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IN NIGHT RUNNER …

ZACK THOMSON HAS BEEN living in the psychiatric ward of a hospital since his parents died. His degenerative blood disease, mood swings and strange allergies have all the local doctors baffled. Despite the occasional visit from his best friend, Charlie, and dinners with the intriguing Nurse Ophelia, his life is one of boredom, loneliness and isolation. Then Zack’s Uncle Maximilian arrives out of the blue and reveals missing pieces from Zack’s shadowy history: first, that Zack’s late father, Dr. Robert Thomson, was a vampire hunter, not an archaeologist as he always claimed; second, that Dr. Thomson didn’t die on an archaeological dig but was murdered by a vampire lord, Vrolok, who is now searching for Zack; and finally, that the same vampire infected Zack shortly after his father’s death, making him a vampire, too.

As he waits for Maximilian to complete the process of adopting him, Zack is flushed from the ward by a police detective. Fearing that the detective is actually working for his father’s killer, Zack escapes with the help of an elderly vampire, John Entwistle. But the older vampire is later trapped in a fire at a blood donor clinic, leaving Zack alone and uncertain.

Anxious to find a safe haven, Zack calls Charlie and they head to his friend’s cottage at Stoney Lake. There, Zack meets a beautiful girl named Luna, and for a short time he gets a taste of ordinary teenage life. This comes to an abrupt end when a local cottager is murdered, and the police, believing Zack to be the culprit, taser him into submission.

En route to Peterborough with the police, Zack is rescued by Maximilian, who takes him to his place of business in Montreal, Iron Spike Enterprises. There Zack discovers that his uncle is very sick with lung cancer, and that his condition has prompted him to cut a deal with Vrolok, who turns out to be the notorious Vlad the Impaler. In exchange for his nephew, Maximilian has been promised eternal life and membership in the Coven of the Dragon, an elite vampire secret police. The extent of the betrayal intensifies when Vlad drags Charlie and Luna into the room and reveals his intention to impale them.

Enter Ophelia, Zack’s nurse from the hospital. She also happens to be a vampire—and Vlad’s wife. Fulfilling a promise she made to Zack’s father, she tells Vlad to leave the kids and scram. A nasty fight ensues during which Zack bites Charlie to make himself stronger, inadvertently killing his best friend. Maximilian flees, but not before blowing out the windows and letting in sunlight. As things get toasty, Zack forces Ophelia from the room before he and Vlad die of exposure. Luna is left alone with their remains and Charlie’s corpse.

Zack awakens in a hospital bed, following a massive blood infusion. Ophelia is there, along with Charlie. Having been infected with the vampire pathogen, Charlie had risen from death starving and fed from Luna, so now she, too, is a vampire.





AND IN END OF DAYS …

ZACK LEARNS ABOUT an ancient vampire prophecy. It foretells that an orphaned blood drinker and son of a great vampire hunter will die and rise again to lead his kind to salvation … or to destruction. This makes Zack the target of a mysterious creature called Hyde. Likened to the Beast of the Apocalypse, Hyde is killing both vampires and those who offer them support.

Following the suspicious death of a police inspector, Zack is once again arrested as a murder suspect. He is freed from jail by Charlie and Mr. Entwistle, who, to Zack’s surprise, survived the deadly fire at the blood donor clinic and has been in England gathering information on the prophecy and an impending vampire war.

The three go to one of Ophelia’s safe houses, where Zack learns that Mr. Entwistle, once called John Tiptoft, the Butcher of England, was an executioner who tortured and impaled his enemies during the Wars of the Roses. Unwilling to offer him shelter, Ophelia sends Mr. Entwistle away, then takes Zack to Tibet via the Dream Road, a spiritual highway that connects people who are dreaming. On the Roof of the World, Zack is introduced to Baoh, a twelve-hundred-year-old vampire prophet, who helps explain the prophecies and what Zack must to do survive.

The next night, after reconciling with Mr. Entwistle, Ophelia leaves to smooth things over with Detective Baddon, the man leading the police investigation into the crimes committed by Hyde. At the same time, Mr. Entwistle takes Charlie and Zack to meet Maximilian, who is looking to make amends after his disastrous dealings with Vlad. Following their strange visit, Charlie and Zack discover that Detective Baddon has a son convalescing in the hospital. His symptoms lead them to speculate that this boy, Vincent, is a vampire. As Zack and Charlie leave the hospital, Hyde appears and attacks them. Mr. Entwistle saves the day, but not before Zack is poisoned. He awakens to find that Luna and her sister, Suki, have joined them after driving up from their home in New Jersey. Following a failed search for Hyde, Zack and Charlie find themselves back in cottage country with the girls. Unbeknownst to them, Mr. Entwistle confronts Hyde alone and is killed.

The four teens return to Peterborough to regroup with Ophelia—only to discover that she’s missing, their base of operations is on fire and Hyde has kidnapped Vincent, Detective Baddon’s son. Charlie and Zack take up the chase, which leads them to the Warsaw Caves. In a confrontation there with Hyde, both are beaten badly, but Ophelia arrives and, using wolfsbane, turns Hyde back into his human alter ego, Detective Baddon, revealing that both he and his comatose son are werewolves.

Before the group can make an exit, the detective turns into the Beast again and tries to kill Ophelia, but Maximilian shows up and causes a partial cave-in. Hyde sacrifices himself so his son can be taken to safety. A larger cave-in follows, killing Hyde and Maximilian and burying Mr. Entwistle’s corpse under millions of pounds of rock. Vincent also dies, but Zack is able to revive him, leading Zack to speculate that Vincent might be the true subject of the prophecies, given that Vincent is also the son of a vampire hunter and an orphaned blood drinker who has died and come back.

The story ends at Iron Spike Enterprises, where Zack becomes heir to Maximilian’s fortunes. Two months later, the story continues …





CHAPTER 1

PARTY CRASHER

THE BOUNTY HUNTER arrived as I was setting the dinner table. I had a punch bowl in my arms, blood donor bags piled inside. As I made my way across the rooftop, my eyes strayed over the pool to the patio, eventually settling on the crystal goblet at my place setting. The man’s reflection was fish-bowled across its surface, a tiny silhouette superimposed on the skyline of Montreal.

“A last supper,” he said. “How fitting …”

His voice was peculiar, slow and deep, with just a hint of Southern drawl.

I set the punch bowl on a centrepiece of rose petals, then turned around. I don’t know what part of his getup shocked me the most: the large, gem-encrusted rings that sat on each finger, his thick mutton-chop sideburns, his gold-rimmed aviator sunglasses, his white, rhinestone-studded jumpsuit that flared just below the knees or the matching cowboy hat embroidered with gold thread. He would have been a dead ringer for Elvis had it not been for his tanned skin and Arab features. And his guns. Long-barrelled six-shooters hanging in snakeskin holsters. He started walking towards me, the wooden soles of his cowboy boots double-clicking on the patio stones.

It was Halloween. All week, my best friend, Charlie, and I had been planning a surprise dinner date with the lovely Abbott sisters, Luna and Suki. I’d left my sword-fighting lesson early so I could get things ready. There hadn’t been time to remove my body armour, which was just dumb luck, but I wasn’t armed for a gunfight. Against a normal man, I’d have fared well with a paper clip and an elastic band, but this guy moved with a fluid grace particular to a higher brand of killer. He was a vampire, like me.

“Aren’t you a bit old to be trick-or-treating?” I asked, glancing over the tabletop.

Of the two guests we’d been expecting for dinner, only Suki, Charlie’s girlfriend, was human. Her salad was at the far end of the table, along with the steak knife she’d need for her filet mignon. It was the only weapon in sight. Thinking to pull it closer, I put my hand on the tablecloth. It was meant to look like a casual gesture, but I was so rattled I probably looked less like 007 and more like the Tin Man from The Wizard of Oz after a good week of rain.

The bounty hunter stopped about six paces from me, placed a toothpick in his mouth, pushed up the brim of his hat, then removed his sunglasses and tucked them into his suit pocket. Normally, a vampire’s eyes faded over time. His sparkled like amethysts.

“You sure you want to go that way?” he said.

The correct answer was no. What I wanted was a hot shower and some quality time with my Xbox, but there seemed to be little point in saying so.

His right hand moved closer to the handle of his pistol, his fingers undulating slowly so his gem-spangled rings sparkled red, white and blue in the candlelight. The toothpick rolled from one side of his mouth to the other. I tightened my grip on the tablecloth. He drew. I yanked the material towards me and raised my hand to catch the knife.

Nothing happened. The entire length of cloth pulled free. Everything on top stayed exactly where it was. The dishes, the punch bowl, the cutlery, Suki’s salad. Even most of the rose petals. For a fraction of a second I stared in mute horror at the undisturbed place settings. Then he opened fire.

The bullets left a trail in the air. Gyrojet ammunition. Each round was like a rocket that sped up as it left the gun. A full clip cost more than a U2 concert, so you either had to be good or filthy rich to use them.

I twisted sideways and the first shot ricocheted off my shoulder armour. The second trimmed a lock of hair from over my ear. I spun the tablecloth like a cape to block his view, then dove to the far end of the table, rolled to my feet and reached back for Suki’s knife. He stared at my hand with an expression of disbelief. I guessed he’d never seen a young vampire move so quickly.

I guessed wrong.

“You really think you can beat me with a fork?” he asked.

I glanced back at the table and blanched. Wrong cutlery. This was shaping up to be one of those nights.

Bullet number three hit my chest like a mallet. My armour stopped the round, but the force knocked me through one of the Plexiglas panels of the pool fence. I landed hard and rolled away as two more bullets shattered the patio stones beside me. Hoping to create some space, I leapt for the diving board and sprang onto the roof of the penthouse. My feet touched down on either side of the peak just as another bullet clipped the vambrace over my arm. I glanced behind me. The vampire smiled, holstered his gun and pulled out a short, curved dagger.

I took a deep breath and focused on the instructions Ophelia, my guardian and sword-fighting instructor, had given me.

Be like water. A thousand pounds crashing down the mountain. Fast. Fluid. And unstoppable.

The only part of me that felt like water was my stomach. The rest of my muscles were knotted rope. I could feel the fork deforming in my fingers.

Be like water …

The vampire leapt upwards, caught the edge of the eaves and slung himself over the lip of the shingles so we were staring at each other from opposite ends of the roof. He closed in at a run. I flicked the fork at him like it was a throwing star, then threw a desperate jab. He tapped the utensil aside, ducked my punch and swung his blade. A sound like a firecracker followed as it sparked against my armoured forearm.

The barrage that followed had me bobbing and weaving like a master of drunken kung fu. I should have been circling away from his knife hand, but on a pitched roof that would have given him the high ground, so I had to back straight up. In no time, I was dancing at the end of the peak. He thrust high. I ducked and slipped and would have tumbled over the side had he not grabbed me by the wrist. He pressed the tip of his blade against my throat and smiled. “That’s When Your Heartaches Begin.”

The pool was just beneath me. I twisted my hand free, kicked out hard and aimed for the deep end. My execution was slow and his blade sliced though my skin, sending ribbons of pain up and down my neck. This was followed by a shocking jolt when, instead of splashing gently down into the pool, my back landed flush on the diving board. One bounce later, two hundred pounds of flailing idiot was soaring over the patio.

I landed on the dinner table. The wooden legs collapsed. Blood donor bags burst, plates and crystal goblets shattered, tea lights spilled their wax and sputtered out, the smell of balsamic vinaigrette gummed up my nostrils. Suki’s steak knife clattered to the patio beside me. By sheer luck, my hand came down over the handle. I turned it so the blade was hidden under my wrist, then tucked it up my sleeve.

The bounty hunter was doubled over, laughing on the penthouse roof. “And they say you’re going to be T-R-O-U-B-L-E. Trouble.” He straightened up to wipe his eyes. “All those crusty elders holed up in their tombs, too scared to face the night. Unbelievable.”

I was lying on my side. Blood from my neck ran through my fingers and down the inside of my armour. A burst blood donor bag was lying on the patio stones near my hip. I picked up the bag and drained what was left. A short-lived euphoria carried the pain away. My heart was still stuck at the Daytona 500, but at least all my leaks were sealing.

The vampire leapt from the roof, hit the diving board, executed a perfect straight-legged front flip and landed like a rhinestoned ninja right in front of me. It was the coolest thing I’d ever seen. He drew his gun, cocked the hammer and put the tip of the barrel against my forehead. “Any last words?”

“Why are you doing this?” I asked.

“There’s a bounty on your head. If you can match your price tag, I might forget I found you.”

“How much?”

“Five billion dead. Ten billion alive.”

I quickly did the math. “You’re saying killing me is going to cost you five billon dollars?”

“A word to the wise, youngblood. Never wrong a person and leave them alive to take revenge on you. Five billion dineros is nothing to pay for peace of mind. And a good scrap is priceless. You’re the first target who’s ever tried to kill me with a fork.”

He watched as I lowered the empty blood donor bag to the ground. As soon as his eyes lifted, I let the knife slide down into my palm. He took a quick step back.

“Ah-ah-ahhh!” he said. “Too Much Monkey Business. Drop it. NOW.”

I raised both hands and spread my fingers. The knife slipped to the ground. “You don’t miss much, do you?”

“Wouldn’t be good at my job if I did.”

“Did you know you were out of bullets?”

He peered down and noticed his chambers were empty. “So there’s still room for improvement …”

I threw the salad bowl at him. It hit his chest. Dressing and lettuce flew everywhere. I grabbed the knife and rolled to my feet.

“Dagnabbit,” he shouted. “You’re Steppin’ Out of Line!”

Balsamic vinaigrette dripped from the rim of his white leather hat. He flicked an olive from his lapel, then assumed an offensive crouch, the tip of his curved knife held aloft. We circled each other. My heart was beating so frantically I was amazed it hadn’t bruised any ribs. The man faked a thrust. I moved to block it. He slapped my hand away and kicked me so hard in the stomach I went crashing back into the pool fence, knocking another Plexiglas panel loose.

He let me get up. I tried to tag him as he closed in. He leaned back, his suit snapping from the speed of his movements, then executed a perfect spin kick. The air was out of my lungs before I registered what was happening. Then he slammed his dagger into my sternum. By some bizarre miracle, the blade got wedged between two platinum armour plates. He tried to wrench it free and it snapped.

Inside the penthouse apartment the elevator pinged. As I circled away, chest throbbing, Charlie stepped out. He saw me and did a double-take. An instant later he was on the terrace, his dark hair matted, beads of sweat glistening on his forehead. He was still armed from his sword-fighting lesson and pointed the tip of his katana—a Japanese killing blade—at the bounty hunter.

“What is this, karaoke night? Who is this clown?”

“The last man you’re ever gonna meet,” the bounty hunter answered. “And you are …?”

“Impressed with your costume. You know you’re three thousand miles from Graceland?”

“The King lives, baby.”

“Not for much longer.” My friend stepped forward and raised the katana overhead. “Charlie Rutherford is going to send your sorry ass back to Vegas.”

The man’s forehead knit.

“You’ve never heard of me, have you?” Charlie asked.

“Should I have?”

My friend scowled and lowered his sword. “But I bet you’ve heard of Zack.” It sounded like an accusation.

“Daniel Zachariah Thomson—the Child of Prophecy? Naturally. I’m lucky to have found him first. So who are you, his sidekick?”

Charlie snarled and threw his katana. The bounty hunter leaned out of the way, grinning as it swept past. Fortunately, Charlie wasn’t trying to hit him. He was tossing the sword to me.





CHAPTER 2

THE UNBREAKABLE RULE

CHARLIE SMILED as my fingers closed over the sword handle. “Good luck,” he said to the bounty hunter.

I went at the man like a berserker, the sword an extension of my body. It whistled through the air with deadly precision. I trimmed one sideburn, then the other. He managed to back up and pull his second gun, the one that was still loaded. Before he could take aim, I kicked his arm aside. Then I snapped the blade over his shoulder and stopped it at the edge of his neck.

“Drop it,” I said.

The muscles of his jaw clenched. His gun was pointed sideways. If he swung it back my way, I’d have two options: kill him or take a round at point-blank range.

I was spared the decision. Charlie crashed into him and the two went down in a tangle of arms and legs.

“Sidekick? I’ll show you sidekick!” my friend shouted. He started throwing haymakers. It bought me enough time to slip close and take what I needed.

The bounty hunter pushed Charlie away and rolled to his feet, only to find the barrel of his gun aimed squarely at his nose.

“Last words?” I asked.

He reached up slowly and pushed the top of his hat back so we were eye to eye. His purple irises sparkled mischievously. “You bet,” he said. “There’s no tomorrow!” His other hand was behind his back. It swung forward.

Charlie dove, hands outstretched, and pushed me sideways. “FLASH-BANG!” he shouted. A grenade hung in the air right where my face had been. I raised my arms as it detonated. My eyes were protected from the flash, but the bang shattered both eardrums. The world went silent and I tripped over the broken table. A smell of burnt metal filled the air as my ears started to ring.

I rolled over and tried to stand, but my balance was shot and I stumbled sideways, trashing another section of fence. Charlie was at my side. I expected him to help me up, but he pulled the gun from my hand instead, then staggered after the bounty hunter, who’d leapt from the edge of the roof. There was an apartment building across the street. Charlie took aim in that direction and the muzzle flashed.

I started fishing through the mess from the tabletop, hoping to find another blood donor bag, but my hands wouldn’t go where I aimed them. Charlie knelt at my side a second later and found one with a few ounces left inside. I gulped it down, then waited for my hearing to come back online. Charlie sat down beside me and pulled my finger out of my ear—both were itching furiously. His lips moved.

“What did you say?” I shouted, clicking my jaw as my eardrums regenerated.

He muttered something I couldn’t make out.

“Did you get him?”

“No.” He jammed the gun in his belt, disgusted. “Sidekick …” His eyes bounced from the table to the broken pool fence. The only thing we hadn’t ruined outside the apartment was an asphalt landing pad on the far side of the shallow end. “You know, when a guy shouts flash-bang, you’ve got to protect your ears.”

“I’ll know that for next time.”

“Right … So, what did the Arabian Elvis want?”

“Apparently there’s a ten billion dollar bounty on my head.”

Charlie whistled, then pulled me to my feet. “That’s beaucoup de moolah, Zack. Turn yourself in and you can pay for takeout. You made a total mess of our dinner.”

He sounded angry about it, like it was my fault this had happened. My heart and stomach were still doing an acrobatics routine, but he seemed more concerned about his girlfriend’s salad.

“In case you didn’t notice, Charlie, that guy was here to kill me! Doesn’t that worry you at all? I almost swallowed a bullet back there.”

“But you didn’t,” he said. “We sent that loser packing.” He picked up his sword. After examining the scoring on the blade, he slid it back into its sheath. “Why didn’t you lop his head off? You could have handed him his hat, with his head in it.”

What could I say? Years ago I had made myself a promise that I would never take another person’s life. It was my unbreakable rule. Even in training, I didn’t practise kill strokes.

“There has to be a difference between us and the bad guys, Charlie.”

“I thought you didn’t believe in bad guys.”

This was true. Even the worst people had some good in them, though it might only be their taste in embroidered cowboy hats.

“You know what I mean.”

Charlie turned so we were face to face. I was a few inches taller, and thick from years of weightlifting, but he was a year older, and had been shaving since he was fourteen, so he often acted less like a friend and more like a life coach. I sensed a lecture was on its way.

“This isn’t a Batman comic, Zack. One day, someone’s life will be hanging in the balance. Mine. Luna’s. What if some dude is about to nix her and you hesitate? If anything happened, you’d never forgive yourself.”

I clenched my teeth. “I’d feel nothing but pity for anyone who tried to hurt Luna.”

“Yeah, but pity wouldn’t stop them.”

He was right, but I had to draw the line somewhere. Killing seemed a good place to start.

He began filling the punch bowl with ruptured blood donor bags. “Everyone has the right to self-defence. You’ve got to do what Ophelia says. Empty the mind and trust your instincts.”

I understood the theory. But being empty-minded wasn’t as easy as some people made it look, Charlie included. He could tell by my expression that I wasn’t sold.

“If I hadn’t shown up, you’d be in a body bag right now.”

I nudged him in the ribs with my elbow. “But you did show up. ‘Cause you’re my sidekick.”

I thought he was going to strangle me. Instead, he put his hand on my back, then shoved me towards the penthouse doors. “Let’s get ourselves cleaned up before Ophelia finds out about this.”

“Oh man, is she ever going to freak.”

“You don’t say. Well, that’s exactly why you’re not going to tell her.”

“Charlie—”

“Look, she’s got this place locked down tighter than the Pentagon. I’m sick of it! If she finds out a bounty hunter came here, she’ll put us under house arrest for good. It’s bad enough that the whole building is full of security cameras and we’re under surveillance twenty-four seven. It’s worse than 1984.”

“Did you even read 1984?”

“Just the SparkNotes, but that’s not the point.”

“Charlie, she’s gonna find out eventually. If we don’t tell her now, she’ll go off like an A-bomb. Is that what you want?”

He tossed up his hands. Then his cellphone buzzed. He pulled it from his belt and scanned the display.

“What’s the word?” I asked.

He flashed it my way. The message was from his girlfriend, Suki. It read: r u free.

He rattled off a quick response, his thumbs a blur. Then he pulled the bounty hunter’s six-shooter from his belt and held it up like a trophy. “You wanna have a go with this?”

Firearms made me uneasy, so I shied away from the shooting range when the others practised there. If I had to suffer any more of Charlie’s jokes about how good he was with his love-gun, or my being too shy to take my pistol out of the holster with a lady in the room, I was going to bite him.

“No thanks. I’ve got to find Ophelia. Any idea where she is?”

“Wep dep. She and Luna had some stuff to get for tomorrow.”

The “wep dep” was the weapons depot, a name Charlie used to describe the sixth floor. It was where all of our guns, munitions and military equipment were stored.

Charlie turned back to stare at the mess, disappointment pulling his mouth down at the corners. “You sure you have to tell her?” I held his gaze. He sighed. “Too bad. Those rose petals were a nice touch.”





CHAPTER 3

GERM OF CORRUPTION

I LEFT CHARLIE on cleanup detail and, after a rapid drop in the elevator, found myself in a long hall running along the edge of the building. Iron Spike Enterprises had once been an apartment complex, but my Uncle Maximilian had converted it into the sort of headquarters you’d expect to see in a spy movie. Since his death in a cave-in this past summer, it had been our home.

Floor six, the wep dep, was one giant storage room. I placed my hand on the palm-scanner outside the main door, then punched in a security code. When the light beside the lock turned from red to green, I turned the latch and muscled the door open. Luna was rummaging through a cupboard full of ammunition boxes, her copper hair falling in loose spirals past her shoulders. The sight of her helped settle my nerves. I was also relieved not to see Ophelia anywhere nearby. I wasn’t looking forward to breaking the news about our recent visitor.

Luna glanced my way but said nothing. She was watching the camera on the wall. There was one in every room and hallway—part of my uncle’s elaborate security system. Ophelia had deactivated the ones in our private quarters, but all of the others remained online.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“Just getting some stuff for the shooting range so Charlie’s father can show us how to use this gear. His flight comes in later this morning.”

Charlie’s father, Commander James Rutherford, was a master marksman. He was in between missions for the Canadian navy, so he’d agreed to fly down from Halifax to give us some lessons. He was also a member of the Underground, a covert group of men and women who shared the vampire secret and helped people like us stay hidden and supplied. My father had been part of the network too and had occasionally been tasked with hunting rogue vampires—those who suffered from Endpoint Psychosis. I knew very little about the Underground and how it worked, not only because it was a highly secretive organization, one my father never mentioned in his journals, but also because Hyde, a werewolf and vampire hunter, had wiped out all of the operatives around Ophelia and me, so I’d never had an opportunity to learn much about them.

Luna tucked a box of shells under one arm, then slipped a hand past my elbow so we were arm in arm. “Why’d you leave practice early?”

“About that …” I said.

Before I could explain, she pulled me behind a rack of assault rifles. It took us out of the camera’s view. Her teeth were down. They pushed out her lips. Her hand rose to the base of my neck and she pulled me closer. Her pupils were so wide that only a slender ring of emerald was visible around them. I thought she was going to kiss me, but she didn’t.

“We need to be alone,” she said.

“We’re alone now.”

“You know what I mean.”

I did.

“You need to talk to Ophelia,” she said. “We aren’t kids any more.”

“I will.”

She let me go, then put a hand on my chest and pushed me back. “You said that last week.”

This was true. “The situation’s gotten a bit complicated …”

Her eyebrows rose. “No kidding. Cameras everywhere. Constant training. We never get to go out and do anything. It’s like a never-ending boot camp. I didn’t agree to stay here so I could live like a hostage, or a nun. Suki feels the same. So does Charlie.”

I couldn’t picture Charlie as a nun, but I understood what she was getting at. Ophelia was overprotective to a fault. It hadn’t seemed warranted until tonight.

“She just wants to keep us safe. And she’s—”

“What she wants is to keep us apart.”

This sounded melodramatic, but it was more or less true. Ophelia didn’t like us to be alone. She’d never offered an explanation, and I’d never asked, but it didn’t take a brain scientist to figure it out. Last summer, I’d bitten Luna. To my surprise, she bit me right back. And so we unwittingly shared our first vampire’s kiss, an act we repeated often, not just because of the rush that followed, but because the mixing of our blood created a connection between us so strong that for a short time afterwards we could hear one another’s thoughts. It was strange at first, but we quickly learned how to control it—like a kind of private telepathy. None of this was dangerous, at least not at the moment, but apparently as we got older things would change. The pathogen that caused vampirism would make us stronger, and we’d develop our vampire talents, those bizarre powers you find in Gothic novels and shows like Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Once that happened, sharing blood would become dangerous, perhaps even fatal.

Ophelia didn’t like Charlie and Suki to be alone either. She was worried Charlie might pass on the contagion. And as much as I agreed with Luna that we weren’t children any more, to other vampires we were considered abominations, so young that any vampire who saw us was duty bound to kill us. Helping us was a criminal act. It was why Ophelia had stopped letting any of us venture out at night. We might be discovered by others of our kind and killed. And if Suki got infected, she’d share that risk.

Luna crossed her arms. “Look, just ask her if we can go out on a date, like two normal people.”

“Funny you should say that,” I said. “Charlie and I had planned a nice dinner, but—”

I didn’t get to finish. The door opened and Ophelia walked in. A look of surprise, then disapproval came over her face. I stepped away from Luna, but she stayed close, her head next to my shoulder. Faint traces of her floral shampoo laced the air.

“I didn’t expect to see you two here,” Ophelia said. There was more than mild reproach in her voice. She tucked a lock of blond hair behind her ear.

Luna held up the box of cartridges. “I was just getting these.”

“I can take them,” Ophelia said.

Luna handed them over. “Zack wanted to ask you something,” she added. “I’ll let you two talk privately.” She slipped out the door. The patter of her feet faded in the direction of the elevator.

“What was that all about?” Ophelia asked.

I felt my tongue grow two inches thicker. “Well … Luna and the others are feeling trapped. She wanted me to ask for a night off.” I almost added, So we can have some time alone together, but my mouth decided at the last second that it didn’t want my foot in there.

“I see,” Ophelia said. “I thought you four were having dinner on the roof.”

“Yeah, well …”

“Well what?”

“Well, someone crashed the party.”

Ophelia fixed me with an intense stare. “Who? What happened?” She started inspecting me.

“I’m fine. A few bruises. Nothing to worry about.”

“What’s that smell?”

I sniffed at the air around my shoulder. “Residue from a stun grenade.”

She noticed the hole in my armour from the vampire’s knife. “Tell me everything.”

So I did, although I left out a few of the more embarrassing details, like my flight off the diving board.

“Do you know who’s offering the bounty?” I asked.

“No.”

“Could we raise that much—ten billion dollars?”

“Probably not. Why?”

“I just thought … maybe we could buy ourselves out of trouble. If it’s a matter of money—”

“It isn’t,” she said. “No sum in the world will get you out of this. You toppled Vlad, whose reign made the name Dracula more feared than any in our history. Until Hyde appeared, but you stopped him, too. To anyone seeking power, you are more threatening than the sun.”

“Because of the prophecies.”

“Yes. You are a perfect match: an orphan risen from the dead, a blood drinker, your father’s fame as a vampire hunter unparalleled. You are destined to rule. It will make you a target to any vampire hoping to fill the power vacuum created by Vlad’s death. It is the reason for this bounty.”

“What about Charlie and Luna? Is there a bounty on them?”

“I don’t know. Does it really matter?”

“Of course it matters!”

“That’s not what I meant.” She paused. It was so quiet I could hear both of our hearts beating over the hum of the lights. “Have you read Victory?” she asked. “It’s a Joseph Conrad novel.”

“No,” I said. “Why?”

“It contains an interesting passage. ‘I only know that he who forms a tie is lost. The germ of corruption has entered his soul.’“ She looked at me as if I should understand what this meant. I didn’t.

“You are connected to all of us. We are your ties, Charlie and Luna especially. It doesn’t matter if there’s no bounty on your friends. If any of them venture out and are taken, you can be leveraged. If you didn’t do as you were asked, they would be made to suffer. It would tear you apart.” She raised the box of shells and tapped the corner of it against my chest. The rattling of the bullets inside made me uneasy. “You need more training. There’s barely been enough time since the summer for us to cover the basics. You know next to nothing about the enemies you’ll have to face. Their talents. How to protect yourself. You want to risk a movie or a night at a dance club? Forget it. Those things will still be waiting when this is over.”

“And when will that be?”

“When we end it. After you’ve trained more. When we have a better sense of who we’re up against. And after our enemies spend a bit more time wiping one another out. It might take a year. Maybe two. Maybe ten. I can’t say for certain.”

I resisted the urge to throw up my hands, a gesture I sometimes borrowed from Charlie, but it wasn’t the time for theatrics or complaints. Not with Ophelia. I owed her too much.

“There has to be some middle ground here. I haven’t had a decent run in months. And my friends feel like prisoners. It isn’t fair to put them through this. Not because of me.”

“No, it isn’t fair, but that’s the way it is. This danger is real. After tonight, you can’t pretend it isn’t.” She held my gaze until she was certain the message had settled in. “Your friends will understand.”

A moment later she left, and I was alone with the weapons and equipment—everything from construction tools to night-vision goggles and laser tripwires. Most of it we’d probably never use. My eyes came to rest on a long silver tube. It was six feet long, two feet wide and rounded at the edges. Charlie called it the photon torpedo because it looked as though it belonged on the starship Enterprise, but none of us had any idea what it was for. I’d once asked Ophelia about it, but she’d been vague, almost dismissive. “Nothing we can use at the moment,” she’d said, or something like that.

As I took the elevator up to the penthouse, I considered what to say to Luna and the others. After my father’s death, I had grown up in a mental ward, with routines and rules, security guards and medical staff. Nurse Ophelia was central to that. The others weren’t used to her, or to such unusual restrictions. And now there was a bounty on my head. I wondered who had offered it and how much longer we’d have to wait before someone else came around to collect.

Turned out, it wasn’t long.





CHAPTER 4

CHARACTER FLAW

WHEN THE ELEVATOR reached the top of the building, the doors slid open. I heard a distinctive giggle echoing down the hall from Charlie’s room. It was Suki. The girls weren’t even supposed to be up there—part of Ophelia’s no-nonsense house rules. Our dinner on the roof was to be the first exception since we’d moved in.

“Is that you, Flash?” Charlie shouted.

I stayed in the hall. “Yeah. It’s me. What are you guys up to?”

Charlie laughed. “Well, there are only so many things you can do on a bed.”

I heard the whump of a pillow. I reached in to close the door, but someone yanked me into the room. Luna. She didn’t look happy.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked.

I glanced at her, then at Charlie, who was lying on his bed in his housecoat, his hair dripping wet. Suki was standing over him, poised to hit him with the pillow again. Everyone was looking at me.

“Tell you what?”

Luna crossed her arms and gave me a stern look that might have been borrowed from Ophelia. “A man came here to kill you, and you didn’t even think to mention it to me?”

“I was about to. You never gave me the chance.”

“Don’t blame this on me!”

Charlie rose from the bed. “If you two are going to fight, do it somewhere else.”

Suki hit him again with the pillow. It flew out of its case and crashed into his dresser, upsetting a photo of the two of them at Charlie’s cottage on Stoney Lake. He caught it before it hit the ground, then examined it for a second before setting it back. It had been taken before his infection.

Suki had been a different person then. Confident, bubbly and athletic. But after witnessing the gruesome murder of a friend, then suffering the disappearance of Luna and Charlie, she fell apart, dropped out of school and stopped seeing her friends. According to Luna, she saw a therapist regularly, but no amount of counselling could fix the real problem—her confused and angry parents. Dr. and Mrs. Abbott fought constantly, which made the house more a pressure cooker than a home. I understood. One of their daughters was suffering from a post-traumatic stress disorder and the other was a vampire, a condition medical science couldn’t understand, or even put a name to. It was too much for the Abbotts, and their frustration amplified Suki’s distress. And so she went from being the most likely candidate for prom queen to being so nervous she didn’t like having people look at her. She chopped off most of her hair, dyed it black and started dressing like every day was Robert Pattinson’s funeral.

But things were improving. Charlie adored her—that helped. So did moving away from home. And she was our only set of eyes in the daytime, which meant once the sun was up she was the only one who could look after Vincent, a lycanthrope we’d more or less adopted. I took it as positive sign that she’d gone back to dressing in colour. And the dye had disappeared from her hair. It was still short, a bit boyish even, but she was blessed with a face that would never be hard to look at, especially when she smiled, which she did often now, despite all the constraints in place under Ophelia’s watchful eye.

Charlie tossed a balled-up sock at me from across the room. “Snap out of it, Sleeping Beauty. What did Ophelia say?”

I knew better than to start that conversation. Luna was waiting for an apology. “Sorry,” I said. “I meant to tell you about the bounty hunter. I was just waiting—”

“Well, that’s the trouble,” she said. “You’re always waiting. You know, it wouldn’t kill you to be more assertive.”

I frowned.

“She’s right,” Charlie said. “You dither all the time. You’ve got to tackle things head-on.”

“Dither?”

“Yeah. You could have turned that bounty hunter into a corpse, but you didn’t, so he got away. If he puts a bullet through you tomorrow, you’ll have no one to blame but yourself.” Charlie looked around at everyone. There seemed to be some consensus about this. It was suddenly obvious that they’d been discussing this character flaw of mine right before I’d come in.

A tired breath escaped my chest. I felt like a deflated balloon. “Let me see if I understand you correctly. The bounty hunter got away—and that’s my fault because I could have cut his head off. And so if he comes back, it’s on me. It won’t be his fault, or the fault of the guy who hired him. It will be my fault?”

“Well, there’s no need to get sarcastic!” Charlie said. “I’m just saying you could have stopped it.”

“What about you?” I asked Luna. “Do you think I should have killed him?”

“Maybe,” she said. “I don’t know.” Her eyes flickered over to Suki, who was watching us all with a nervous expression on her face. “I’m not going to judge because I wasn’t there. But that guy came here to kill you. He forfeited certain rights when he made the decision to do that.”

“Exactly,” said Charlie.

“I get that,” I said. “But I don’t want to kill anyone. Not ever.”

“None of us want to,” Luna said. “It isn’t about want. It’s about necessity, and the right to self-preservation.”

“And who decides when it’s necessary? Who has the right to do that?”

“We do,” Charlie said. “When someone threatens us—we have that right.”

“I can’t accept that,” I said. “It feels … I don’t know, just wrong.”

“You’re being naive,” said Charlie.

“And you’re …” I didn’t know how to finish.

“Hey, it’s just my opinion,” he said. “You’ll get over it. Now give us the bad news. What did Ophelia say?”

“Don’t try to change the subject,” I said.

“I’m not trying to change the subject. I am changing the subject. It’s part of my assertive nature. Did she flip out, or what?”

“No, she didn’t flip out, actually. She’s just worried about what could happen if we leave.”

Charlie scowled. “What—like we might have some fun? You know, she ought to be worried about Endpoint Psychosis. Isn’t that what your father called it? When a vampire goes mental and bites everything in sight?” He opened his closet and started rummaging through his clothes.

“Maybe she’ll change her mind when your dad is here, and we have a bit more protection.”

“We don’t need my dad’s protection. We can look after ourselves. We proved that tonight. Ophelia worries too much.”

She had ten billion reasons to be worried, and so did I, but I wasn’t in the mood to argue any more. I just wanted to be alone with Luna. “Can’t we talk about this later?”

“It’s always later with you,” he snapped. “Now is later.”

I looked at Luna.

“I’m with him,” she said. Her arms were still crossed. She pointed an elbow in Charlie’s direction. “You always want to put things off, especially when it might upset Ophelia.”

“Can’t you be on my side for once?”

Her face softened. “I am on your side. I totally freaked when Charlie told me what happened on the roof. But he’s right too. None of us are happy living like this.”

“It’s better than having someone kill us.”

“Someone?” Charlie asked. “Like the nitwit in the Elvis costume? Do you really think anyone’s going to show up that we can’t deal with?” He shook his head in disgust. “I need to get outta here. One night—that’s all I’m asking for. What have I got to do, strap a bomb to my head and run screaming down the halls? I’m going nuts!”

That much was obvious. I stared at his bedroom windows. Even with a thick layer of black paint over the bulletproof glass, and a set of shutters, blinds and curtains in the way, I could feel the night dying outside. The sunrise was minutes away. I finally felt like a thousand pounds of water crashing down the mountain. I just needed my bed to break the fall.

“This isn’t a problem we’re going to solve tonight. I’ve got to get some sleep. We can whine all we want. I agree with Ophelia on this.”

“So do I,” said Suki. She avoided Charlie’s gaze. Her face started to redden. “It might be Halloween, but staying alive trumps a dinner date.”

“That depends on who you’re dating,” Charlie said. He gave her a look. She smiled and glanced away. It seemed his good humour was making a comeback.

It was time to make an exit. Luna and I walked out the door and into the hall. We were finally alone. Then her phone buzzed.

“Please don’t get that,” I said, but she was already scanning the text.

“Oh, shoot … Ophelia says Vincent’s up and he’s hungry. I gotta go.”

My face drooped.

“What’s that look for?”

“Nothing …”

“It’s not like Ophelia would let us stay together anyway. Haven’t you noticed how she always shows up when we’re alone for more than a minute?”

I thought she was exaggerating, then I heard the clump of the elevator doors opening down the hall.

“See what I mean?” She turned and sprinted for Charlie’s room to save him and Suki from whatever mischief they might have been considering.

I slipped into my room to avoid Ophelia. The air of disapproval around her would just bring me down. She’d want to take Suki and Luna downstairs—especially now that Vincent was up. He was Hyde’s son, and, like his father, had been infected with lycanthropy. Although he could subsist for a short time on normal food, to stay healthy he needed a regular dose of blood. Ours was preferable, so we had to donate regularly, then replenish ourselves from blood donor bags my Uncle Maximilian had stolen. Vincent always turned when he fed this way, and so he had to be restrained within an elaborate matrix of steel manacles. Even chained, he was terrifying. Just the scent of him as a beast made my teeth drop. Vampires and werewolves were natural enemies. It was one of the reasons there were so few of them. It was also why the girls fed him, Suki most often. He didn’t feel as threatened by her.

I entered my room and removed my armour. It was similar to a suit my late friend John Entwistle had worn. Until his death at the hands of Hyde, Vincent’s father, he’d been the oldest vampire in the West. His body was buried in the same cave-in that killed Maximilian. If things were as bad as Ophelia implied, we might need their expertise. Since both were vampires, we could raise them up once we managed to find them. All that stood in the way was time, lots of blood, a few million tons of rock and Ophelia’s reluctance to venture out from our high-rise sanctuary.

I debated having a shower, but I was feeling the groggy pull of sleep. I lay down, pushed my head into my pillow and started thinking about the tunnel of light. This was another part of our training. Ophelia had us focus on the same mental image whenever we needed to restore our inner harmony. We were supposed to choose something deeply personal. For me, it was the warm glow I saw each time I died. A healing light that made me feel whole.

A few moments later I was dreaming of Charlie’s cottage on Stoney Lake. I was on the dock, sword in hand, my armour tight against my skin. The night was cool and crisp and deadly quiet. Mist rolled in off the water, the chill of it raising goosebumps on my arms. I sensed that something sinister was approaching. Soon the air was so thick with fog I could barely see more than a few feet away. A shadow flickered in the corner of my eyes. I spun but saw nothing. A pain in my gums followed as my teeth dropped. The presence was drawing nearer. I could feel it.

I turned in slow circles, scanning the fog, but it remained out of sight. Then my armour started to fall apart. A shoulder plate slipped out first, then the metal over my chest. I tried to stop it and dropped my sword. As the blade disappeared through a crack in the dock, I dove for the handle. It detached. One quiet splash later, I was holding an empty piece of leather-wrapped wood. I sensed the evil presence behind me and spun to face it. Woven Kevlar unwound. What was left of the moulded platinum inside tumbled out like so many tin plates. My underwear was missing. It left me naked in the moonlight.

Someone laughed behind me, then a man’s voice crackled like dry leaves. “A naked dream. I know what that means!”

I quickly used my hands to cover myself, and turned. A vampire was floating in the air. His legs were crossed. Each hand was buried in the opposite sleeve of his orange habit. His eyes looked closed, but I knew otherwise. This was Baoh, the prophet. He had no eyes. Skin grew over his empty orbits. His large eyebrows, which I’d once likened to insect wings, floated gently on the breeze.

“A word to the wise, young man. If you find yourself naked with an audience and you wish to remain anonymous, cover your face. Very few of us are recognized by our privates.”

He had a point, but I kept my hands where they were.

He snapped his fingers. Jeans and a simple T-shirt appeared where my armour had been. “I didn’t come here for a skinny dip, gweilo. You are in danger. Enemies gather in the shadows. The bounty is just the beginning. Come. There is little time.”





CHAPTER 5

THE NEW ORDER

BAOH DROPPED SILENTLY to the dock, cocked an ear to the wind and listened. I heard nothing unusual—waves lapping the shore, crickets, the patter of moth wings, the hum of mosquitos, bats hunting overhead, the creaking of the pines and the swish of needles.

He moved closer, his slippered feet soundless on the wood. We were walking the Dream Road, a spiritual highway that connected people who slept. At Ophelia’s request, we’d met in similar circumstances during the summer so we could deal with the werewolf Hyde. Baoh and I had played Wii Boxing together and discussed the prophecy. He was about as weird as a guy could get without adding extra heads.

“You need to take us somewhere safe,” he said.

“Isn’t this place safe?” I asked.

“Safe? This is a dock. It doesn’t even have walls. Bah! Even a blind man could find you here.”

I looked at his eyeless face. “Good point.”

“We aren’t the only ones who travel the spirit planes, you know. A new power is rising. The New Order. Not a terribly original name, but they are incredibly dangerous.” He took me by the arm, his bald head level with my shoulder. “Quickly, get us somewhere you’ve been that no one else knows about. Didn’t you have a secret hiding spot as a kid?”

As soon as he asked the question, the dock and the landscape around us blurred and shifted. I remembered that from my
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