were flat. 
“Dude,” said the kid. “Did you just pick up my car?” 
Nikki looked at Reginald. Reginald stepped forward and prepared to glamour the kid, but then the kid in the car said, “Are you vampires, dude?” 
Reginald shrugged at Nikki. Then he looked through the car’s window and said, “Yeah.” 
Nikki made violent gestures at Reginald. 
“That’s cool,” said the kid, digging a lighter from his pocket to re-light the joint. “You want a ride?” 
So they rode. The kid’s name turned out to be Snick, which Reginald decided might not be his birth name. He drove the entire way while toking up and singing Credence Clearwater Revival songs, then dropped them off at a train station. Reginald thanked him for the ride. Snick thanked them for not biting him and then offered up another fist bump. Reginald gave it. Nikki rolled her eyes. 
Moving from rail to rail and glamouring whoever they needed in order to secure free passage, they made their way back to Differdange, finally stumbling through the door to the giant stone staircase just before sunrise. They found Maurice waiting in the cathedral room, pretending to read. When Maurice saw them, Reginald immediately found himself squeezed in a bone-crushing hug. Maurice picked them both up off of the floor. Reginald heard a rib crack, then and asked Maurice to put them down. 
“You took the long way, I take it?” he said. 
“We walked,” said Reginald. 
He didn’t offer more. He caught a glimpse of Maurice’s thoughts and knew that he’d followed the tracks all the way back to Rheims, where he’d caught a local train to take him the rest of the way. Reginald and Nikki hadn’t done the same. Reginald couldn’t run that far that fast, but Nikki could, even with Reginald on her back — but Reginald had wanted to spend time putting one foot in front of the other, letting his mind’s wheels turn. He was still coming to rediscover his own head. He had to find the mental groove that had gotten so rusty over the past few months. 
Maurice stepped back and cocked his hands on his narrow hips. His left hand brushed the hilt of his sword, which was safely back in its scabbard after being broken during their escape from the Asbury club. He’d had it repaired by a metalsmith soon after arriving, and Reginald had subsequently expressed astonishment that metalsmiths still existed. 
“Well,” said Maurice. 
“The derailment was intentional,” said Reginald. 
“Yes.” 
“And I’m related to the vampire who did it.” 
Maurice nodded, his eyes finding the corner of the room. He sighed. 
“Yes. I saw him. His name is Claude Toussant. He’s my brother. My literal big brother. We were turned together, but haven’t spoken for hundreds of years. I wanted to say hello using my teeth when I saw him on the train, but he was with a group. It just seemed much smarter to head back and meet you back here.”  
Reginald said nothing. He could tell Maurice later about the impulse he’d delivered into his mind. This didn’t feel like the time. 
Maurice sat heavily in an overstuffed chair. His sword, even cocked back, got in the way, so he unbuckled it and laid it beside him. Reginald waited for him to say more, but he didn’t.
“Where is Karl?” Reginald asked.
“Bed. The train thing was a kind of assassination. Karl was a target.” 
Reginald nodded. He knew.
“We think that the Romanian Deacon is dead. It’s hard to tell through the human bullshit. They’ll probably blame this on terrorism, but they know. They know that vampires caused it, and they know that a team of vampires walked through the wreckage and methodically killed all of the survivors. They’ll be livid. Pitchforks and torches livid. Because we never got a chance to talk, they won’t know we were on board, and that the Romanian Council may have lost its Deacon. They’ll only see the cost in human life, which was substantial.” 
Nikki’s eyes were in the corners of their sockets. “Wait,” she said. “How was the Romanian guy coming from Luxembourg City?” 
Maurice’s head fell. He put his face in his palms. 
“That’s right; you don’t know,” he said as if it had just occurred to him. “Three trains were derailed tonight. All at about the same time. All three of the trains were headed into Paris for the summit. And we think more. Maybe derailments, but maybe other things. It’s all a fog.” 
“Three trains?” said Nikki.
“Maybe other things?” said Reginald. 
“Remember 9-11? How long it took for the authorities to sort through it all and determine that there were only four planes involved, instead of like a dozen that were reported at one time or another?” 
Reginald remembered. Maurice had probably slept through the September 11, 2001 attacks, but Reginald had still been human at the time and quite vividly remembered watching it all unfold live. And Maurice was right; new reports had come in the whole time about additional planes, about bombs, about men on the ground. There was even a term for it, Reginald remembered: The fog of war. 
Which meant, little as Reginald wanted to admit it, that the opening shots of a war had now been fired.
“What else?” said Reginald. 
Maurice rubbed his head. “I’m very tired.” 




 
SKYPE
 
 
MAURICE WENT TO BED. NIKKI washed up and did the same, giving Reginald a peck on the cheek before retiring. Reginald took her hand and held it for a few extra seconds, then gave her a grim smile and wished her goodnight, never having quite made the adjustment to “good day” or something more literal. 
Then he sat with a laptop on his legs and settled in with cup of blood and coffee, knowing that he’d be up all day. 
Slowly, a very large and very troubling story began to emerge. What he’d at first taken as a random act of terrorism by an angry vampire fringe group began to look more and more like a widespread, organized attempt to consolidate and seize power. What had at first seemed like a strike against the human population in the spirit of “only human” now looked like something that had been masterminded and carefully coordinated. Maurice’s mention of September 11 clanged in Reginald’s mind. Reginald remembered how he’d felt back then, human and vulnerable, as he’d heard about the first plane striking the first tower. When they’d started saying that it might be terrorism, he’d been afraid. If terrorists could turn a plane into a weapon, what could be more terrifying than that? But soon after he’d gotten his answer: terrorists enacting a well-thought-out plan to turn many planes into many weapons. He could almost have gotten his head past the act of one small group of crazies, but it was much harder to wrap his mind around a group that had planned, and planned, and planned. It hadn’t been done in the heat of the moment. It had taken years of hatred and premeditation and… and evil. It had sent a chill up his spine. It had changed the way he saw the world around him. Innocence was gone in an instant. 
This felt that way. And even though Reginald was far less vulnerable as a vampire, he could still be killed. His friends could still be killed. And those humans? How many had died overnight? Reginald didn’t know the capacity of a TGV train off the top of his head and refused to look it up because he knew it would only depress him, especially since he’d have to multiply it by three to find the grand total. What else was a group that evil capable of? What would they do next? Since the Ring of Fire, the world had become a very different place. A warning shot had been fired across the bow of vampirekind, and many vampires had taken that shot very, very seriously. Some had done as he and Maurice had, looking for new ways for the species to evolve. Others believed what Maurice’s brother seemed to believe — that the only way to save all of their skins was to wipe out as many humans as possible, and to do whatever was necessary to disrupt plans to restore peace. After all, what was a summit but a wrench in the plans of the radical faction? The killing and turning had to continue. You couldn’t have softies like Karl Stromm and the late Romanian Deacon meeting with human leaders to talk about peace. Let the war rage. Vampires would come out on top, right? 
A ringing noise came from the laptop and a notification appeared in the corner of the screen:
 
INCOMING CALL FROM 
CLAIRE
 
Reginald scrabbled on the trackpad, suddenly sure that he was going to miss the call despite it being right in front of him. It was a video call. He responded with video and a new window opened showing an empty room. Or, more accurately, a ceiling. 
“Claire?” he said. 
Nothing. 
“Hey, Claire. Are you there?” 
Reginald was suddenly seized by a certainty: Claire hadn’t called at all. Soon he’d see a vampire’s face fill the screen, his lips wet with blood. The vampire would smile, happy to have gotten a hit while scrolling through Claire’s Skype contacts to gloat. And then the vampire would pick up the laptop and angle it toward Claire’s dismembered corpse, her room covered in blood, and… 
“Hey,” said a small voice.
“Claire?” Reginald’s breath caught in his throat. It felt like he’d been saved from a firing line. He hadn’t realized how worried he was, and how worried he’d been ever since that night that Victoria had almost been killed, when Claire had disappeared from his life. 
“Yeah.” 
“I can only see your ceiling.”
“I know. I…” 
“Are you okay?” A new certainty was blooming in Reginald’s mind: she’d been attacked and disfigured. She was breaking him in to the idea slowly. Next he’d see her, but she’d be wearing a pillowcase over her head with eyeholes cut through it so that he couldn’t see the slash marks that had been made by teeth or fangs. 
“What?” An irritated, exasperated noise. “No, seriously, what the hey, Reginald. I’m just… “ She sighed. “Fine.” 
The screen tilted and he saw Claire’s face. And it was indeed disfigured. 
“I couldn’t figure out how to turn off the video to call and I didn’t want to… ugh.” She touched the huge pimple that was directly in the middle of her forehead like a hindu dot. It was one of the huge ones that started deep and would hurt to touch. 
Reginald almost chuckled, but held it in. This was all very fragile. 
“Aren’t you a little young for zits?” he said.
Claire shrugged. “I’m a little young for a lot of things, but…” She trailed off, giving a What can you do? shrug. Reginald sensed there was more behind it, but he didn’t pry. 
 “It’s good to hear from you,” he said. 
Claire shrugged again. 
“I’ve been worried.” 
“I can take care of myself.” 
She always had, but she shouldn’t have had to. It was unfair that just as she was getting her mother back, her mother was incapacitated by vampires. Claire would never admit it, but that was clearly the reason she’d spent three months being angry and refusing to talk to anyone with fangs, regardless of their intention: she’d finally let her guard down and had dared to hope… and just look at what had happened. 
“I guess you can,” said Reginald.
Claire said nothing, looking everywhere but at the screen or her webcam. It was as if she’d been forced to call and didn’t want to. But nobody else was in the room, and even at eleven, Claire had never seemed big on doing what anyone told her to. 
“How’s your mom?” 
“Bad,” Claire spat. 
“Bad?” 
Claire sighed as if admitting something she didn’t want to admit. “I guess she’s maybe a little better. But still not good. She’s tired all the time like she’s anemic.” 
“Anemic?” 
“I know what anemic means,” she snapped. “I’m not an idiot.”  
Reginald raised his hands to the screen. “I know you know what it means. I just meant, does it seem like she’s always lightheaded, despite the fact that the doctors keep saying she’s received enough blood and that her counts are okay?” 
“Lightheaded. Stupid. She can barely remember my name. She can’t cook because she’ll burn the house down. I have to make her sandwiches and then remind her to eat them. All we do is watch soap operas. I haven’t been going to school. Nobody seems to care.” 
Reginald nodded. He’d figured that much already. When the world started to slide into shit, things like keeping track of school attendance started to matter less and less. 
“It’s something in our saliva,” said Reginald. “Nobody’s bothered to figure out exactly what it is or give it a proper name, but it’s referred to casually as ‘the agent.’ It works like spider venom and does something short of temporarily paralyzing the victim. And it lasts in the blood for a long time, especially in bad attacks by multiple vampires. But it does go away. She will get better, and return to her own self.”  
The video’s resolution was quite clear — clear enough that Reginald could see Claire’s lips purse in frustration and anger. A tear ran down the side of her nose, unheeded. 
“I’m sorry,” said Reginald. “On behalf of all of us.” 
“Was it because I knew you? Did they attack her because I was Deacon Maurice’s and Deputy Reginald’s little pet?”
Reginald didn’t want to seem too defensive and protest too much, so he said, carefully, “I don’t know. But I don’t think so. This kind of thing is happening everywhere. The whole Vampire Nation is going through a…” 
“I dreamed you were in a train crash,” she said. “All three of you.”  
Reginald stopped mid-sentence, his mouth hanging open. He wondered if Claire had seen the news through her regimen of soap operas. The story of the trio of high-speed rail derailments headed into Paris was all over the news. In America it wouldn’t have the panicked, terrorism-tinged fever pitch it had in Europe, but there was no question they’d be reporting it. But nobody knew that they were on one of those trains. Nobody human or still alive, anyway. 
“It was at night,” Claire continued. “You were on a train going like hundreds of miles an hour, and you hit something and all of the cars came off the track. Everyone was killed. You were hurt. I remember very distinctly dreaming that you had to chew off your own arm. Then you had to hide, because… because of something. Something was trying to get you. And that’s all I remember.” 
She turned to the camera. Reginald stared at his screen, into her eyes. Because of the positions of the cameras, each would feel like they were staring into eyes that were looking just off the screen. Without being face-to-face, this was as close as they’d get to a sincere heart-to-heart. 
“That actually happened,” said Reginald. “Exactly like that.” 
“I know.” 
“You saw the news?” 
Claire gave a sad little purse-lipped smile and tapped her head: I just know. 
Reginald had been waiting for something like this, wondering how the gifts that he knew were within her would manifest. She had a unique pedigree, being only the second person fathered by an incubus and born of a human woman. The other, according to legend, had been King Arthur’s sorcerer Merlin. Reginald had spent a lot of time thinking about that and had decided that despite all of the fantasy that had surrounded Arthurian legend over the years, Merlin had almost surely been real. He probably hadn’t carried a Gandalf staff and blasted lightning from his palms, but he’d probably had real powers that had become exaggerated over the years, walking through the centuries and growing like a game of Telephone. 
“It’s starting,” he said. “What we talked about.” 
“That and the zits.” She pointed at the giant red spot on her forehead. 
It made sense. Claire was probably still a few years shy of adolescence (how shy of it he wouldn’t know without asking questions that he shouldn’t and wouldn’t ask) but it seemed logical that if whatever power was within her had laid dormant all these years, that it might be the changes during adolescence that would trigger them. He thought of the crack she’d made the last time they’d been together (the last time they’d spoken, in fact) about how maybe Reginald’s own mystery — the bolt of something fired into his head by the angel Balestro which still hadn’t manifested — would show up when he reached puberty. 
“How long has it been going on?” 
“A few weeks. It’s… it scares me.” 
So that was why she’d called. Was her addled human mother going to understand her daughter’s blossoming magic? Claire didn’t have anyone else to talk to. Too many changes. She was just a little girl, and she was so small for her age. Despite her ferocity, Reginald had always wanted to protect her — always from a distance, because she’d never accept pity. 
“What else can you do?” he asked. “Telepathy? Moving things with your mind? Making The Simpsons funny again?”
“Mostly dreams,” she answered. “But I know when I’m having them that they’re real. It’s like… I don’t know. They’re mostly stupid, useless things. The other night I woke up in the middle of the night and turned down the volume on my alarm clock because I’d realized it was turned up full-tilt and it was going to scare me to death when it went off. But then there’s also this.” 
Claire stuck out her tongue. 
Reginald leaned toward the screen, missing the point. “Wait,” he said. “I didn’t see anything. Stick your tongue out again.” 
“No… Reginald…” she said, “I didn’t stick out my tongue. That’s the point.”
Reginald felt his forehead wrinkle. “What?”
“Just now. You saw me stick out my tongue, right? But I didn’t stick out my tongue. Here… watch this.” 
She reached forward on the desk and came back with a cellular phone in her hand. She pressed a few buttons, then held it at arm’s length in front of her, with the lens pointed back at her face. 
“Okay, ready? Now watch my face.” And again, on Reginald’s screen, she stuck out her tongue.
“So far, so good,” said Reginald. 
Claire turned the phone to face her and pressed more buttons. Then she turned the camera so that its screen was facing and close to the webcam. The video was already playing. On the small screen of the phone, Claire said, “Okay, ready? Now watch my face.” But this time, on the phone’s video, she closed her eyes for a moment and seemed to concentrate. Offscreen, Reginald heard himself say, “So far, so good.” The video blurred with motion and then ended. 
Reginald blinked. “That’s astonishing,” he said. “I wouldn’t have believed it if you hadn’t just shown me the side-by-side. And I’m still not convinced you didn’t stage an elaborate joke just to fu… to mess with me. How did you do that?” 
“It just happens. I discovered it when I was making a YouTube video. Every time I did a take, I laughed because I was nervous. Then I finally did one where I didn’t laugh, but when I looked at the video, I saw myself laughing. I figured I had the wrong video, but then I did it three more times. It’s like what I think about ends up… I don’t know… pushing things around on the computer. I can open and close windows too. Sometimes I can type.”
Reginald shook his head. After all he’d seen in the past year, he was beyond being outright shocked by something so amazing, but he couldn’t help being impressed. He’d heard about telekinetics who could move objects with their mind, but he’d never before heard of anyone who could create pictures — such vivid, real pictures — from their mind. 
What Reginald didn’t tell Claire — because it was dangerous and because she might not be old enough to handle it — was that if she could harvest thoughts from a distance and if she could manipulate complex signals in a computer, she might be able to influence the thoughts of others. She might be able to push people to do things. Thoughts were just energy and signals, after all. If she could influence thoughts, it would be like glamouring, but potentially much stronger. It wasn’t something that an eleven-year-old girl should experiment with. 
“So what do I do, Reginald?” 
He shook his head again. “I don’t know.” 
“You haven’t heard about any abilities like this? Not amongst vampires, incubuses, werewolves…” 
“Werewolves aren’t real. What do you think this is, some stupid horror story?” 
Claire wadded up a piece of paper and threw it at the webcam. Reginald took it as a good sign. It seemed playful. Maybe she’d gotten her anger out and was ready to stop holding a grudge. Reginald would like that. He’d like having his ward back. And hell… he’d like to have that ability on his side, since it seemed more and more likely that there would be sides in the coming months and years, for better or for worse. 
“I’ve never heard of anything like those abilities, Claire. They make you very unique, and all you can do is wait. Do I have to remind you to use your powers for good instead of evil?” 
“I’m joining the Justice Force.” 
“That’s good. Its headquarters are here, in Luxembourg. So what we’ll do is…” 
She was shaking her head. 
Reginald let her finish, waited a moment, and then spoke. “Did you actually shake your head, or are you demonstrating again?” 
“I can’t go there. My mom, Reginald.” 
Reginald shrugged. “My mom is here. You’d bring her with you.” 
“There’s also our house. Our stuff. Our lives.” 
“Exactly,” said Reginald. “Your lives. What’s it like out on your streets?” 
Claire sighed and gave a small, resolute shrug. It was a very adult gesture. 
“So that’s it. You’ve decided already?” he asked. 
“We can’t leave. You… you don’t know, Reginald. We have family and friends here. And you can’t know what it’s like to only have this one little thing that you fought for. We’ve never had much. This is the life we have. It’s… it’s all we have.” 
“But as it gets worse out there…” 
“We’ll be okay. I’ll call you every day.” 
“But I can’t be there in time if something happens,” he said. 
Claire actually laughed. “You’re not exactly a great bodyguard anyway, Reginald. And I say that in the best, most affectionate way possible.” 
Reginald felt a spark of irritation and suppressed an urge to remind Claire that the only reason her mother was alive was because he’d intervened. The rednecks couldn’t have saved her in time. Even fat old Reginald had his uses. 
Instead, he said, “I guess.” 
“I’ll call every day,” she repeated. 
Reginald took a deep, resigned sigh. He could work on her. He could convince her over time. Rome wasn’t built in a day, no matter what those damn Romans said. 
“Fine,” he said. “But do it closer to nighttime. I need my beauty sleep.” 
Claire touched her giant red zit, remarked that she needed it too, and laughed.




 
CIVILIZED
 
 
THE DAY AFTER THE TGV attacks, Nicholas Timken contacted William Erickson, a human magistrate of little notice in the formal human political world but of considerable power in the area of human/vampire relations, to extend an olive branch in the spirit of interspecies cooperation. The story trended at the top of all of the vampire social networks and news outlets. It was heralded not only as admirable, but also as extremely gutsy. 
Following the disaster, a heavy curtain of ice had fallen between the vampire and human worlds. It had the feel of cutting off, of forever drawing a line between the two camps — who, it was assumed, would both begin preparing for war. The humans knew that vampires had begun widespread, highly-coordinated attacks and required immediate retaliation. The vampires knew that humans would blame all vampires for the acts of a few, and that the best defense against an inevitable human retaliation would be a good offense. 
Vampires authorities rallied other vampires in preparation for unbridled massacre. Human authorities readied the secret, highly-trained Anti-Vampire Taskforce shock troops — the modern descendants of villagers with pitchforks and torches. 
Nobody spoke. The world held its breath, and waited. 
But in that icy atmosphere, as calm as anything, Timken had phoned Erickson. Insiders on both sides reported being shocked by the stupendously naive nature of the call. It was as if Timken didn’t realize that everyone in Erickson’s office wanted to stake every vampire in existence, including Timken himself. It was as if Timken didn’t realize that he was being a total and complete asshole in calling. And Erickson, shocked by the move, had found himself listening to and then accepting Timken’s offer to send half of his now-800-strong Sedition Army troops to seek out those responsible for the “acts of wanton terrorism.” Troops headed out. Talk began anew. And slowly, tentatively, the world began to exhale.
Back on the home front, at Vampire Nation HQ, Councilman Brian Nickerson had returned to the Council. This had not happened lightly. Timken had reached out to all of the departed Council members via Fangbook, and then Brian, unsure what to think, had reached out to Maurice via Fangbook. After a week with no response, he then reached out to Nikki via Fangbook, and Nikki reported that Maurice never, ever checked his Fangbook inbox. Brian replied to Nikki: LOL I knew that WTF. Then he told Nikki about Timken’s message and asked what they knew about the new Council, the temporary Deacon, and whether or not he’d be safe to return. Nikki replied, for all three of them, that they didn’t know. Brian said that he had nothing better to do. He told them that he would flip a coin. Apparently he did flip that coin and it came up heads, because a few days later Nikki had a new Fangbook message from Brian, reporting that he’d returned to Columbus.
On his first day back at Council, Brian Skyped the Chateau with his report. 
“He’s rebuilt the infrastructure under the Asbury — which, by the way, his group apparently bought. It’s nice down here,” he said. On video, he looked around the room, pointing changes out to the webcam. “He changed the layout. Because it won’t move every ten fucking days anymore, he’s making it much nicer and more permanent. There’s a game room now. And by the way, news flash: vampires aren’t meant to play ping-pong. The ball can’t move fast enough for those of us who’ve played, and when we try to make it move faster, we keep destroying the ball.” 
“Vampires play ping-pong?” said Reginald, who hadn’t been paying much attention. 
“Apparently Timken lived with humans for a while and learned it from them. But he was always playing against humans and slowed himself down, so this problem never showed up.”
“Timken lived with humans?” said Nikki. “And played ping-pong with them?” 
“He’s a do-gooder,” said Karl, who’d walked up behind them, with a bit more venom than seemed necessary. Brian had never met Karl before. Karl hovered for a while and then left without introducing himself. When Karl turned to go, Brian said, “See ya, Dracula.” 
“Oh, and check this out,” said Brian, reaching forward and rotating the camera to show the far side of the room. Along one wall was a full-size vintage Pac-Man video game, a pinball machine, and two large cabinets with glass fronts. Reginald reached forward and touched the screen. 
“Are those vending machines?” 
“Yup. Pouches of the best blood. And Bloodsicles in the freezer one. There’s even some human food, but nobody has touched it. Like…” 
“I see… Ho-Hos,” said Reginald. His fangs came out. He covered his mouth self-consciously as if he’d just popped a boner in class.  
The camera rotated back and showed Brian’s face. Reginald felt sad, as if he’d lost something. 
“You should come back,” said Brian. “I’ve visited with Charles. He’s in one of the old holding cells, along with your boy Walker. There’s no threat to you here anymore.” 
Reginald thought of the last time they’d been at the Council. The entire Guard corps had turned rogue and were calling themselves Kill Squads. Every vampire in the building had come at them with their fangs bared, then had tried to chase them into the sun and rip them apart. Maurice had been threatened every day as Deacon. And now, behind Brian, a few vampires were milling about as if everything were totally normal and no-harm-done, but Reginald forced himself to remember that the “normal” he saw was merely a thin veneer covering the murderous chaos that had reigned with the same group not two weeks ago. Civilization, thought Reginald, could be much like a Band-Aid. 
“I think we’ll hang out here for a little longer,” said Maurice, giving Reginald a look that said he knew exactly what Reginald had been thinking. 
Brian reported more good news. He said that the demeanor in the Council and in the streets had taken a 180-degree turn. It seemed, he said, as if the population just needed someone in charge to tell them that everything was going to be all right. It was a lie, of course — war was still heavy on many human and vampire lips, and the Ring of Fire incident was still far from understood or forgotten — but as Maurice himself had pointed out the last time he’d been at Council, sometimes people preferred a beautiful lie to the horrible truth. Brian added with an optimistic smile that the same vampires who had been ripping open the throats of random humans and painting with their blood a few weeks ago were now back to wearing their fashionable dark suits, combing their hair, and spending all their time preening and making sexual innuendo while acting vastly superior. 
“All it took to change everything entirely was a change in perception,” said Brian. 
“Yes, that’s all it took,” Reginald agreed. But while Brian meant it as a positive thing, the fickle nature of the population’s temperament was exactly what scared the bejesus out of Reginald. A vampire could be a killer one moment and totally civilized the next. And that was great, until you remembered that the switch could flip in both directions. If Reginald could throw a vampire, which he very much couldn’t, he would have uttered the aphorism about not trusting any among the Council any further than he could throw them. 
“You don’t trust them any further than I can throw them,” said Nikki helpfully. 
“You could throw them a half mile,” said Reginald. “I don’t trust them a half mile.” 
Nikki shook her head. “That doesn’t make any sense.” 
“Exactly,” said Reginald with a suspicious look. 
With Timken’s men’s help, the human authorities soon located fourteen vampires believed to behind the TGV attacks. AVT troops stormed a dark bar that was reportedly the headquarters of their group of dissonants and found all fourteen vampire men and women together. The vampires attempted to attack the human soldiers, but they were unable to harm them through the specially designed armor that all of the AVT wore. Still, the vampires were too fast to catch, and a standoff ensued. Eventually the Sedition Army troops stationed outside moved in and used their Boom Stick weapons. None of the AVT or SA troops were injured. There were no dissonant survivors. Files were found on-site that speculated about weak spots in the high-speed rail system from an engineering standpoint. Calendars with key dates marked. Maps. Plots and plans. 
The public cheered.
And back in the US, Timken kept his word about the upcoming free elections. A date was set; technology was put in place; the vampires of the Nation were informed and educated on the process. All voting was to occur through Fangbook — a system that impartial vampires declared to be imperturbable. Fangbook wasn’t like human Facebook. No individual could have two accounts, and profiles were indexed to a user’s blood. It was secure. It was fair.
“Do you buy it?” Nikki asked Reginald once while they were watching election coverage on Vampire YouTube. 
Reginald, his eyes on the screen and a slice of pizza in his hand, nodded slowly. “Believe it,” he said. “Fangbook is arguably the most powerful force in the vampire world. You know how it’s indexed by blood and how everyone has an account whether they use it or not?” He tapped the screen. “If you worry about Big Brother, worry about this. Maurice doesn’t know everyone he’s related to by blood. But Fangbook does.” 
But despite the Big Brother implications, Reginald had nothing further to say about Fangbook and its know-it-all status. His bigger concerns were Charles, who seemed to be both contained and being granted his reluctant rights, and Timken, who did indeed seem to be playing fair. 
“Yes, there is good news and bad news here,” said Reginald. “The person who wins this election will be the vampire who most of the voters want to win.” 
“Is that the good news or the bad news?” said Nikki. 
Reginald took another bite of his pizza and chewed, watching Fangbook’s master feed scroll past. “Both.” 
Reginald’s chief concern was the fact that he didn’t trust most vampires (not farther than he could throw them, anyway) and was certain that whoever they chose would be, in Reginald’s words, “An insufferable asshole.” 
Nikki, always the optimist, disagreed. She opened a Fangbook election page and tapped it just as Reginald had done earlier. “Look at this list of candidates,” she said. “It’s miles long. Anyone can get on the ballot.” 
“This is supposed to make me feel better?” said Reginald. 
“Brian is on here. Maurice is on here. Hell, someone even nominated you. The nomination says, ‘He has a hot ass.’ ” 
“You did that.” 
“You don’t know that, hot ass.” 
“There are no good choices,” said Reginald, nonplussed. “All we can hope for is a less shitty leader.” 
“Well, isn’t that what humans do?” 
Reginald laughed at that. 
But despite the miles-long nomination list, sentiment two weeks prior to the formal Fangbook election was clearly divided across three candidates. As things stood, forty-seven percent were predicted to vote for Timken. A very dark and disturbing thirty-one percent backed the master of chaos, Charles Barkley. Five percent wanted Maurice to take the reins back, which Maurice found flattering but laughable and “not gonna happen.” The rest were undecided. 
“Those,” said Reginald, pointing at the “undecided” wedge on a pre-election pie chart, “are the only vampires with their heads screwed on straight.” 
Maurice punched him. “Don’t be a dick. Timken is going to win, and that’s fine. That’s the best we could do under the circumstances.” 
But Reginald didn’t know. He didn’t trust authority. Not anymore. And maybe never again. 




 
HOT
AIR
 
 
ON THE BIGGEST PRELIMINARY NIGHT leading up to the vampire election — the night the leading candidates would make their speeches — Karl had a formal banquet prepared at the Chateau. A large, ancient-looking and beautiful wooden table was placed in the cathedral room with twenty-four wooden chairs around it. Dozens of other chairs were placed around smaller tables. The largest, most comfortable chairs were placed in groups in the corners, creating cozy enclaves. 
The banquet fare consisted of dozens of sushi girls and guys. The one departure from normal sushi served off of a person was that instead of lying naked on the tables covered in sushi, these appetizers laid on the tables without any sushi covering them, completely naked. And because there wasn’t enough room on the table for dozens of naked donors unless they were stacked tall like poker chips (an arrangement that Karl considered aesthetically displeasing), most of them roamed the room like nude waiters, carrying trays of garnishes (wine, strawberries, and flavored skin lotions, all of which went well with blood and were recently in vogue at high-end vampire bloodspots) and bending their necks for whoever wanted a taste. The gathering was an odd mishmash of nude humans and posh, formal vampires. It was as if a party planner had decided to split-test two very different dress codes at once.  
Reginald’s finery consisted of a twenty year-old Izod golf shirt that had made its way into his luggage by mistake. It was too small, but he’d squeezed himself into it like sausage into a casing. Nikki had done much better. She hadn’t packed any dress clothes from home either, but she’d visited a chic boutique on a weekend trip to Paris and had spent a used Volkswagen’s worth of Euros on a dress that made her look a hot cartoon character. It was jet black, with wonderful boost and exposure at her cleavage, widest at the hips and pixie-thin toward her feet so that she had to shuffle when she walked. She looked fantastic when she was standing still. The effect was magnified if she held something seductively out at her side with her palm up, and she’d expressed regret while dressing that she didn’t buy a cigarette holder to use as a prop. Reginald gave her one of the shish kebabs that were out for the Chateau’s human guests and for a while she’d held that, but she abandoned it when several of the human guests (mostly Reginald’s mother) walked over to Nikki, thanked her, and took an item off of the end of the shish kebab to eat. So Nikki had traded the shish kebab in for a simpler prop — a full-bodied wineglass filled with some of Karl’s vintage O positive. She didn’t trust herself to walk around with the glass and made Reginald hold it when she wanted to mingle. This was wise. She fell repeatedly. 
Karl, true to Karl form, wore a fantastic robe that looked both a thousand years old and priceless. It was Asian, with a high collar that stood up very high around his neck. Maurice commented that it looked like he was wearing a halo so that he wouldn’t chew at his stitches when he came home from the veterinarian’s office. Karl scoffed and said something insulting about Maurice having lived in America for too long. 
A very large screen had been hung on the side wall of the room. On the screen was the Vampire News Network feed, currently showing muted pre-election coverage. From time to time, the screen would flash the faces of the candidates: Timken, Charles, and Maurice. Maurice thought this was absurd. His base of support was ridiculously small, and he wouldn’t be giving a speech both because he was in Europe and because he didn’t want to be on the ballot. But the network seemed to enjoy the idea of a three-party race despite the obviousness of the outcome, so it cycled through the backstories of all of them. The screen showed Timken shaking hands with well-known vampire businessmen, then the famous footage of Timken standing on a chair during the coup. It showed footage of Charles’s free-for-all Council days and his one dramatic speech slamming “the old regime.” The last piece of video in the rotation was a flattering clip of Maurice giving a speech at Council. Maurice looked good, which was unusual. Normally he looked ridiculous in the Deacon’s box, as if someone’s teenager had sneaked into it to shout stupid things at the assembly — things like “Baba Booey.” 
Reginald milled the party, feeling awkward. He’d never been good at things like this. Even with a beautiful woman on his arm it was difficult. And to make matters worse, said beautiful woman kept tripping over her dress and falling down, which drew everyone’s attention. Not that anyone cared. Halfway through the gathering, Nikki spilled a giant punchbowl filled with a blood-and-fruit concoction, and when she did, several of the intoxicated partygoers fell to the floor and started licking at it, their movements filling with more and more sexual innuendo until they started biting each other and having sex on the floor. Those who were interested watched and clapped and reached down to touch. The rest ignored them and continued to mill as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening. 
Eventually Karl called for order. The room slowly quieted and all eyes looked toward the tall man in the extravagant robe. The vampires writhing in the blood and fruit on the floor didn’t stop, but did courteously decrease the volume of their sex and biting.
Karl raised his hands. It looked like he might make a grand proclamation, but instead he said, “Let us watch the Americans make the bullshit” and gave a nod to someone across the room. The news feed was unmuted. A reporter onscreen (Reginald assumed she was a vampire, but there was no way to tell) finished a prepared bit about free elections for the first time ever, then took a moment to mention the world’s appreciation of Timken for his help in investigating the TGV attacks. She didn’t outright say that Timken had saved the American Vampire Nation (and, she implied, the entire vampire world) from Charles Barkley’s gaping asshole, but it wasn’t hard to read between the lines. 
The reporter then concluded by saying that two of the candidates would be speaking shortly but that the third to meet the five percent prediction minimum, Deacon Maurice Toussant, was not in attendance and would not be speaking tonight.
“I’d rather eat the food Reginald eats,” said Maurice. He was standing behind Reginald, squeezed into what looked like a cheap prom tux from a Tuxedo Junction in a mall. He even had a pocket square. His hair looked oily, but for a change, his face didn’t. 
“Me too,” said Reginald. 
While the group in the Chateau watched, Charles Barkley took the stage. He looked like someone who’d gotten cleaned up but couldn’t hide how gross he was at the core. Once upon a time, Charles had been incredibly handsome, as were all vampires in the decades preceding Reginald. But now, something had changed. Even Reginald, with his mind regaining its razor’s edge, couldn’t tell what. Charles was, of course, incapable of actual physical change. He couldn’t have lost or gained weight; he couldn’t have had any plastic surgery. But the change also didn’t seem to be the presence of or absence of makeup. It didn’t seem to be his hair; it didn’t seem to be his clothes; it didn’t seem to be the lighting in the room. Against all logic, Reginald finally decided that what he was seeing on Charles was the stink of evil. The whole world knew what a son of a bitch he was, how lazy and power-hungry he was, and where the Nation would go under his leadership. Now that Timken had restored order, the Nation’s time spent under Charles stood out like a bloody and pulverized thumb. 
Charles’s speech was about desperate times calling for desperate measures. He talked a lot about the need to be afraid during these “days of trial.” This made both Karl and Maurice roll their eyes and hurl insults at the screen. Nikki and Reginald, by contrast, simply watched, wondering between them if it was working, if any of the audience was being scared over to Charles’s side. And the answer was: almost certainly.
But when Timken took the stage, Reginald’s concerns about Charles’s ability to control the Nation with fear vanished. Timken’s speech was all about fear, but instead of telling the viewers that they should be afraid, he told them how frightened he himself had been when he’d seen that ominous Ring of Fire form in front of his eyes. The mental picture he painted was brilliantly moving. Reginald found himself returning to that night on the hilltop, feeling his own fear. He’d experienced that terror. He’d experienced that helplessness. But at least Reginald had been there with Balestro as he’d created the Ring, and had felt some modicum of control. At least Reginald, at the time, had had a plan. The vampires of the world hadn’t had any of that. They’d simply stared onrushing death in its unblinking eye and had held their breath, waiting to die. 
The vampires in the Chateau, listening, had gone still. All eyes were on the screen — or, perhaps more accurately, all eyes were looking back to the day that they’d seen that Ring. The day they’d realized that it could all be over in a second, and that there was nothing they could do about it. 
Then, Timken talked about the anarchy that had ruled the Nation for the past few months. He talked about his opponent, taking the high road and being careful not to malign Charles so as to allow viewers to malign him in their own minds. He explained that chaos and mayhem were one way they could react to a threat, but that it was the easy way out… and as usual, the easy way wasn’t the right way. 
“Are we insects?” he said, his voice high and strong, power and pride radiating from him as it had the day he’d stood on that chair during his coup, holding an ordinary human firearm high as a symbol. “Or are we predators? Will we cower, or will we rise up? The future is coming. The judgment of our creators is coming. We will face trials and tribulations and harsh decisions. The next years may not be easy. They may be very, very difficult. They may test our cores as beings. But will we face those hard times as frightened animals with our backs curled around our middles, our faces hidden, our spines exposed for the taking? Or will we stand tall and face them as one, unified, our shoulders back and our fangs out?” His fangs descended. His eyes seemed to redden. His voice rose, tremulous and hectoring as he finished with a fist held high, shouting with defiant pride: “ARE WE COWARDS? OR ARE WE VAMPIRES?”
The entire council chamber erupted into cheers. Even Reginald’s mother raised a fist. Reginald liked to think that she was doing it in solidarity for her son, but he suspected that right now, for this one and only moment in time, she was probably wishing to be turned so that she could develop vampire-enhanced powers of passive aggressiveness. 
“Check this out,” said Nikki, holding out an arm. “I got goosebumps. Literal goosebumps. I never got them as a human and figured I’d missed my chance.” 
Onscreen, Timken was raising both hands, pumping both fists in the air with a stern, unamused expression on his face. He looked singlemindedly determined, unfazed by the applause that had erupted. Then the shot switched to the reporter again, whose face had flushed and who did a poor job of pretending to be impartial. She commented on how “lively” tonight’s speeches were. She said that it was shaping up to be “quite a race.” 
“Don’t judge me,” Maurice was saying to Karl, “but I kind of feel like punching through a wall.”
“Refrain,” said Karl, his face still stoic and unimpressed, “or you’ll collapse the cave and kill us all.” 
When Karl was gone, Maurice smiled to Nikki and Reginald. “He just doesn’t want me to mess up his pretty tapestries. We wouldn’t die if this room collapsed.” 
Reginald, thinking of being trapped in the TGV wreckage, said nothing.  
“I think he’ll be good for us,” said Maurice. “You know, better than me. Better than Charles. Better than Logan.” 
“Better than nothing,” said Reginald. 
“Yeah, right.” 
“But the one thing Charles had going for him tonight,” said Reginald, “is that he described what he wanted to do about the Ring of Fire issue.” 
“Yeah,” said Maurice. “Kill and turn. Probably lead us into outright war with humans. That plan sounds great.” 
“Oh, yeah, it’s a terrible plan,” said Reginald. 
Maurice stopped grinning and looked at Reginald. Reginald’s eyes were still on the screen.  A male voice was explaining that just as in the American human system, the new Deaconship structure called for a true Vice Deacon to share responsibility for governing and as a check on power, and added that the candidates would be announcing their Vice picks shortly. 
“But?” said Maurice. 
“But Timken didn’t give any specifics about his plan at all,” Nikki answered for Reginald. 
“I guess he was going more for hearts and minds,” said Maurice. 
Reginald, saying nothing and still watching the screen, nodded slowly.
Maurice started to reply, but then he stopped. His mouth hung open. He stared with eyes like saucers. Charles was back on the screen. He’d just announced his running mate — the vampire who would become his Vice Deacon if he were to win. 
It was Todd Walker. 
“No,” said Maurice. 
They had only seen about an hour of Walker as a vampire. It had happened back when Walker had first been turned, back at their old office building after a group of vampires had killed off most of Reginald, Maurice, and Nikki’s co-workers. But the assailants hadn’t done all of the killing. A good number of the dead had been murdered by Walker himself. And on that first night, he’d shown them how dangerous he would be as a vampire — and how potentially deadly he’d be as he grew older and stronger. 
Reginald, who’d seen this coming, kept nodding. 
“We should have killed him,” said Maurice, eyeing Nikki. Maurice had wanted to kill him. He’d actually had his hands on the sides of Walker’s head, ready to twist it off, when Nikki had stopped him. 
Nikki didn’t fire back at Maurice. They’d had this debate many times before. 
“Charles isn’t going to win,” she said.
“So?” Maurice blurted. 
“So Walker won’t have any more power than he already has.” 
“It doesn’t matter. You know how politics are. He can parlay this. They’re going to keep holding elections, you know. True, it won’t be Charles and Walker this time. But what if, a few years down the road, it is Walker? What then? What if it takes him a hundred years to find his power? He wants it. You know he does; you worked beside him for years. And now he has the profile from being Charles’s man, and he has that seductive, persuasive personality, and he’s got…” 
Maurice stopped when Reginald put a hand on his shoulder. Reginald’s other hand was on Nikki’s shoulder. Nikki and Maurice, engaged in fierce debate, stopped looking at each other and instead looked at Reginald. Now Reginald’s mouth was hanging open. Now Reginald’s eyes were saucers staring at the giant screen. 
“What is it?” said Nikki. 
“Look,” said Reginald. 
All three of them looked up. Onscreen, Nicholas Timken had just introduced his own running mate to the camera. 
It was Maurice’s brother, Claude. 
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NIKKI’S FANGS SANK INTO REGINALD’S neck, bringing sharp pain. She wrapped her legs around him and pushed off of one of the walls, propelling them both across the room and into the opposite wall, shattering a ceramic lamp and ripping its shade. Reginald’s back struck rock. His head rang with impact. With the lamp broken and only a small endtable light still on, the room fell into hideous rocking shadows. 
“Ow, hell!” Reginald blurted. 
“Shut up,” she spat, taking her teeth from his neck for long enough to berate him. “Shut up and give it to me.” 
Nikki’s strong vampire legs squeezed him so hard he thought she might cut him in half. Her long nails punctured the skin on his back. He could feel lines of blood running down his ample ass. He was quite sure he could feel skin peeling away under her fingernails, curling up at the end of a long scratch like wood shaved off by a wood planer. It was technically sex that they were having, but it felt more like an mixed martial arts fight — or perhaps as if Nikki had never experienced either sex or torture and had gotten them confused. 
“Sure,” said Reginald. “Consider it given to you.”
Nikki unwrapped one leg and used it to trip Reginald while she continued to bite him. They fell to the floor, hard, and broke the side off of an endtable. Reginald felt the wind knocked out of himself and fought for breath. Nikki took his pain for arousal and bit him harder. The impact of her head on the stone floor had apparently split her scalp, and a small pool of blood had formed before she’d healed. Reginald knew she could feel pain just fine, but she seemed over the past months to have decided that for a vampire, pain was truly temporary. There was really no decent reason to avoid something that would only hurt for a moment. 
Nikki seemed unsatisfied. 
“If you don’t fuck me harder, I’m going to rip off your goddamn head!” she screamed. 
“Oh, indeed,” said Reginald. Then he tried, but really he was just smothering her. 
Nikki groaned in frustration, kicked her legs behind her, and pushed hard, and threw them into the ceiling. Reginald had the sensation of breaking vertebrae as his back struck the stone, and then they ricocheted and landed on the bed, all four legs of which immediately exploded into shards. The entire bed frame struck the floor and the mattress knocked askew, Nikki rolling onto the top, Reginald beneath her and feeling like he should perhaps call an abuse hotline. 
He hung in there, aware that he was at least somewhat aroused in the way a person could be aware that he was a little cold, and waited for it to end. 
There was more biting and clawing, and then Nikki gave an award-worthy series of orgasmic screams, climbed off of Reginald, and put her fist through the wall. Then she briskly pulled her pants and shirt back on and opened the door. Maurice was standing outside with his hair blown back, looking like a man who’s just had a bomb go off in his face. 
“I feel better now,” said Nikki, turning and marching back into the room. 
Reginald had pulled his pants back on, sexually unsatisfied but satisfied plenty to simply be free. He sat up on the annihilated bed. Maurice remained in the doorway. 
“I said, I’m fine,” said Nikki, sitting in a chair. 
Maurice looked over at Reginald. “You okay, man?” 
Reginald thought about the question, then nodded slowly. “I’ll be all right.” 
Still looking unsure, Maurice walked into the room and took the last remaining chair. The three of them formed a rough triangle. Maurice looked up at a large bloodstain on the ceiling that was roughly the size and shape of Reginald’s torso and head. 
“So he’s behind the TGV derailments,” said Nikki, businesslike, her fury at discovering Timken’s subterfuge seemingly assuaged. “That’s for sure.” 
Reginald thought, then nodded again. “Not for sure. But ninety-nine percent. If I had to guess, it was a high-pass series of assassinations disguised as terrorism. I’d thought about that from the beginning. Seven of the twelve people due at the aborted Paris summit were on those three trains — four humans and three vampires. Two of the vampires escaped — Karl and Solov.” 
“Solov is dead,” said Maurice. “He was staked by a member of his own staff, supposedly. Just this morning.” 
Reginald took a slow breath.
“Just to disrupt the summit?” said Nikki. “But why? It’s asking for war.” 
“Maybe to disrupt the summit. Or maybe to consolidate power. ‘Cut of the head of the beast’ and all of that. If Solov is gone, I’d say that almost all of Asia and is without a leader. Africa too. But let’s be honest. America is the big dog in the vampire world, despite having the youngest population. As goes America, so goes the world.” 
“And America is going Timken,” said Nikki. 
Maurice shook his head. “In a sick way, I was hoping that Claude was the head of this TGV thing. Just because it made sense. He led crews marching through the wreckage, killing survivors. He’s always been a sick, Annihilist son of a bitch.” 
“Annihilist?” 
“Yes. The Annihilist Faction is a very old group with very old roots. It’s changed a little over the years — gotten more sophisticated toys and better organization, for instance — but its mission has never changed. They want to eliminate humanity as the dominant presence on this planet. They want to go back to the days when vampires caught humans, restrained them, and farmed them for blood. Then they want to go further, and eliminate the rest. But it’s always been a twisted pipe dream for them, like the psychos who talk about killing the president and and taking over the government. There simply aren’t enough of them to make it remotely realistic, but they’ve always been a very troublesome little minority, and they’ve perpetrated huge mass murders, always threatening to expose us to the greater human population and angering those who know we exist. But the Annihilsts don’t care. They want war, because they’re sure they can win. They’re insulted that humanity dominates this planet. They think it’s a great moral wrong. They want to walk in the open and to rule cities as vampires in the way that the humans do now.” 
“I don’t know about any mass killings by vampires,” said Nikki. 
“Of course you do. Jonestown. Heaven’s Gate. The Branch Davidians.” 
“Those were cults.” 
Maurice gave her a shrug. “The ability to influence media can be a powerful thing.” 
Reginald stood and began to pace the room. “I don’t need to say that this isn’t good, do I?” 
“Go ahead,” said Maurice. 
“This isn’t good,” said Reginald. 
“Now I feel complete,” said Maurice.
Reginald raised one hand and began to count on his fingers. “First, we have the assassination of vampire leaders. Second, we have the public extermination of… what?… hundreds or thousands of humans. And third, we have the derailment — no pun intended — of the summit that was supposed to prevent what seemed like an all-out human-vampire war.” 
“But Timken’s restored some of those relations by reaching out to William Erickson,” said Nikki. 
“To help investigate his own crime, deflect blame, and position hundreds of trained vampire soldiers in the heart of the human Anti-Vampire Taskforce,” said Maurice. 
“And fourth,” Reginald continued, raising another finger, “we have the support of someone who wants to spur war, clear the planet of humans, and farm those that remain for blood.” 
“  ‘Support’ is the wrong way to put it,” said Maurice. “Claude is nobody’s lackey. He and Timken are equal partners if they’re anything. You think I have money? Wooden bullets were Claude’s invention. He had the idea way back when we were first turned. Most new vampires, as you know, go through an identity crisis. Claude did not. He became one hundred percent vampire the minute he was turned and decided that he wanted to kill the people on the farms adjacent to ours and take their land because they were ‘below our kind.’ Turned out that the family to one side were vampires, and that it was their father who had created us. When I found that out, I wanted to get to know them. I wanted to meet my maker, quite literally. But Claude still wanted the land. He wanted to kill them, but the best weapons we had at the time were crossbows. Claude recalled that story years later, around the time I finally parted ways with him for good, when firearms were invented. He said that if only we’d had wooden bullets that would fit in these new weapons, we could have killed our vampire father. I’d forgotten all about that, but it was as if Claude been holding a grudge for over a thousand years. Anyway, centuries later, he finally got tired of dreaming and made those wooden bullets. And today, with that income stream plus some wise investments, he’s fantastically wealthy. He doesn’t need Timken any more than Timken needs him. Or his money.” 
Reginald nodded, thinking of the Sedition Army’s Boom Stick weapons, their armor, and the extensive remodeling that was being done to the Vampire Council building. It was Claude’s money that was funding it all. 
With a cold and dawning certainty, Reginald looked at the others and said, “We’re not just looking at a takeover. We’re looking at war. We’re looking at genocide.” 
Nikki put her head in her hands. Maurice looked into the corner, avoiding the eyes of the others, as if it were his fault for having a brother. 
“If Timken wins this election,” Reginald added. 
Maurice looked back over and shook his head. “I have five percent of the voter support,” he said. “In no universe could I take this election from Timken.” 
“True,” said Reginald. “But I wasn’t thinking of you.” 
Nikki’s head came up. There was murder in her eyes. 
“Don’t say it,” she hissed. 
“We have to back Charles and Walker,” he said. 




 
REPUGNANT
 
 
THE IDEA OF THROWING THEIR support behind Charles, as repugnant as it was, fell apart exactly three seconds later when Maurice pointed out that none of them had any support to give. Maurice volunteered to record a video in which he made a passionate case for Charles’s candidacy, but even if it was one hundred percent effective (which it wouldn’t be), the most he could swing into Charles’s camp would be five percent. And after tonight’s performance at the speeches, Timken would already command well over half of the voters, — maybe closer to sixty percent. It wouldn’t make any difference. Reginald had nothing to give, and nobody even knew who Nikki was. 
Nikki, with a bona-fide “Eureka!” then suggested blowing the whistle on Timken and Claude rather than supporting their opposition. It had all of the joys of bringing down the very bad man without the oily feel of propping up the slightly less bad man. Maurice could tell the world what he’d just told them, and the people could decide for themselves. But Reginald shook his head. 
“Two big problems there,” he said. “For one, there’s no proof. Timken is the hero who caught those responsible for the TGV tragedy and repaired human/vampire relations. All we have are four eyewitness accounts putting Claude on the scene, but it’s our word against theirs. And right here, right now, if the hated ex-Deacon here —” He slapped Maurice’s shoulder with the back of his hand. “— and his inferior, almost-executed sidekick —” Reginald stuck his thumb in his own chest. “— suddenly accuse the hero of wrongdoing based solely on something they claim to have seen and that nobody else saw, what do you think will happen?” 
Nikki closed her eyes and shook her head. 
“The second problem — the bigger problem,” he went on, “is that the Vampire Nation is walking on glass right now. This election — our first — has to be a success. Here’s another hypothetical for you: What do you think would happen if humans heard that the US Vampire Nation’s heir-apparent was responsible for the biggest rail disaster ever and that his running mate has designs to eliminate the human race, save a handful of blood cows? It wouldn’t matter that we ‘discovered it in time,’ even if Timken ended up in jail or dead. They’d consider it a terrifying near-miss. Remember, humans don’t look at us in the same way they look at other humans. If a bad human takes power, they try to oust him and then tell themselves that most people aren’t like he was. Not so for vampires. A bad vampire takes power and they’ll assume it’s validation that we are, in fact, all murderous savages. We’re monsters to them. This would just solidify that impression. Now, for the first time, because they’re seeing familiar symbols like voting and speeches and diplomacy and international cooperative taskforces and sober-looking men and women in suits, they’re starting to believe that we could be like them. But that would change if they knew the truth. They’d never trust us again. They’d consider us a very real mortal threat and would immediately begin making very bad plans against us, no matter what they said on the outside.” 
Reginald shook his head, becoming more certain as he spoke. 
“We can’t sway the vote unless we tell the vampires of the world, and we can’t tell the vampires of the world without the humans also somehow hearing what we’re saying. No, this has to be handled quietly. We need to take this election from him in a fair fight somehow. He’s got to lose, but we have to make that happen with our hands — with our biggest information bomb — tied behind our backs. We can’t tell people that Timken and Claude are evil. We have to convince them that Charles and Walker are awesome.” 
Nikki clasped her hand over her mouth. “I think I’m going to be sick,” she said. Then she ran into the bathroom. 
Maurice looked at Reginald. “Or we could kill them,” he said, his fangs popping out.
Reginald laughed. It felt good, having his old strategic mind back and feeling his confidence in his abilities return. “A thousand troops, he has protecting him,” he said. “And he’s always training more. Have you heard about his Young Seditionists group?” 
Maurice nodded, already conceding the point. Of course he’d heard. Timken hand-picked the best, most high-ability members of each vampire academy’s newly turned graduates and invited them into an elite group called the Young Seditionists. It was considered a huge brand of honor, on par with being tapped for Phi Beta Kappa (appealing to the intellectuals) or the Navy SEALS (appealing to the athletes and warriors). Initiates were given a snazzy uniform and everything. 
“Why does nobody find it odd that his group still thinks of itself as seditionists?” said Maurice. 
“It’s just become a brand name,” said Reginald, shrugging to reinforce the point that vampires, like humans, tended to be stupid when making decisions as a group. 
Nikki returned from the bathroom with a red-stained paper towel in her hand. “It’s bad,” she said. “Now I’m vomiting blood.” 
So they found themselves back at square one, faced with an impossible task: convincing tens of thousands of vampires to vote for the man they’d collectively deposed and imprisoned, instead of the man who’d saved them from chaos and restored order and calm to the Nation.
They started by telling Karl and the EU Council what they knew. Karl seemed surprisingly nonplussed. The Council was aghast and required some convincing, but that happened quickly once Karl said that he agreed with Reginald’s conclusions. All of the EU Council members were old enough to know about the Annihilist movement, and the more they thought about it, it seemed convenient that all of those “responsible” for the TGV disaster had been killed. It was a little too tidy. They trusted that Maurice was telling the truth about his brother, and Karl had never really been comfortable since the first time he’d seen the Boom Sticks in action. He hadn’t liked the way Timken had seized power, regardless of whether power needed to be seized. The shock troops. The speech. Climbing onto a chair like a conqueror. It had all rubbed him the wrong way from the first. 
“Okay,” said Karl. “So we kill him.” 
“That’s your solution to everything,” said a Council member named Gregory who was easily the size of Brian Nickerson. Gregory should have been intimidating, but his voice was tiny and feminine and he had a tattoo of Bugs Bunny on his calf that was always visible because Gregory always wore a huge pair of mustard-colored shorts. Gregory was the one who’d told Reginald about tattoos. Apparently tattoos were similar to scars, but not similar enough for the vampire agent to universally save them when a person turned. Gregory had had an “awesome” tattoo on his back of a clockwork woman that had vanished when he’d turned, but he was forever stuck with Bugs. It was as if something inside of him hated him and was playing a cruel joke. 
“We can’t kill him,” said Reginald, and explained his strategic reasons why they’d never get close. 
“We can try,” said Karl, who often disbelieved Reginald’s predictions on principle. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Reginald; it was that he believed in free will and felt that Reginald’s analyses contradicted it. 
“Sure,” said Reginald. “If you want to die.” And he reminded Karl about the Boom Sticks and the armor that all of Timken’s men wore.
Karl pouted, reluctantly deciding that Reginald was right and not liking it at all.
Pent up and needing to vent, Reginald even bored Claire with the dilemma during a few of their almost-nightly Skype sessions. Claire feigned interest as far as an eleven-year old could feign interest in the political machinations of a different species half a world away, which was not much. So while Reginald told her about Charles and Timken and what sounded like a thrilling door-knocking campaign that was in the offing, she amused herself by using her Merlin powers to manipulate both her Skype image and, disturbingly, the contents of Reginald’s hard drive. Her nose elongated. Her mouth widened like the Cheshire cat. She took photos from Reginald’s photo album, manipulated them, and showed them back to him. 
“Who’s this, Reginald?” she said as a photo appeared on his screen. The photo showed him standing next to the Wolfman. 
“How are you doing that?” he asked. 
“What?” 
“Where do I start? How are you using the computer without touching it? How are you accessing my machine? And how are you Photoshopping these images so well? It looks like I’m actually there with him.” Reginald touched the screen as he’d touch a real photo, as if to see if it was real. And as far as a collection of electronic images and light could be real, it was. 
Claire shrugged as if the questions bored her. 
“Do you consciously think about each step, or…?”  
“Who’s this, Reginald?” 
The new picture showed Nikki and Reginald with SpongeBob SquarePants. 
“Should we be done? Maybe we’re done for the day.” 
The picture disappeared and again he found himself looking at Claire. She was waving both hands in surrender. “No, no,” she said. “Okay, fine. I don’t know how I’m doing it. Other than that I’m just doing it.” 
Reginald had watched her abilities develop at a frightening speed. He’d seen kids click with new abilities before; he had a nephew who, after weeks of failing to even stand erect on downhill skis, had one day begun skiing intermediate slopes at high speeds and executing perfect turns. But Claire didn’t just click with her new abilities. She clicked on top of the clicks she’s already clicked. Last week she’d figured out that she could access Reginald’s hard drive, and he’d luckily had time to get all of the sex videos that Nikki had wanted to take safely onto a thumb drive before she’d found them. But then within a few more days, here she was, manipulating images like a pro. Next week she’d be editing random audio into masterpieces. 
“What do you mean, you’re ‘just doing it’?” 
“I just think it.” She shrugged. “Like… watch.” 
Reginald watched the photo of himself next to SpongeBob. In front of his eyes, SpongeBob turned from yellow to blue. 
“Do you know how I might be doing it?” she asked. 
Reginald shook his head. “This is new ground as far as I can tell. But ultimately all of this —” He tapped the computer, causing his video image to shake. “— is just energy. You’re pushing around electrons.” 
“And the whole ‘seeing the future’ thing? My knowing about your train crash half a world away?” 
“There’s a lot we don’t know about energy in the world,” he said, deciding not to bore her by telling her about quantum entanglement and faster-than-light particles that seemed to be moving backward in time. 
Claire made a resigned little frown, as if she’d gotten tired of talking about it. 
Watching her, an idea flitted into Reginald’s mind. Then, like one of those quantum particles he’d just been pondering, it vanished, leaving nothing but uncertainty. He had a sensation of a near miss, as if Claire had almost solved a problem for him without even meaning to. But he couldn’t grasp it, and so he told her goodnight and let it go. 
Over the following night, Reginald and Karl tried to brainstorm ways to assist Charles’s campaign. It felt like wasted time, and Reginald wanted to give up and order a pizza. They compromised by ordering a pizza while wasting the time. Then, when the buzzer at the Chateau’s side door buzzed, Karl ran up the stairs before Reginald could, through the hidden door in the back of the Chateau’s Cave, and up through the empty school to the door to the outside. He returned with Reginald’s pizza in one hand and the pizza man’s hand in the other. 
The pizza man seemed to be an American on exchange. He had long, stringy blonde hair that had been tied back into an untidy ponytail and sported a nervous, impatient expression. 
“This place seems earthy,” he said to Reginald, looking around with approval. “Do you sprout your own beans down here?” 
That didn’t make sense to Reginald, but the kid already looked pale and strung out and was jerking his head around like a bird on speed, tapping his foot and slapping his hand rapidly against his leg. Reginald had seen massive blood loss drive people into one of two extremes — sedate and drugged, or a fight-or-flight kind of mania, as the body fought its torpor with adrenaline.  
Karl offered him a seat next to Reginald.
“You’re keeping him?” said Reginald. “He doesn’t look like he can take any more.” 
“I have not bitten him yet,” said Karl, still gesturing toward the chair. The kid refused to sit.  
“Oh. Well, he just seems so keyed up from…” 
“I haven’t glamoured him yet, either,” Karl said, interrupting him. 
“So you guys are vampires?” said the pizza man, looking at Karl’s fangs. “That’s cool. Blood comes from the body. There are no additives or preservatives. You can’t get any healthier than blood.” 
Reginald looked at Karl. Karl looked at the kid’s neck. 
“You could have fed outside,” said Reginald, wanting to chastise Karl but unable since the Chateau was, essentially, his own house. 
“My dog is a vegan,” said the kid. 
Reginald didn’t know how to reply to that. So he offered the kid a drink. 
“Okay,” said the kid.
“We have pop, wine, water…” 
“Whatever’s healthiest,” the kid interrupted him. 
Karl brushed a few loose hairs off of the pizza man’s neck, moved his face closer, and inhaled slowly. 
“… gasoline…” Reginald continued.
“Whatever’s healthiest.” 
That’s when Karl bit him. Blood welled under his lower lip, then spilled to the kid’s clavicle. The sight of Karl feeding made Reginald want to feed as well. So he leaned forward on the pizza man’s other side, reached over his shoulder, and removed two pieces of pizza from the box. Then he sandwiched them cheese-to-cheese and began to devour the whole works like a sandwich. 
It was as if the kid didn’t realize someone had bitten his neck. His eyes followed Reginald, whose fangs were out and making holes in the pizza sandwich like a cashier punching a Sub Club card. 
“I don’t think it’s healthy for a vampire to eat pizza,” the kid scolded. 
Reginald dipped the tip of his pizza sandwich in the pool of blood that had formed in the hollow at the kid’s clavicle, then held the red-tipped pizza up in demonstration before taking a bite.
“My dog is a vegan,” the kid repeated while Karl made sucking noises at his neck that sounded like someone who’s reached the bottom of a cup with a straw.
The fact that Karl had brought the kid down seemed to indicate that Karl wanted to eat while strategizing as Reginald had planned to do with his pizza, but the kid had large bug eyes that wouldn’t stop staring at him, seeming to judge him for his unhealthy vampire habits. They were like the eyes on a magical painting. They seemed to follow him around the room. He thought about glamouring the kid to make him stop, but he didn’t want to look into those eyes. He wanted to let Karl deal with it. He was the one who’d made the mess. 
Because Reginald refused to talk shop with the kid watching him, Karl rolled his own eyes in frustration, took a final drink, and led the kid upstairs. When he returned, he reported that he’d glamoured the kid but that the kid had initially refused to leave because he seemed to suspect that Karl might have weed. So Karl had pulled a handful of grass from the lawn and had handed it to the kid, who’d run off with it tucked in his palm like a secret. 
“Remind me why we want to stop Maurice’s brother from killing all of the humans?” Karl said as he descended the large stone staircase. 
Then they got down to business, but the arrival of a pizza hadn’t made the effort feel any less futile. The election was in less than two weeks and sentiment had shifted even more firmly toward Timken. Informal Fangbook polls showed that Timken commanded fifty-eight percent of the vote and that Charles’s percentage had dropped to nineteen. Maurice was holding firm at five percent. The only reason he hadn’t formally removed himself from the ballot was a conviction that doing so would swing the entirety of that five percent to Timken, no matter what he told his supporters in his concession statement. If the polls were exact predictors, which they weren’t, that left eighteen percent undecided. Even in the best-case scenario, eighteen percent undecided plus nineteen percent for Charles was still less than two-thirds of what Timken commanded.
Hours and hours passed. Nikki came and went. Maurice came and went. Reginald finished the pizza by himself. They both did several caffeine-spiked blood shots — Karl because he wanted the pick-me-up and Reginald because he barely consumed more blood as a vampire than he had protein as a human, and both dietary habits were equally destructive. They made notes and opened folders stuffed with paper. They made charts. They wore out Google trying to search for ways to help themselves win an election, but there seemed to be no way to make it work. They couldn’t make Charles look good enough in time, and they couldn’t make Timken look bad enough  to bring him down without inviting very serious side effects from the humans. Timken was going to win the election, and there was nothing they could do about it. 
“Let’s kill him,” said Karl. 
Reginald didn’t respond. Karl had suggested killing Timken every half hour for the entire night, and by now it was simply a form of verbal masturbation for him. They couldn’t remove Timken by force. They couldn’t make him lose the election. They couldn’t disrupt the election, either, which was another of Karl’s frequent suggestions. “If you can’t win the game, change the rules,” he said, but Reginald kept insisting that as much as he believed in bending rules, this was one contest that had to be won by the book because the book was the game itself. The election process had to be legitimized, both to calm an already panicky vampire population and to show itchy-trigger-fingered humans that they could behave like civilized beings rather than the monsters that humans — and their well-armed AVT forces — were convinced they were.  
“Should we contact Charles?” said Reginald. “Coordinate efforts?” 
But there was nothing to coordinate. Charles was an insufferable idiot, and Walker was a charismatic idiot. Neither insufferability nor charisma won contests by themselves, and it was painfully obvious that neither Charles nor Walker had any clue as to what they were doing. Timken, in a publicly-lauded act of generosity and fairness, had even freed Charles from custody because he said that a fair election couldn’t be conducted with one man in a cage. Charles was watched but otherwise free, and still he couldn’t rally support. Everything he did made him look worse — or, in Reginald’s opinion, made it obvious just what a total and completely dangerous asshole he actually was. 
“Let’s kill him,” said Karl.
It was a joke, but Reginald stopped to consider it. He’d thrown out the box when it had become apparent that their only chance was to think incredibly far outside of it. What would happen if Charles died suddenly? But it was no use. If they framed Timken for Charles’s murder, it would do nearly as much damage as revealing the truth about Timken and the TGVs. And if Charles died in another way, his absence in the election would simply make the vote unanimous. 
But would it make the election a farce, and force them to hold it again? Reginald asked himself. 
No, he thought. But even if it did, how would that change the outcome? 
Timken had reached savior status. Barring a major scandal — which would be just as bad as his winning — nothing could sufficiently tarnish his image as to cause him to lose the election. Timken couldn’t lose, so he’d have to be defeated… which became more and more impossible with each passing day.  
The night ended on a depressing note. Sometime after sunrise, Karl went to bed. Reginald cleaned up the paperwork and his notes, resisted the urge to throw them away, and dropped them into a wastebasket-shaped file instead. Maybe they’d be thrown out. Maybe they wouldn’t. It didn’t matter. 
He talked it out with Nikki. Nikki didn’t try to help. She simply tried to make him feel better, but was unable. So she laid next to him, and sometime before falling asleep she slipped out of her pajamas and did what she could, without so much as punching him in the face, breaking furniture, or throwing him into a wall. 
He talked it out with Maurice. Maurice didn’t want to talk about it. He felt guilty. He talked about all of the signs that Claude had exhibited over the years, and said that he should have known, that he should have ended Claude when he’d had the chance. Reginald told them that all they could do would be to wait and to watch for their chance to fix things after the election. Anything was possible. And instead of Maurice making him feel better, Reginald ended up trying to do the same for Maurice. 
He talked it out with Claire, but Claire didn’t understand or care. She’d lived with terror in the background for months. She’d known that monsters were real for a full year. She’d more or less lived inside her house since they’d left the country, and she was becoming pale and sick-looking. It couldn’t be good for her. The vampire world had, since Timken’s takeover, fallen again into obscurity for Claire. She stayed inside on principle, to be safe for a while longer, but she told Reginald that the gangs of creatures that had been roaming the streets just a few weeks ago were gone. The world felt safer. She asked Reginald if maybe he was wrong. Maybe order — even a terrifying kind of order — was better than the disintegration that she’d hidden from and that her vampire friends had fled from. Maybe Timken was hungry for power, but what politician wasn’t? Maybe he’d settle in and rule, and maybe he’d become like Logan and shut down democracy, and maybe he’d be a tyrant… but maybe that was how it was supposed to be, and maybe it was okay. 
That was the one possibility Reginald hadn’t considered. What if they simply let events unfold and allowed Timken to win? Maybe it would be like Claire said. 
But as nice as the idea felt for two seconds, he couldn’t make it fit. It reminded him of the time his car had been banging and clattering and then had stopped for an hour, and he’d hoped against hope that it had fixed itself. But of course it hadn’t, and of course ignoring Timken wouldn’t end well. Dismissing the damning evidence and expecting the return of the status-quo was too miraculous and serendipitous to be correct. Every scenario his strategic vampire mind had explored — and there were thousands of variants — ended in war and genocide. There was simply no way he could make the facts fit a peaceful mold. The irony was that war was coming… exactly as Claire had predicted back on that hill in Germany, back before she had realized it was a prediction at all. 
Reginald had attached his cell phone to his laptop to download some photos, and now, out of the corner of his eye, he saw the screen of the phone brighten. He looked over and saw that his phone’s desktop image had changed to one of Claire holding two thumbs up. Underneath was the message, Don’t worry, be happy.
Then a thought occurred to him. It ran from the base of his spine up into the crown of his head, then crept through his cerebrum like fingers. Everything was on fire. Scenarios unfolded. And for a moment, there was hope. 
“Hey Claire,” he asked his computer screen. “Could you hack the vampire version of Facebook?” 
Reginald’s web browser opened and he saw his main Fangbook news feed. At the top was a new status update from a user with the screen name of SpongeBob SquarePants. 
The status update read, Of course I could.
 




 
MAGIC
FINGERS
 
 
CLAIRE WAS BEING SOMEWHAT OVERCONFIDENT, but not much. 
Over the week that followed, she explored the Fangbook network using Reginald’s login, which Claire, on her own, thought to spoof so that he appeared to be logging in from Europe so as not to alert any unwanted attention. Reginald didn’t give her his password; she simply thought her way in. She then proceeded to post photos which she’d cobbled together from her memory, from her creative subconscious, or from nothing: Reginald by the leaning tower of Pisa, which he’d never visited; Reginald standing on the bank of a Venice canal next to a man he’d never met; Reginald and Nikki and Maurice giving noogies to a wax museum figure of Margaret Thatcher, which they’d never done. At first, Reginald asked how she was creating the images, but after enough vague, disinterested, well-duh answers involving imagining pictures in the same way she’d think a thought, he stopped asking. 
Claire reported that she was getting more and more comfortable with the process every day. She said that it felt like swimming. Swimming, Reginald said to Nikki, baffled. It wasn’t like looking at a screen and changing things in the way she used to do with a keyboard or a mouse. It was more like she entered the data itself and simply pushed it around. Encryption didn’t bother her in the least. She demonstrated that she could transfer money back and forth between Reginald’s bank and Nikki’s without credentials or an EFT authorization. She bought Nikki flowers using Reginald’s credit card because she said that Reginald was almost certainly not appreciating Nikki enough. She added a period in an obscure place in a New York Times online article so as not to attract notice, just to prove that she could do it. She asked Reginald if she could change the front page of CNN to read “Go Browns,” but Reginald objected on the basis of both the attention it would draw and the fact that he didn’t like the Cleveland Browns at all. 
Then, focusing in on the task at hand, Claire tried manipulating inconsequential Fangbook votes. A minor measure was placed in front of the populous by the reestablished Council a week before the election that altered training requirements in vampire bootcamp. Claire read and announced the results in the middle of the voting period, then toggled thousands of votes like little switches, changing them from no to yes… and the measure, which was going to fail, passed with flying colors. 
Timken had promised that the Fangbook election system was drum tight and unhackable. Reginald searched the internet and made phone calls and read everything he could about it. He even tried to hack it for hours on end, and got nowhere. After all of his research and investigation, Reginald was eventually able to determine two things: first, although Timken had commissioned the election-specific additions to the system as well as bankrolled and championed it, it seemed that he did not, in fact, have any sort of back door access to it. And second, the system was indeed impossible to hack… except, apparently, by a young girl who didn’t need a key to get through any electronic door. 
The election security issue had been pored over from dozens of distinct and independent directions. Timken had rightly assumed that people would be suspicious about a system that wielded so much power and its ability to be influenced — either in software or via plain old corruption — by any person, and specifically by the person who had pushed and funded it. Timken had gone out of his way to provide everything that skeptics would need to assuage their doubts. The lengths to which Timken had gone to assure the public that the election would be fair was, in itself, suspicious to Reginald. It had the feel of a magician who draws attention with one hand so that the audience won’t watch the other hand working under the table. It led Reginald to believe that the Fangbook system was indeed straight and fair, because it was the shown hand. The decoy had to be imperturbable and unassailable. So where was the other hand — the one that was performing the tricks?
But of course, there was no hidden hand. Timken didn’t need an ace up his sleeve because he was playing fair. It was Reginald who was cheating.
Still, Reginald pursued every angle he could conceive of — every way that Timken might be able to influence the vote’s outcome. He’d determined that the system was fair, but what about access to the data? Were there vulnerabilities with Fangbook itself? Was it possible for a network of hackers to intervene between individual voters and the system, closer to their points of access, which were less secure? Could a virus be distributed in advance of the election that could act on an individual computer’s level, casting votes for Timken regardless of what the user entered or saw on her screen? What about the vampires that were involved? Did those higher up at Fangbook have sufficient access to cause problems, and could they be bought? Could the voters themselves be influenced or persuaded or threatened? Could a person other than a given voter cast a vote for that person? 
But no matter how Reginald looked at it and no matter how paranoid he was and no matter how many permutations his super-brain ran through, he could find no weaknesses beyond infinitesimal issues that would never make more than infinitesimal differences in the outcome. The election would be fair. And that was, in one sense, good news. But in another sense, it was troubling news. If there was no known way to perturb the outcome of the election, how could one eleven-year-old girl do it?
“Magic fingers,” said Claire in a fuhgeddaboutit tone of voice when Reginald expressed his concerns. Then she wiggled her fingers in front of her camera and Reginald watched as blue arcs of electricity jumped between her fingers like sparks from a Van de Graaff generator. 
“When did that start happening?” said Reginald, shocked. So far, he hadn’t even been thinking of what Claire could do as magic because there had been no visible phenomena. He realized he’d been thinking of it more like computer hacking, though it seemed far more creative and far more powerful. 
“It didn’t,” said Claire. “I just made your video do it.” 
Reginald sighed. “Could you not do that? I’m starting to doubt my reality. I kind of need to know that what I see is real. You’ve totally destroyed the truth of ‘seeing is believing’ for me.” 
“Sorry. Sure.”
“You promise?”
“Yeah,” she said. “I promise. I keep my promises.”  
Then something occurred to him. Wasn’t she pushing electrons right now?
“Have you tried other stuff?” he asked. “Stuff that looks all…” 
“Like stuff a wizard would do?” she said. 
“I guess.” 
“Like appearing on the side of a van beside a woman in a bikini and a tiger’s head, possibly holding a laser gun that goes ‘ZAP!’?”
“Um…” 
“The answer is yes,” said Claire, laughing. “What little girl doesn’t want to be able to shoot lightning bolts and read crystal balls? But so far, zilch. But that would be bad ass.” 
“Claire,” Reginald said in a scolding tone.
“Sorry. That would be awesome, I mean.”  
Reginald thought to have her try a few things while he watched, but there would be time for that later, after the election. He bet himself a dozen donuts that she would eventually to be able to do things like her video image had just shown. She’d probably be able to control thoughts, too. It was all just energy. And as a plus, even if he was wrong, he’d win a dozen donuts. 
“But to my original point,” he said. “The election software is different from what’s been used for the smaller Fangbook votes so far. It isn’t native to Fangbook. It’s open to scrutiny but is very black box once you’re under the hood. There will be no way to determine if you can hack it until it’s up and running. Without data in it, it’s just encryption.” 
“Your silly encryption is nothing to one as powerful as me,” said Claire with a mad scientist’s laugh. 
“You don’t know that.” 
“Sure I do. Let me at it. Let me see right now if I can get inside it.” 
“Getting inside doesn’t prove that you’ll be able to influence a live data set,” said Reginald. “It’s complicated.”
“You mean that you don’t think I’ll understand it.” 
“I didn’t mean that. But also yes. I don’t think you’ll be able to understand it, because I don’t. It doesn’t use encryption keys. I don’t see how that’s possible, and I’m super awesome.” 
“What are encryption keys?” said Claire. 
“I told you that you wouldn’t be able to understand it,” said Reginald. 
A spark jumped from Reginald’s keyboard to his finger, making him jump. It was a tiny thing, no more than a static shock. 
“I don’t have to understand it to do it,” said Claire. 
But despite Claire’s confidence, Reginald, Nikki, Maurice, and Karl remained skeptical and nervous. None of the rest of the EU Council knew of the plan because 1) it was highly, highly illegal, bordering on treason, and 2) it seemed prudent to minimize the potential security leaks behind the whole operation. Karl didn’t believe any of it was remotely possible. Nikki was guardedly optimistic but unconvinced. Maurice was mostly apathetic, and Reginald was a basket case. 
Six days before the election, the impartial committee in charge of the election announced that all voters would be required to reconfirm their identity via a genetic scan. This introduced an entire new level of difficulty and set off alarm bells in Reginald’s head. Claire would no longer be required just to manipulate a simple pool of votes once past the security. The committee had distributed devices that took a finger-stick blood sample before opening a two-minute voting window for an individual voter. Reginald knew nothing about the technology. It must electronically assay for a genetic fingerprint that was unique from person to person, but which sequence did they use? There was no way that the system was storing each voter’s entire genetic sequence. That wasn’t possible… but then, neither was encryption that didn’t use encryption keys. And what, then, did the system do with that data? Did it store the sample data beside the vote… and if so, was it time-stamped? Would Claire’s manipulations change those timestamps? Would the addition of a whole new genetic sample table (or series of tables) affect her ability to change the votes? And if it did, how could she possibly manage that much interconnected data? 
“Breathe,” Claire told Reginald. “I keep telling you, this isn’t about moving numbers around. This is magic.” 
“What does that mean?” said Reginald, not at all mollified. 
“It means that it’s like dreaming. Do you build every element of a dream? Or do you have a full, very-real-at-the-time dream experience that you don’t question because your subconscious mind knows what it’s doing?” 
“This isn’t making me feel better.” 
“Reginald, I can create a video right now of you skateboarding with Gerald Ford. Do you really think I’m such an excellent artist that I know where to put those billions of pixels? Or do you think that either my subconscious mind or something outside of me might be taking the spirit of my intention and handling the details for me?” 
“Make your fingers spark,” said Reginald. 
Onscreen, the small girl with the charming smile snapped her fingers and there was a bright white flash, like a photo strobe.
“Did you do that for real, or was it a video effect?” 
“I keep my promises,” she said. 
Reginald couldn’t quiet his gut, so he fed it. He couldn’t quiet his mind, so Nikki fed Reginald’s gut, this time with nourishing blood. And ultimately, Maurice’s apathy convinced both of them that there was no point in driving themselves insane with worry. It would either work or it wouldn’t, and if it didn’t work, that was no worse than having never tried. So with an attitude of que sera, sera (which Karl informed him wasn’t even correct syntax), Reginald sat down in front of his computer on election day and waited to watch the future of the world. 
He didn’t need to worry. For most of the day, Claire did nothing and Reginald heard nothing from her. The polls closed at noon GMT, and until 11am GMT, Reginald simply watched election coverage and fretted with Nikki beside him. Then a little after eleven, Claire Skyped him and informed him that Charles Barkley was now leading the election by six percent — just enough to win without being obvious, as Reginald had requested. Reginald asked if she was sure. She rolled her eyes. Reginald asked if it had been difficult. Claire rolled her eyes again, and at the same time, a video appeared on Reginald’s computer screen beside the Skype window. It showed Reginald skateboarding with Gerald Ford. 
Nikki’s face scrunched as she peered at the screen.  
“I thought he was dead,” she said. 
“Well, so am I,” said Reginald. 
Reginald, assurances and skateboarding videos with Gerald Ford aside, was unconvinced. Claire had been projecting her interpretation of the aggregate data into his computer screen all day, and he said that he hadn’t seen it tick up in Barkley’s favor. Claire told him that he was looking at the wrong data set, and with that, the window showing the Fangbook data changed. And he saw that indeed, Barkley was leading. But only by five percent. 
“They really like the other guy, so new votes have already closed the gap on what I just did,” said Claire. “I’ll tweak it again as it gets closer to ending.” 
The next hour passed without incident. At midnight GMT, coverage announced that polls were closed and that the counting had begun. But Reginald already had the results in front of him. Former Councilman Charles Barkley had captured forty-seven percent of the vote. Nicholas Timken had fallen short, at forty-three percent. 
Reginald had ten minutes to meditate on what he’d just done — what kind of a future the Vampire Nation and the world was in for under Barkley — before the door at the top of the cathedral room staircase exploded inward and a flood of Sedition Army troops rushed in with their Boom Sticks drawn.




 
BUSTED
 
 
REGINALD LOOKED UP, JUMPED, AND backed against the wall. Nikki was beside him; she flinched forward to fight but he held her by the arm, as hard as he could, until she looked over and saw his wide eyes and stopped struggling. 
Councilman Mellus was coming up from the lower catacombs when the rubble from the door began to rattle down the steps and, seeing the intruders, rushed at them without thinking. The soldier in front raised the Boom Stick he was carrying. There was a bright blue spark a snapping noise and Mellus disintegrated instantly into ash, billowing upward in a surprised cloud and then settling down as if someone had just pulled a rug out from under it. Then several others — Lola, who’d seduced the angel Santos, the eternally pregnant Greta, a man Reginald barely knew named Harmon, others — blurred like lightning into the room, having heard the explosion. The stood ready with hands hooked into claws, their fangs out. They advanced toward the shock troops as if they hadn’t realized what the armored soldiers were carrying. 
There was a blur and Karl appeared in front of the group, facing the troops, his arms wide, his palms facing backward. He pushed them back, repeating over and over not to engage, to stand down, as if the vampires of the Chateau were the soldiers. And still the Sedition Army advanced. They moved like humans, slowly, their red helmets’ blank visors scanning their opposition, sizing them up. They also moved like military; one walked forward, stopping at the bottom of the stairs with his weapon out and then motioning for the others to walk down and join him. 
More vampires spilled up from the lower tunnels, having been drawn by the noise. The troops faced them, Karl urgently repeating their every order: Get back. Don’t move. 
Reginald hadn’t moved from his computer. He still gripped Nikki’s arm tight enough to leave a mark (until she healed, anyway) and he still stood dead still, his brain processing it all, categorizing, analyzing their chances. But this wasn’t like the American Council escape. These weren’t vampires fighting with their hands and teeth. These were trained troops with weapons. It wouldn’t matter whether Reginald could appear to slow time or push away pain. It wouldn’t matter how fast the Chateau vampires could move or how well he could direct them. The twitch of one finger on any of the red-helmeted men would end them with a shard of silver through the heart. 
There was movement behind Karl, and Reginald realized that Maurice was pushing his way through from the back of the crowd. His mind reached a lightning-fast conclusion: Maurice was the only new arrival to the siege who knew what they’d done, why the troops were here, and what it was all likely to mean. Maurice’s movements said that he was miliseconds away from fighting for his life. He either hadn’t yet noticed their Boom Sticks or thought he could outmaneuver them. 
Once he was past the crowd, Maurice was going to attack. And then he was going to die. 
Reginald and Nikki were against a wall very near the entrance to the catacombs, closer to Maurice than Maurice was to the soldiers. Reginald felt a twitch in his grip as Nikki wrenched herself free. Maurice cleared the crowd and leaped at the same time Nikki did. They met in the air, Nikki taking Maurice around the waist like a flying tackle. They slammed to the ground in the corner, still safely back from the troops, who twitched forward and pointed their weapons. Nikki and Maurice flipped over. They flipped over again, now with Nikki on top. She wasn’t a tenth as strong as he was, but she was on top with his hands pinned, and something in her face must have caused things to click for Maurice. All of the tension went out of his body. Then it was over, and Nikki got up and released him, and Maurice nodded something to her that looked like a thank-you. Both of them returned to Reginald’s side. The invading soldiers watched it all happen, only vaguely interested, their Boom Sticks held out like microphones.
The soldier in the lead pulled off his helmet. He was a young-looking vampire with a head of wavy blonde hair and a narrow, hawklike face. He holstered his Boom Stick. Then, with a look but no word, he walked over to Reginald, flanked by two others who hadn’t removed their helmets or holstered their weapons. 
The man looked at Reginald, then at the screen of his computer. The monitoring window that showed the election data was still open in the center, green text visible on a black background. 
The blonde man looked back up at Reginald and gave him a look that was strange; it was almost as if the man, who Reginald didn’t know, was disappointed in him. 
Wearing gloves, the soldier removed a pair of silver handcuffs from a pouch on his belt and said, “Reginald Baskin, you are under arrest for treason, as an enemy of the Sovereign American Vampire Nation.”
“As a seditionist?” said Maurice from behind Reginald. 
Keeping his eyes on Maurice, the soldier closed the cuffs on Reginald’s wrists. 




 
FLIGHT
 
 
REGINALD LOOKED OUT THE WINDOW of the plane. Below him, the Atlantic ocean looked black and bottomless, an endless void pocked only by a few pinprick lights from freighters. 
The blonde soldier was beside him, now wearing civilian clothes. Beside the blonde man, in the aisle seat, was another vampire Reginald didn’t know. He had a solid, no-nonsense build and wore a solid, no-nonsense black haircut. This one’s name was Rolf. The blonde man was Tim. Rolf was German and Tim was American. They were a perfect example of the new spirit of international cooperation. And, by virtue of the full permission that the vampires had to transport a prisoner overseas on a human airliner, it was a perfect example of interspecies cooperation. Reginald stared at the sliver handcuffs on his wrists, which were resting in his lap. Everyone was working together happily, all in agreement that the folks in the Chateau de Differdange needed to be quelled. If Reginald were in anyone else’s shoes, he’d think that he was the bad guy here. 
He wondered if he maybe was the bad guy. 
Having a vampire-enhanced brain gave Reginald plenty of computing power, but that big brain sometimes got restless, and sometimes it needed an idea to mull in the way his belly sometimes needed food. So, once, when his brain had been restless, Reginald had found himself pondering the ideas of sanity versus insanity. During that session, he’d decided that what was considered “sane” was nothing more than the majority opinion. Right now, most people didn’t believe that ghosts plagued them at night… but if eighty percent of the population decided that ghosts were everywhere, it would be the skeptic who would find himself locked up and considered nuts. If you were in the majority, you were sane. If you were in the majority, you were normal. It was nothing more than percentages.
Reginald, Nikki, Maurice, and Karl had attempted to rig the election because they were convinced that the world was going to hell. It made sense to them, but most of the world thought the world was going in the correct direction. So in this instance, how were they not the insane ones? 
People don’t know the truth about Timken and Claude, Reginald thought. If they knew the truth, they’d see that we were doing the right thing. 
But that was probably what a man who kills his neighbor because he thinks he’s Satan would say, too. 
Reginald alone was being transported back to America. The Chateau was being occupied and watched — a kind of wholesale house arrest, during which none of them would be allowed to leave — but only Reginald had been speed-extradited. And why not? He was the only one that Tim had an arrest warrant for. Maurice had even held his wrists up for the cuffs, but Tim had waved him away, saying, “You are not under arrest here, Deacon Toussant.” Nikki had begged to go. She’d given an impromptu confession. She’d offered to pay for her own plane ticket on the red-eye to New York. But short of attacking the soldiers, there was nothing she could do to convince them. So Reginald had said his goodbyes and they’d led him away, leaving shocked, defeated faces behind him. 
The flight staff thought that Rolf and Tim were CIA agents. Both carried human firearms and badges. The human authorities, with permission going all the way up to Erickson’s office, had given them the guns and stars. 
Rolf didn’t speak English very well, but once his armor and Boom Stick had been put away (either one of the faux agents could easily subdue Reginald without a weapon), Tim had turned out to be very talkative. He’d been quite cordial to Reginald. Their business had been concluded for the time being; Reginald was in cuffs and, before sunrise, would be in a cell in New York. The next night he’d be transferred to the formal Council cells at the new and improved facility under the Asbury Club in Columbus. Tim seemed to have decided that there was no reason for further acrimony. Tim had won; the Council had won; Timken had won; Reginald and his rebel cause had lost. They’d been discovered and the election would be held again. So Tim and Rolf and Reginald could play out the whole coppers-with-a-grudge-and-angry-prisoner thing, or they could be three people on a plane with 24 hours or more together in front of them. 
Reginald, who wasn’t a spiteful type anyway, was happy to pretend he wasn’t wearing cuffs and that the soldiers wouldn’t be tasked with killing him (and quite able to do so) if he tried to escape. And so they talked, like men. 
Reginald was curious how the troops had found him and discovered their ruse. There was no reason for secrecy, so Tim told him what he knew. Because the election process was so new and because Timken wanted it to go as fairly as possible and be conducted in the way that gave the public as much faith in it as possible, twelve independent watchdogs in twelve different locations and representing twelve different groups had been watching aggregate election data as it came in. They couldn’t watch the vote tallies or see who was leading and they couldn’t watch demographics, but they could see the trends — which party was rallying and which was flagging, what the relative ratios between any two candidates’ votes were over time. Watchdogs were isolated and were not allowed to communicate with the outside world during the day of the election and were required to submit their own votes in advance. 
When every one of the watchdogs reported a sudden spike in one candidate’s votes and a corresponding dip in the other’s votes, word had quickly been sent up the chain of command. 
Reginald shook his head when Tim told him this part. It made sense that they’d be able to see a dramatic spike corresponding to a certain time. In hindsight, it was obvious that he should have had Claire change votes slowly, throughout the course of the day. It would have required much more work in order to make it convincing, but what they’d done had been a very obvious mistake. He was supposed to be a mastermind. It was all his fault. 
Timken, Tim said, had warned his corporals about Reginald from the very beginning. Reginald, sitting in the plane, couldn’t help but feel flattered. He’d only met Timken briefly that one time on Skype, but apparently Reginald’s reputation preceded him. Maurice was considered a physical threat and a disruptive influence, but word about Reginald’s incredible mental prowess had become legend. Was it true he’d hacked the old Council relocation algorithm? Tim had asked him. Yes, Reginald had replied. And Tim had actually whistled and smiled, impressed. 
So from the beginning and through the election process, Timken had considered Reginald to be a threat to the democratic process of the Vampire Nation as sure as a vulnerability in the election system itself would be a threat. Timken’s men had watched key areas for evidence of corruption. They’d distributed early access to the election software to independent authorities who would verify and monitor its fairness. And they’d kept an eye on Reginald Baskin. They’d known exactly where he was. Reginald had been none too choosy about where he used his credit card, and Timken, unlike Charles, had the intelligence and the wherewithal to use it to track him. 
“Apparently you were logging into Fangbook from a local Luxembourg ISP, too,” said Tim, chucking him on the arm. “Probably should have spoofed it, huh?” And he laughed. 
But of course, it had been spoofed, because Claire had been the one using Reginald’s Fangbook login most of the time. She’d spoofed it to look like the mistake that had gotten him caught. But just the same as with Reginald’s credit card, there had been no real need to be careful at first. They’d fled from Charles, whose regime was immersed in chaos and unable to track such things, and Timken wasn’t a threat until it was too late. 
From there, it was easy. There was one and only one obvious place in Luxembourg that Reginald and Maurice could be, Tim said. 
“You knew I’d be with Karl Stromm, who was apparently a big enough threat for Timken to kill,” said Reginald. It was his way of simultaneously drawing attention to the fact that he wasn’t the wrong one here and also asking why the troops hadn’t stormed the Chateau weeks ago. 
Tim’s eyebrows drew together. “What?” 
“He tried to kill Karl once already. So if I was such a threat, why not burst in and kill us all, getting Karl in the bargain?” 
“When did Timken try to kill Stromm?” 
“The TGV disaster.” And then Reginald, because there was no point in holding back, told Tim about what he’d seen and what he’d deduced. 
“I know Claude,” said Tim, his eyes darkening. 
“And?” 
“He’s a bastard. You should tell Timken what you just told me when you see him.” 
“Tell Timken?” said Reginald. And then he realized what Tim was saying: Reginald needed to inform Timken that the his running mate had crashed the TGVs and ended untold numbers of human lives and the life of at least one vampire Deacon. 
“Timken was behind it,” Reginald said. 
Tim laughed. “You sound like a conspiracy theorist.” 
But the difference between Reginald and a wacko conspiracy theorist was that, in this case, the conspiracy was real. Although, that was exactly what all of the wacko conspiracy theorists said, too.
There had been three TGVs that had crashed. A second vampire leader had been killed afterward. That couldn’t all have been Claude and the Annihilists, could it? The TGVs had been on their way to the Paris summit. The disruption of the summit and the loss of all those leaders had benefited Timken, hadn’t it?
“Even if Claude was behind it, and even if it wasn’t just his men and his money, which it easily could have been, that crash benefitted any vampire leader who survived it,” said Tim. “Including your man Karl.” 
But the implication that Karl could be to blame was absurd. Claude had walked through the train looking for Karl so that he could kill him. Reginald had heard it himself. It had been almost serendipitous, the way that sweep squad, led by Claude himself, had talked about killing Karl right under where Reginald was trapped. Right where the passenger manifest placed him. Right where Claude found him later, when Reginald had glamoured him. 
Reginald shook the thought away. 
“Besides,” said Tim, “we’re not executioners. That’s for the courts to decide.”
His mind was suddenly full of unwelcome doubts. It had seemed so painfully, obviously clear that Timken was in league with Claude in the TGV incident, but now he was having trouble putting the pieces together. Did he know of any direct and damning connection between Claude and Timken? He knew of a connection between Claude and Maurice, and he knew of a connection between Timken and Karl, but other than the fact that Timken had chosen Claude as his running mate, he didn’t have any proof that they’d been in league when the trains had derailed. 
But Timken was the man with the gun. Timken was the man who’d staged a coup. Timken was the one who commanded six hundred troops that had swelled to over a thousand. Timken was the one who was siphoning new vampires straight out of orientation and into the Young Seditionists. It was all so obvious. 
Reginald looked out the window into the night, then down at the silver handcuffs around his wrists. 
Anyway, Tim had explained, the very fact that Reginald’s ID had been so active on Fangbook had in itself been curious. Reginald used to never use Fangbook, and now he was all over it. So when the watchdogs had reported the spike to Timken, Timken had made a phone call. The man on the other end of the phone had already been prepared, was already ready. And the rest was history.  
The plane landed in New York and, thanks to a bit more human/vampire cooperation (proceeding swimmingly these days, that was), Reginald found himself spending the day in a holding cell in JFK airport while the sound of tens of thousands of human airline passengers marched by outside, disrupting his sleep. Tim didn’t sleep either, and neither did Rolf. 
Instead, they opened a laptop and logged in to a vampire news site. Reginald, unable to sleep across the room, was able to see the screen, and watched himself being caught red-handed during the raid as filmed through Tim’s helmet camera, the fat vampire’s hands up and his face ugly with guilt.




 
VAMPIRE
SPOCK
 
 
REGINALD SAT IN THE STARK white holding cell, feeling deja vu. 
The now-permanent holding area of the Council structure hadn’t changed during Timken’s remodeling project. Reginald felt a flash back to a year ago, seeing himself as he was back when he was first turned, facing execution for being an inferior representative of his race. The white walls were the same. The silver bars were the same. The disorientation — the feeling that he didn’t know which way was up because everything was smooth and white and featureless — was the same. 
Again, Reginald was the prisoner. The only change was that this time, it almost felt as if he’d done something wrong, and perhaps even deserved to be here. 
The one addition to the holding area was a television, which had been mounted in a corner near the ceiling. It couldn’t be a true television, of course, because it was broadcasting vampire news, so it had to actually be a fullscreen feed off of a vampire news site. It seemed to repeat on an hour-long cycle. Stories had changed a few times throughout the eight cycles Reginald had seen — breaking news added as older news filtered out. The election scandal hadn’t moved and had been featured in full each cycle, with new bits added each time as new events came to light. 
The American Vampire Nation election had been disrupted by a group of sophisticated hackers. The method that this insurgent group had used to hack the supposedly unhackable system was, as of now, still unclear. However, the population should be assured by the fact that secondary safeguards had detected the fraud in time, though authorities were not divulging the methods through which they’d determined that the results were being tampered with. The group was led by Reginald Baskin, who became famous as an aide to Maurice Toussant, the former Deacon who’d seized power in a coup when… 
The sights and sounds droned through Reginald’s mind in a neverending haze. The loop repeated, and it was like going back in time. Again he was arrested, his hands in the air, a damning hacker’s laptop on the desk in front of him. Again he was escorted from the Chateau de Differdange in the quaint European country of Luxembourg, which was home to the European Union’s Vampire Council. Others — such as former Deacon Maurice Toussant and EU Deacon Karl Stromm — had not been implicated in the crime and were, as yet, considered innocent of wrongdoing. 
That part was probably a little bit of PR bullshit, Reginald thought. Timken had to know that Karl and Maurice had been involved, but how would it look if the European head were declared a criminal? 
The election’s votes had been discarded, the news report continued, and the election would be repeated in two weeks’ time after passing a particularly demanding new security screening. Authorities were confident that with the Baskin out of the way, the next election would go smoothly and fairly. 
Cut to a clip of Timken, who expressed disappointment but remained optimistic about the future of the Vampire Nation and its citizens. 
“Such pomp and circumstance, don’t you agree?” said a voice. 
Reginald looked over. It was Timken, who had just entered the holding area through the side door. He strolled across the room beyond the bars of Reginald’s cell wearing a sober and comforting and very human-looking suit. His hair was meticulously combed and every hair was in place. 
“I don’t like politics,” he said, reaching up and turning off the TV, “but it’s what people understand. It’s what the humans expect. It’s what makes everyone feel quiet and comfortable. And right now, that’s what we need most — comfort. It would be so easy to panic. But I watched your friend Maurice’s last speech as Deacon, which I’m sure you recall word for word with that wonderful brain of yours, and he was totally right. Sometimes, the people need a lie. You’re a smart man, Mr. Baskin. Don’t you agree that given a choice between being bluntly truthful with the Nation about the Ring of Fire and war with the humans and their own precarious position versus being a little deceptive to maintain calm, that ultimately the deception is better?” 
“You were behind the TGV crashes,” said Reginald. 
Timken sat on the floor, cross-legged, on the other side of the bars of Reginald’s cell. “Yes.” 
“To consolidate power for yourself.” 
“For the vampires of the world.” 
“For yourself,” Reginald repeated. 
Timken made a gesture that suggested that Reginald was splitting hairs. “I’m a steward of power. I don’t want it for its own sake, but I need it to do what needs to be done. Barkley was leading us into chaos and blind war and death and, possibly, right back into the sewers. The Paris summit was nice in concept, but it was just more blustering.” Timken made a face that indicated his thoughts on political hot air. “What would have happened? Concessions to stay to ourselves and keep back in the shadows. Groveling, because they were angry and had the upper hand, and we were operating out of desperation. Politicians.” He shook his head. 
“You’re a politician,” said Reginald. 
“I’m a man who does what needs to be done,” he said. 
“And what needs to be done?” 
Timken shifted his weight. “Logic puzzle for you, Reginald. If you could make a choice between the certain death of a few or the likely death of most, which would you choose?” 
“That’s not a logic puzzle,” said Reginald. 
Timken smiled, conceding a point won. 
Realizing that Timken was still waiting for an answer, Reginald said, “I don’t know.” 
Timken smiled and pointed at Reginald. “See?” he said. “That’s my point exactly. Humans and vampires alike won’t make that decision deliberately, because the only logical way to make it deliberately is to choose to let a few die. You can even do the math and determine, in an objective way, which is better. It’s not even close. You have to cut your losses. You have to triage what you can and let the rest go. The only reasonable thing to do is to sacrifice the few to save the many, but nobody will make that choice. So they make no choice at all, which means that they default to allowing those few to live, and in the process, the inevitable happens and the majority die anyway. How much better off would they have been to choose the hard and unpopular option immediately?” 
“But what if you’re wrong?” said Reginald. 
“And that’s the trap. Say there are fifty humans in a forty-man lifeboat. Rather than forcing ten out into the water, everyone hopes that the capacity restrictions will turn out to be wrong, that the boat will defy physics and somehow stay afloat. But it can’t, and all fifty die. Vampires are exactly the same, because in the beginning we were all humans, and at our cores, we still are. But it’s not logical to bet on a small chance, Reginald. It’s not logical to hope for the ten-percent possibility to manifest. You have to make the hard choice, in the interest of the greater good.” 
“What needs to be done right now?” Reginald repeated. “You took power so you could make the hard decision that others wouldn’t make in order to save us all. Fine. So what’s the decision?” But now that things were clicking, Reginald felt his old scenarios falling back into place. He was pretty sure he already knew the answer, and it scared him. 
“This needs to become a vampire planet,” said Timken. He shook his head with what looked like heavy regret. “It’s the only way.” 
Reginald said nothing. 
“You were at the Ring of Fire, Reginald.” Timken’s palms were up. He looked like he was begging. “You know what the angels wanted. I hear you even communed inside of their collective mind, the last time you were in Luxembourg. Look, I like humans. I was raised with humans. I’ve lived with them many times. I have many human friends. But what would you do in my shoes, if you take emotion out of the way and use that great logical mind of yours? Think about it! Would we have lived under Charles? Will we live if we continue to have meetings and summits and bluster and fill out forms? Logically, isn’t this the only way, regrettable as it is?” 
A sudden, strange thought struck Reginald like a bullet: He brought me here to recruit me. Then he realized that that wasn’t quite right. Timken wanted his approval. He wanted Reginald to tell him that he was making the right choice, and doing what was best. 
“Logically, it might have the greatest chance of success,” said Reginald. “But intuitively, you’re wrong. You can’t determine the angels’ true intentions with logic. I can’t prove it, but I don’t think that this is what they’d want.” 
“How can it not be? They say that we’ve lost. That the descendants of Cain have been beaten by the descendants of Abel. They say that as long as their chessmen cannot win, they’re willing to tip their king and concede. How can we change their minds other than to start winning the game?”
“I don’t know.” 
Timken shook his head in disgust, then stood. “You’re not using logic. Just like every other stupid person in history, you’re using emotion. And just like every other stupid person, you’d lead everyone to their deaths. This is why I had to do what I did. Because people like you won’t make the decision that needs to be made.” 
Reginald stood inside of his cell. He felt strangely powerful, but not physically powerful. He wouldn’t be able to overpower Timken or escape, but somehow he was certain that he had the upper hand. 
“There’s more at play here than logic.” And he thought of angels and visits to the minds of others, and he saw the sparks flying from Claire’s fingertips.  
“You’re supposed to be the best mind among us,” said Timken, shaking his head. 
“I am,” said Reginald. “And I’m telling you that you’re wrong.” 
All at once, Timken’s conservative, composed exterior shattered. An ugly look crawled across his face. The was a blur as he ran to the corner, skipped up the wall, and ripped the television from its mount. It came out in a shower of plaster and dust. With an inarticulate scream, Timken threw the monitor to the floor hard enough to send metal bits skittering to the four walls. The noise, which was the only one in the soundproofed room, was very loud. Then he stood over the destroyed appliance, his hair a mess, his eyes wild, his suit coat unbuttoned and his shoulders rising and falling with his heavy breaths.  
“Is that what logic looks like?” said Reginald, who’d watched the tantrum with a neutral expression, totally nonplussed. 
Timken ran a hand over his frazzled hair, smoothing it. Then he buttoned his suit coat, carefully tucking his tie into it. 
“I’m not wrong. Our species is facing a crisis, and I’m the only chance to save it.” 
Reginald shook his head. “They won’t let you.”
Timken gave a small chuckle. “They won’t be able to stop us. We’re too strong, too fast, and too intelligent.” 
“Not the humans. I meant the rest of the Vampire Nation.” 
This time, Timken actually laughed, then gave Reginald a pitying look. The look said that Reginald was unthinkably naive, and that Timken regretted having to break an unpleasant truth to him. 
“I think you’re underestimating the power of fear and of denial,” he said. 
“We’ll see,” said Reginald, thinking of Maurice, of Nikki, of Karl, and of all of the vampires of the world who would, if push came to shove, learn exactly what Timken was up to. They’d kept their mouths shut to avoid war, but once war became inevitable and the humans began to fight back, all bets would be off. Reginald didn’t believe that most vampires would stand back and let it happen. He couldn’t. The thought was too terrible… but still, that logical core within him that Timken so wanted the approval of seemed to think that it might be true. 
“Yes,” said Timken. “We will.” 
He pulled a pair of gloves from a shelf and put them on. Then he fished a keychain out of his pocket, found a long-barreled key, and walked forward to slide it into the lock on Reginald’s cell. 
“What are you doing?” said Reginald. 
“I’m letting you go.” 
“Why?” 
Timken looked up at him, one gloved hand grasping a smooth silver bar.  “It’s like I said: it’s not a fair fight if my opponent is behind bars.” 
“We’ll tell people what you’re doing,” said Reginald. And as soon as he’d said it, he could almost feel Maurice’s fist punching him in the back of the head. Get away first. Pontificate, ponder, and gloat second. 
“You’ll try. But you’re the criminal who just tried to rig an election, and I’m the man who believed so much in the future of the Vampire Nation that he saw your value, recognized that everyone makes mistakes, and had the compassion to give you a second chance.” 
The door opened. Timken stepped aside, waiting. But at first, Reginald couldn’t leave the cell. It was a strange, strange reversal of roles, and one that his mind was actually having trouble processing. Releasing Reginald really would make Timken look better, and keeping him in a cell wouldn’t silence his message. The vampire media, which had newly expanded freedoms that matched those of America’s press, would want to talk to him if Timken kept him, and when they did, Reginald would give them his crazy, conspiracy theorist’s rant. 
Maybe he should stay. He’d win a moral victory, and he’d at least have value as a martyr. 
But that was stupid. So he stepped into the main room and looked back at the cell, wondering what had just happened. 
“You’ll see that I’m right,” said Timken. 
“You’re not right.” 
“Yes,” said Timken. “I am. I don’t want us to be adversaries, Reginald. I want you on my side. The right side. The logical side. The side that is the only chance our species has of surviving. After you have time to think about this, you’ll see. And when you do, I will be here ready to welcome you aboard. I will be waiting.”
“What you’re doing isn’t helping us,” said Reginald. “It’s dooming us.” 
Timken shrugged. “Are you sure about that? The way I see it, we have two options. We can fight and maybe survive, or we can do nothing and definitely not survive. You saw the Ring of Fire. You heard the angel. You know that apathy will kill us all. I don’t want to do what needs doing either, Reginald, but I’ll tell you this: I’d take a vampire earth over our extinction.” 
Reginald didn’t respond for a long time. Finally, meeting Timken’s eyes, he said, “Yes. I’m sure.” 
Timken nodded and extended a hand. Reginald had a moment of unreality when he realized that Timken wanted him to shake it. Reginald didn’t, and eventually the hand lowered. Timken gave a cordial nod. 
“I’ll see you on the battlefield,” he said. 
Then, with no response to give, Reginald walked through the door of the holding area, down a long corridor past at least a dozen checkpoints staffed by red-helmeted soldiers, climbed the steps into the Asbury lobby, and walked out into the cool dark night. 




 
NEXT
 
 
THERE WAS NO FURTHER POINT in hiding. Timken had more or less given Reginald full permission to exist, and tacit approval seemed to have been given to Maurice and Nikki as well. So after Reginald found a cyber cafe and Skyped the others to tell them what had happened and what he’d learned, the remaining two American vampires bid Karl and the others goodbye. Karl promised whatever support he could give and said he’d begin seeding word through whatever friendly channels he still had. These were few and far between. The entire vampire world had seen the video and reports on the rigged American election, and the story needed little embellishment or bias to be damning. The truth was damning enough. 
What was worse was that the more he thought about it, Reginald couldn’t convince himself that Timken was entirely wrong. Yes, what he had in mind was genocide. Yes, he’d done mass murder. Yes, it was reprehensible and no, no matter what logic there was, Reginald could not agree with his choice or support it. Reginald vowed to fight Timken and his army with every breath remaining in his undead body. But privately, within his own mind, Reginald replayed their encounter and couldn’t shake a simple truth: It was possible that Timken was right. Perhaps extermination of the human race was what the angels wanted. Perhaps anything less would result in the extermination of the vampire race. Perhaps, in the end, it really was one or the other. Maybe the time for cohabitation of both halves of the whole that used to be humankind had ended. Maybe there really could no longer be creatures who ruled the day and creatures who, quite separately, ruled the night. If Cain and Abel were real, maybe there’d really been a biblical flood. Maybe there really were powers that none of them understood. Maybe from time to time, the game playing itself out on Earth needed a hard reset, like shaking an Etch-a-Sketch or burning a forest to cinders. Maybe from time to time, nature wanted to clear the slate entirely and start over. 
But regardless, the one thing that Reginald was sure of was that if it was “right” to wage the war that was at its tipping point, he wasn’t able to be “right.” If it meant saving lives, he was quite willing to be wrong. 
Despite the fact that they seemed to be safe from Timken and his troops, Nikki and Reginald didn’t feel comfortable returning to their old homes. They didn’t trust Timken enough to lay their throats right out on the chopping block, and there were also the masses to contend with. Nikki and Maurice could blend in reasonably well, but Reginald stuck out like a sore thumb. As Timken had predicted, popular opinion applauded Timken’s compassion in releasing Reginald, but as Reginald had predicted, the masses weren’t as compassionate or forgiving. He’d never been liked amongst vampires, but that dislike had reached violent new levels. His house had been vandalized while he’d been gone. He was nearly attacked everywhere they went in public, and when Maurice was recognized, he was attacked as well. So they split the difference. They didn’t go home and they didn’t continue to hide. Instead, both Reginald and Nikki moved in with Maurice, and so did Reginald’s mother and Nikki’s sister. 
And finally, so did Claire and her mother, Victoria. Claire suddenly seemed not only precious in and of herself, but also more important than ever. Everyone could feel it.
There was more than enough room for all of them in Maurice’s sprawling estate, and a few quick modifications of the grounds turned the entire complex into a well-defended fortress. Maurice hired Brian Nickerson, who was too proud to move in for his own protection, as head of security. Brian moved in with his entire family: his human wife Talia (who had decided to turn imminently instead of waiting as she’d planned, now that vampire bootcamp was out of the question) and his three human children. Brian prowled the grounds, supervising the house’s contingent of loyal guards. He brought with him his trademark good humor. In order to appear equally comic and intimidating, he even began wearing sunglasses and an incredibly tight black shirt that read, FUCK WIT ME AND GET YOSEF KILLT.
With so many of them under the same gigantic roof, the house took on the feel of a commune. In a way, it was nice. They were adequately protected and they seldom left — or, thanks to the sheer size of the place, seldom wanted or needed to leave. It was easy to forget that there was a hostile world just beyond the gates, and that a war was brewing. They had meals of blood and human food together, as a group. They gathered around fires in Maurice’s massive central fireplace, and Claire roasted marshmallows with Brian’s still-human children.
When they were alone, Reginald and Nikki let down the guards and happy faces that they held so carefully around the others. Reginald acted happy-go-lucky and uncaring, but behind closed doors he was studying the outside world as he’d never studied it before. He watched every news report he could and devoured all the information out there. He was in constant contact with Karl and struggled to build inroads with other leaders. The going was tough; nobody wanted to associate with a treasonous conspiracy theorist or believe his message: that the now-duly-elected president of the Vampire Nation (the title of “Deacon” had been retired, along with the formality of capitalizing it in print) had masterminded the biggest terrorist event since 9/11 and had genocide in mind. And if they were unreceptive to that message, they were flat-out allergic to Reginald’s other message: that the right course of action was to rebel against their beloved leader in order to protect and save humans. 
Things between Reginald and Nikki took on an ominous quiet — in their relationship, but also in their moods. Both carried the burden of the world on their shoulders, and it was very heavy. 
“How will it begin?” Nikki asked one night. They were sitting in their room in the east wing of Maurice’s mansion. It was very different from their room in the catacombs under the Chateau. This one looked like it belonged in Versailles.  
Reginald pinched the bridge of his nose and repeated a sentence he was used to and loathed saying: “I don’t know.” 
“Will they try to kill them all?” 
“Not all,” said Reginald. “Vampires will still need blood. My guess is they’ll want to farm them. Like cows for milk.” 
Nikki flopped back onto the bed. 
“We should turn Claire,” she said. “To protect her. As a vampire, she’d be safe.” 
“No,” said Reginald. 
Nikki looked up, ready to protest, but they’d discussed it over and over and over. Reginald wanted Claire to have a chance to grow up and grow strong, rather than being frozen as a child forever. He knew all too well how it felt to have his growth arrested at an inopportune time. 
“Better to be small and alive than dead,” she said. 
“It’s more than that. She’s somehow important. I can feel it in my blood. She has a role to play, and she needs to be free to become whatever it is that she’s supposed to be.” 
“According to her, you have a role to play too,” said Nikki, referring back to Claire’s prediction to Balestro back on that German hilltop. “You’re supposed to lead.” 
Reginald laughed. He thought of the few vampires who didn’t want him dead. The list was very short. 
“She’s growing into something,” said Reginald. “It’s amazing, watching her abilities develop. She’s opening somehow… like a flower.” 
“Mmm,” said Nikki. “Poetic.” 
Reginald closed his eyes. He thought of the signs of war he’d already seen, both at the top of the news in new animosities and below the surface, where only a mind like his could see it. It was coming. It was very, very close. And soon there would be massive bloodshed on both sides, and there was nothing he could do about it.
“I’m scared, Nikki,” he said. 
She leaned over and put a hand on his knee. “We’re safe in here. We’ll be fine.” 
“I’m scared for the world.” 
Nikki kept her hand where it was for a moment, then removed it. 
After a quiet minute, she said to Reginald, “So riddle me this, Batman. You believe that Claire is important. That she’s somehow… I don’t know… destined for something?” 
“Mmm.” 
 “And this important person, she believes that you are somehow also destined for something. She told Balestro. ‘He will show them the way.’ About you.”
“She also said ‘booga-booga’ to him and made jazz hands.” 
Nikki laughed, remembering how Claire had bullshitted her way through her encounter with the angel. She’d been making it up, but Reginald had predicted that some of what she said held nuggets of truth, and over the past months, he’d come to believe it more and more. 
“A lot of it was crap, yes,” said Nikki. “But you believe some of it.” 
“Yes.” 
“You believe the big stuff. The war. The change. The purge. And you showing them the way.” 
Reginald thought for a moment before responding. His natural reticence to see himself as important, superior, or relevant wanted to suppress that last part, but the deeper, more intelligent part of himself felt sure that it was true.
“I guess.” 
“So how can all of that be true without there being a way, somehow, to win in the end?” 
Reginald inhaled, exhaled. Then he blinked and looked over at Nikki. 
“You’re absolutely right.” 
Nikki smiled. “Of course I am.” 
“But that doesn’t mean that we — and the world — don’t have to go through Hell first.” 
Nikki had stopped listening. She’d won her point and was now content to gloat. “Whateva,” she said. “Above my pay grade.” 
“I’m still scared,” he said. 
“Of course you are.” 
“But I guess I just need to trust. Have some faith.” 
“Sounds like a plan.” 
“And wait for things to unfold.” 
“Sure.” 
Reginald stood up. “Suddenly, for the first time ever, I actually want blood.” 
Nikki sat up, her face brightening. It was like a sick kid with nausea saying he felt well enough for a cheeseburger. She said, “I’ll get you a pouch!” And she started to stand, prepared to make for the kitchen. But Reginald grabbed her by the wrist. 
“Vampire blood,” he said. And his fangs came out.
 “It won’t nourish you,” said Nikki. 
“But it’s so arousing,” said Reginald, walking into Nikki so that the backs of her calves bumped the bed. 
“What kind of a girl do you think I am?” 
Reginald answered by using what scant vampire strength he had to grab Nikki and leap with her clasped against him, into the air, and onto the mattress. The support broke away from the bed frame and crashed to the floor. Nikki, crushed beneath him, laughed. And then she showed him what kind of a girl she was. 
Outside, beyond the gates, the vampire world bared its fangs. 
And seven billion humans — many of them highly armed and ready — lived while they still could, filled with their precious, dangerous blood. 
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REGINALD’S STORY CONTINUES IN FAT Vampire 5, available as of September 26, 2013.
Click here to get it!
 
 
DID YOU ENJOY THIS STORY? If so, please leave a review! Reviews make all the difference in the world for independent authors. To leave a review for the Fat Vampire Value Meal, click here. 




 
GET
8 FREE
BOOKS!
 
 
DID YOU LIKE FAT VAMPIRE? 
 
How would you like to get the entire Starter Library for my imprint “Realm & Sands” — 8 BOOKS! — for FREE?
 
Click or visit the link below to get the 8-book Starter Library (plus exclusive stories, bonuses, and special pricing) for free!
 
http://realmandsands.com/free 




 
ALSO
BY
JOHNNY
B. TRUANT
 
 
I’VE GOT TOO MANY IRONS in the fire, writing-wise, to have a hope of keeping a list of my books up to date, so please visit my Amazon author’s page to see my other titles:
 
Visit my Amazon page by clicking here.
 
Some of my books are for adults, like the Fat Vampire series and The Bialy Pimps. Others are for both kids and adults, like the Unicorn Western series. But ALL are seriously awesome. 
Trust me; I know.
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JOHNNY B. TRUANT IS AN author, blogger, and podcaster who, like the Ramones, was long denied induction into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame despite having a large cult following. He makes his online home at JohnnyBTruant.com and is the author of the Fat Vampire series and The Bialy Pimps, as well as co-authoring the Unicorn Western series with Sean Platt. You can find a complete list of Johnny’s books here. 
Johnny, Sean Platt, and David Wright host two podcasts -- the Self Publishing Podcast and Better Off Undead -- both of which are available in the usual podcast places.
Johnny is also the kind of person who writes his bio in the third person.
You can connect with Johnny/me on Twitter at @JohnnyBTruant, and you should totally send Johnny/me an email if the mood strikes you. 
Also, if you liked the book you just read, I would REALLY, REALLY, REALLY appreciate if you’d leave me a review. Reviews make all the difference for independent authors.
Thanks for supporting my work!
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