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      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.
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      “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
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