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Late Date

Morning McCobb sat at an outside table with a latte to go and a ham and cheese croissant emitting curlicues of steam. Neither was for him. He was drinking his beverage du jour, every jour, 365 jours a year: Blood Lite. The coffee and mortal mouthful were for the love of his immortal life, Portia Dredful. While every sinew of his being tingled with the knowledge that Portia was his eternal beloved, he had never uttered the charged words. For good reasons.

One, their “eternal” only had a year on the meter. When it came to the big ride in Cupid’s Pedicab of Everlasting Love, that wasn’t even around the block.

Two, as a member of the International Vampire League, he was forbidden to turn a mortal into a vampire, even if it meant watching helplessly as the girl of his dreams rode the roller coaster of life through the loop-de-loops of youth, the twists and turns of middle age, into the plunge of cronedom, and finally bump to a rest in her grave.

This inescapable truth brought Morning to the third reason he had never whispered “Be my eternal beloved” in Portia’s ear. It was part of the deal they had made a year earlier on the Williamsburg Bridge. Loving each other forever and a day was a done deal, but skipping through life together as boyfriend-girlfriend was a three-legged race. If Morning was fixed at sixteen and Portia wasn’t, sooner or later their perfect stride would tumble into a bad game of Twister.

He didn’t know when their romantic run would pretzel into a pileup, but sitting in Caffe Reggio, he was beginning to wonder if this glorious fall morning, October 4, would finally bring the dawn of heartbreak. He had a reason for his gnawing dread. Portia was late: seven minutes late. She was never late. “If you’re on time, you’re late,” she always said. For Portia, early was on time.

He took another sip of Blood Lite. The metallic tang of the soy-blood substitute was cold comfort. His mind flooded with a vision of Portia waking that morning and declaring, “What am I doing? I just rocketed past my eighteenth birthday, I’ve got the mission of my life ahead of me, and I’m dating a sixteen-year-old!”

Morning’s head spasmed, shaking away the ghastly thought. He checked his cell phone. She was eight minutes late!

He fixed his gaze on the corner of MacDougal and West Third and tried to will Portia around the pizza place. A fat lady appeared, walking two shih tzus that looked like self-propelled bedroom slippers. Morning wished he were one of the vintage vampires who gained extra powers after treading the earth for a century-plus. If he were a Centurion, he could visualize Portia at home, put her in a virtual thrall, and make her zombie-dash to the café. Unfortunately, Morning had been a vampire for less than two years and couldn’t thrall a shih tzu to sit.

He couldn’t thrall, but he could call. He grabbed his phone and hit the number-one speed dial.

Portia answered. “Hey, Morn.”

“Where are you?” he asked, trying to squash the worry in his voice.

“Walking to the subway. Where are you?”

“At our place. Where else—”

“Ohmigod! Are we meeting today?”

He threw up a hand even though his video app wasn’t on. “It’s Thursday; we always meet today. Why would this Thursday be any different?”

“I thought we were skipping breakfast ’cause we’re seeing each other this afternoon at the parade.”

He frowned at the reminder of the first Vampire Pride Parade. It was going to celebrate precisely one year since American vampires had flung off their cloaks of secrecy and outed themselves as members of the International Vampire League. Unfortunately, since Morning had been the first nonthreatening vampire to be test-marketed on the mortal world of Lifers, he was expected to be in the parade. Worse, Luther Birnam, president of the IVL and mastermind of the campaign to rebrand vampires as the last minority with special needs, insisted that Morning march at the front of the parade. Morning wanted his fading fame as the IVL’s first poster boy to be rolled up and tossed. After all, there were Leaguer vampires now more famous than him.

He dropped an elbow on the table too hard and almost toppled Portia’s unclaimed coffee. “C’mon, Portia, seeing you at the parade isn’t seeing you for breakfast.” Hearing needy creep into his voice, he reversed field. “I mean, the only parade I wanna see are the flickers and quirks that march across your face when we talk.”

“Ahhh,” Portia cooed, “you’re so sweet I wanna bite you.”

Morning smiled. “But then I’d have to bite you back.”

She laughed. “We already tried that and you guzzled all of me but the fumes. No more vein-busting for you, buster; this neck is hickeys only.”

“I’m good with that,” he said playfully. “Let’s see if my phone has a hickey app.” He gave his phone a perfunctory look. “Oops. The hickey app hasn’t been invented yet. So, do you want your morning nibble over breakfast or at the front of the parade?”

She laughed at his bad joke and gave in. “All right, I’ll be there. But it’ll have to be quick.”

After hanging up, Morning shooed a fly away from Portia’s cooling croissant. He opened a paper napkin and covered it. Big mistake.

The sight of the napkin over the croissant resurrected the memory of the night he had almost pulled a sheet over Portia. That terrifying night had been twelve months earlier, but sometimes it felt like the night before. When the horror replayed in his head, he clung to Luther Birnam’s advice like a life ring. The night he had plunged his fangs into Portia he had dived into the “forbidden well of bloodlust,” and it was not a memory to be repressed, it was to be embraced. The horrific memory was the guardrail around the forbidden well, and he was to hold on to it so he wouldn’t fall in again. It was the warning Birnam drilled into all Leaguer vampires: “You can take the vampire out of the darkness, but you can’t take the darkness out of the vampire.”
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Leech Treats

Morning grabbed a breath and exhaled. The past couldn’t be undone, but knowing Portia was coming banished his haunting thoughts. In a few minutes, she would appear around the corner like a second sunrise.

He checked out the street scene. People were in the full-tilt hustle of getting to work. Some carried coffees procured from the West Village’s ubiquitous baristas. Others waited in line at the Nosh Cart for their a.m. brew and chew. On the opposite corner was a food cart that wouldn’t have been there a year before. It was called Leech Treats and served leeches engorged on animal blood. While grocery stores now stocked animal and synthetic blood drinks for Leaguer vampires, Leech Treats was one of the trendier ways for a vampire to get his daily dose of red stuff.

Since Leaguer vampires had removed humans from the drink pyramid, the term “bloodsucking fiend” was no longer politically correct, and the past year had seen an evolution of what to call Leaguers’ dietary habits. “Veinitarian” had had a brief reign but was shot down by vegan vampires, like Morning, who didn’t drink humanely milked animal blood. Other than Blood Lite, vegan vamps quaffed vegetable-protein blends like Gourd Gorge, V-Sate, and Suckilicious. After “veinitarian” didn’t stick, the term that did came from the prefix for blood: “sang.” A “sanguivore” is a creature who survives by consuming only blood.

Whenever Morning observed one of the street carts that catered to sanguivores, he liked to play a guessing game. Was the customer buying a carton of Leech Treats really a Leaguer vampire? Or were they one of the vampire wannabes doing everything in their power to pass as a vamp?

A gothy-looking girl with magenta hair stepped up to the cart. Morning noticed she had already conquered the first error goths make when trying to pass as vampires: they can’t give up their multiple piercings and jewelry array. Anyone who knows vampire basics knows they don’t pierce. What would be the point? The piercing would heal itself in a minute. Even if they made sure the piercing healed around a piece of jewelry, the vampire’s super-concentrated biochemistry would soon dissolve the metallic invader like a nail in acid.

Morning watched the young woman swap some bills for a small carton of Leech Treats. She passed test number two: she didn’t squirm or freak from the hand massage you get from a carton of fat, happy leeches. Her expression remained fixed with the right mix of boredom and gloom, she had learned from watching The Vampire Diaries, and by perfecting the look of gaunt vampires obese with melancholy.

As goth girl ambled away Morning concluded she was really a vampire and not a wannabe trying to fool her fellow mortals or hook up with a Leaguer at the leech cart. Then he saw something fall off the front of her leather jacket. Even with his enhanced vision, the thing was too small to identify. He didn’t have to guess. A pigeon flapped over and sucked up what had fallen: a bread crumb. The girl had already had breakfast, a solid breakfast; she was a wannabe after all.

Morning didn’t get Lifers like her, or any goth who wanted to sacrifice their mortality to become a vampire. Sure, mortality was life-shortening, but the alternative was being frozen at the same age forever. Besides vampire wannabes, Morning had heard about “wanna-bleeds”: Lifers who hooked up with backsliding Leaguers who popped fangs once in a blue moon and tapped the human keg for a pint. But the Lifers and Leaguers who supposedly practiced this “consensual bloodlust” had to do it in secret because it broke the Leaguers’ second commandment: “You shall not drink anything but properly milked animal blood or artificial blood substitutes.”

Whether the tales of consensual bloodlust were fact or urban legend didn’t matter to some Lifer extremists. They were convinced that Luther Birnam and his Leaguer army were the Trojan horse at America’s gate. They trusted Leaguers like they trusted a pack of rabid coyotes. They claimed it was only a matter of time before Leaguers turned all the wannabes into vampires, spawned legions of bloodsucking fiends, and laid siege to the mortal population until red-blooded Americans had been corralled into feedlots for fattening and bleeding by “the vampire empire.”

It was these anti-vampire extremists who motivated Morning to wear a baseball cap and sunglasses or fake glasses in public. He didn’t want to be recognized and martyred by some hate-mongering zealot armed with a stake, screaming, “Die, mothersucker!”

Morning took another drink of Blood Lite and glanced up the street. The second sunrise came around the corner.

Portia.
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VAMPIRE PRIDE DAY
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We greet the first anniversary of American Out Day with great joy. A year ago, on October 4, the world witnessed the first mass outing of vampires. On this historic day, it is only fitting that we recount our triumphs and setbacks in our ongoing march from darkness to the full light of freedom.

TRIUMPH #1: The first outing of a Leaguer vampire, Morning McCobb, led to the announcement of Worldwide Out Day.

SETBACK #1: As we know, this announcement triggered some international riots, mostly in countries possessing dark and long histories with vampires. The riots in Transylvania were the worst. Fortunately, the finer points of vampire slaying have fallen through the cracks of human history, and those who went on staking rampages gave up after their targets kept bouncing back to life. In the aftermath of these riots, I went to the UN and negotiated an interim step: American Out Day. Given America’s tradition of welcoming all races, creeds, and colors, it followed that the United States should be the first to embrace a people of different mortality and dietary habits. If vampires can make it here, we can make it anywhere.

SETBACK #2: As much as America is “the land of the free,” there are forces that consider some citizens less free than others. These forces went to the U.S. Congress and established the Bureau of Vampire Affairs (BVA). Despite having enjoyed the full rights of citizenship before we outed ourselves, on American Out Day laws were passed limiting our rights as citizens.


    • We had to register with the BVA so our identity and whereabouts would be known.

    • Our right to vote was suspended. Some fear we will steal drivers licenses, shape-shift into whoever’s picture is on the license, and vote multiple times.

    • We are forbidden to own businesses. Some believe we will use our shape-shifting skills to gain an unfair advantage over our mortal competitors.

    • We are forbidden to join sports teams, break world records, or take part in any competitive gaming in which our hyperacute senses might create an uneven playing field.



Our full freedom has been put on hold until, as the BVA decreed, “Leaguer vampires prove they will not abuse their inalienable rights by doing unholy things.” However, even though the door to the American dream has been partially closed to us, Leaguers have much to celebrate!

TRIUMPH #2: For 365 days and nights we have lived openly and peacefully among our mortal brothers and sisters, whom we call Lifers. We have rubbed shoulders without popping fangs. We have vanquished the barbarism of bloodlust!

For this victory, we look forward to our reward. Next week, Congress will vote on the Vampire Rights Act, the passage of which will give us the ultimate prize of freedom and equality.

So, to celebrate this day and our freedom on the horizon, I ask all Leaguer vampires and their Lifer brothers and sisters joining Vampire Pride parades across the country to walk in peace, in pride, and in the hope that we all march toward the ultimate goal: Worldwide Out Day.

Luther Birnam
President of the International Vampire League
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Neuterhood

Taking in Portia as she came down the sidewalk, Morning pulled off his sunglasses so as not to miss a detail. The long ringlets of her dark hair bounced and glistened in the sunlight. In the past year she had lost most of her gangly-ostrich look. When Morning first met her, he fell in love with the way her long limbs jounced in different directions. But the filling out she had done since then had gathered her limbs, trimmed her flapping sails. Her arms and legs moved in sync now, obeying a torso that was captain of her ship. Morning had no complaints. What she had lost in jouncitude she had gained in curvatude. He only wished he could say something similar about himself, that what he had lost in stickitude he had gained in hunkatude. No such luck. He still looked like Gumby’s long-lost twin.

Portia strode into the shade of the awning, dropped her backpack, and swept into the chair opposite him. “Hey.”

“Hey,” Morning echoed with a grin.

She rubbed her hands over the napkin-covered croissant. “Gee, is it something yummy like a piggy-cheese croissant or a dead rat?” She whipped off the napkin and groaned. “Oh man, a piggy-cheese croissant again?”

“That’s your favorite,” he protested.

She leaned forward with a crazed look. “Never underestimate a girl’s right to change her mind. But, no matter”—she plucked his sunglasses off the table, slipped them on, and lifted the croissant—“I’ll just pretend it’s dead rat.” She chomped off a corner. “Hmm, nice rodent.”

Morning shook his head with a chuckle.

“Seriously, Morn,” she said, not sounding the least bit serious, “would you still like me if I was a ratavore, or would you dump me?”

Even knowing she was kidding, the word jolted him, especially since she had just mentioned a girl’s right to change her mind. “I would never do that. I could never du-du—” His tongue tangled on the word.

She waved the tattered croissant. “Right, forget the d-word. It’s a horrible thought.” She took a swig of latte. “Notice I didn’t say it was ‘a dreadful thought.’ ”

“Yeah, thanks.” Morning pulled a pair of fake eyeglasses from his pocket and put them on.

Portia chuffed a laugh. “Thank goodness you’re all incognito now. I can get my good-luck rub.” She pulled off his cap and rubbed his shaved head.

He submitted with an eye roll. “Feel better?”

She plunked his hat back on. “Much.”

Losing his hay-field-hit-by-a-tornado head of hair was the biggest thing that made Morning harder to recognize. It hadn’t been voluntary. He had gotten a military-style cut every two weeks since beginning his training at the New York City Fire Academy. Morning checked his cell phone to make sure he still had time to subway uptown and catch a bus to Randall’s Island, where the academy was located.

Portia took the sunglasses off and eyed him. “Do you ever miss your hair?”

“No, it was always a disaster. Do you?”

She answered with another question. “Do you ever regret going to the fire academy a year early and not finishing high school?”

“Hey, I finished,” he declared. “I got a GED, and now I’m chasing my dream: becoming a firefighter.”

“Sometimes I think you blew off senior year for another reason, besides not being in the same high school as me, of course. It was the only way you could be”—she air-quoted with single fingers—“older than me. To skip a year.”

He grinned. “I hadn’t thought of it that way, but I like it. I’ll always be your upperclassman.”

She tilted her head. “Really, Morn. Do you ever regret missing your senior year?”

“No. I got tired of being looked at like a freak.”

“It’s not like you’re not a freak at the fire academy, unless there’re other vampires in your class.”

“No, I’m the only one, but it’s totally different.”

“How?”

He finished his Blood Lite. “In high school you’re always walking a tightrope over a pit of humiliation. It only takes one slip, one fall, and you’re smeared with shame till the day you graduate alongside the other geeks and nerds and losers.”

“So there’s no humiliation at the academy?”

“No, there’s plenty, but it’s not the same. For one, the tightrope stretches over a pit of fire. For two, you’re not alone; you’re a team, a crew. You’re all on the rope together, and if you slip, there’s someone beside you who gives a crap. Your crew will reach out and grab you ’cause if they don’t you’ll be dead, and they’ll be the ones smeared with shame for losing you. Instead of the everyone-for-yourself insanity of high school, at the academy you’ve got a crew that cares. It’s a brotherhood.”

Portia arched an eyebrow. “I thought there were a few women in your class.”

“There are, they’re part of the brotherhood too.”

“Even though they’re sisters.”

“You know what I mean.”

She waggled her head. “Yeah, yeah, I know. But maybe we should invent a new word for ‘brotherhood,’ you know, a word that includes guys and girls.”

“Like what, ‘unisexhood’?” Morning suggested.

“No ring to it.” She scratched her temple. “What if we cut the gender out of it. What about ‘neuterhood’? I mean, think about it, it would be so much more accurate for all those monks and nuns who’ve taken vows of chastity. Instead of saying ‘Sister Mary’ and ‘Brother Patrick,’ it would be much more honest and accurate to say ‘Neuter Mary’ and ‘Neuter Patrick.’ ” She stoked her monologue with another sip of coffee. “Even better, if priests dropped the whole ‘Father’ thing and went with ‘Neuter,’ imagine how it could clean up the church. All those pedophile priests might cool their wicks if they heard boys say things like, ‘I’d like to confess now, Neuter O’Conner,’ and, ‘Okay, I’ll give you a neck rub, Neuter Flannigan, but then I have to go home.’ One little word change might fix the whole problem.”

Morning let out a half laugh.

Portia kept riding her caffeine buzz. “Jeez, Morn, I thought that was pretty good material. Especially for this early.” Her eyes suddenly bugged as she slapped a hand over her mouth. “Ohmigod. I’m so sorry! I totally forgot about your—” It was her turn to tongue-tangle.

“Yeah, my neuterhood,” he said, completing her thought. “My little sterile-as-a-vampire thing.” As much as he understood the science of why vampires were sterile—immortals have no need to produce the next generation, so their biology accommodates the lack of necessity with infertility—it was still a major source of embarrassment.

She grabbed his hand and gushed. “I’ve always said it’s never gonna be a problem. I mean, I don’t have time to be a baby maker. I’ve got gobs of films to make. It’s who I am; it’s what I’m always gonna be: a filmmaker. And that’s why we’re so perfect together. That’s why you’re my EB.”

Morning blinked. “EB?”

She eye-rolled. “You know what EB stands for, and if I have to spell it out, it might jinx us. You know”—she took his hand—“the love that can’t be spoken.”

He knew exactly what she meant. His heart thudded with the excitement of another boundary being crossed. She had said it: EB! “Right”—he nodded as he heard his voice go scratchy and high—“the love that can’t be spoken.”

She leaned closer and whispered, “Well, you know, as much E as this mortal coil has to offer.”

“Please”—he intertwined his hand with hers and put a finger to her lips—“don’t say another word.”

She looked around, thinking some street crazy was about to pounce. No one was there. Her eyes returned to him as she silently mouthed, Why?

After a year of being in love, Morning thought he had memorized every plane and curve of her face. When he looked at people on the bus, he would see the flat space under a woman’s jaw, and think, That’s just like the eave under Portia’s chin before it corners into her neck. Or he’d see a portrait in a museum and think, That lock of hair is exactly like one of Portia’s, the way it curls back on itself like a sleeping dog with the tip of its tail over its nose. But now, over breakfast, he had discovered a new quirk in her face.

He leaned in and gave her a kiss. With every press and parting of lips, with every teasing probe of their tongues, Morning reveled in the feast of firsts that breakfast had served up: how the dimple in her cheek formed a perfect comma, and the letters that had never been uttered.

EB. Eternal beloved.
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Fire Academy

Morning made it to the academy with time to spare and went to the locker room. He changed into the simple blue uniform that probationary firefighters wear during training. While making sure every button was buttoned and his shirt tucked tight, one of his fellow “probies” came around the corner and opened a locker. Armando was a big Latino who could toss Morning across the room if he wanted. Luckily, Armando was more into tossing trash talk.

“Yo, McCobb,” Armando boomed as he pulled a bottle of Rogaine from his locker.

“Hey, Armando, what’s up?”

Armando squirted Rogaine foam in his hand. He was convinced it helped his thick, dark hair grow back even though he knew it would be shaved off again. “Did you hear about our first live fire exercise in a couple days?”

Morning had memorized the fire academy’s eighteen-week training schedule, but it wasn’t something he bragged about. “Yeah, I heard.”

“Are you freakin’?” Armando asked, working Rogaine into his scalp.

“Why should I be freakin’?”

“I thought fire ranked ten on the vampire pucker-factor scale.”

Morning fought the urge to tell Armando about the time a vampire slayer had reduced him to a pile of ash in the desert outside Las Vegas, and how he had been reconstituted to human form with a few drops of Portia’s blood. But he knew Armando would twist it and ask bozo questions, like When you’re running on chick blood do you go all girlie? Do you get PMS? Morning went with the safe route. “If anyone should be freakin’ it’s you Lifers. If I get smoke inhalation or get crispified, I’ll be the one who heals right up. You’re the one who’s gonna suffer permanent damage.”

Armando laughed as he tossed the Rogaine in his locker. “I’ll remember that when I’m screamin’ for someone to run through a wall of fire to save my ass.”

The morning classes held no surprises until the last one before lunch. It was a one-week course on the history of the FDNY. Morning could have slept through it since he’d already read three history books on firefighting in New York City.

The surprise came when a guest speaker walked through the door to give the probies a special presentation. Captain Prowler was the grizzled firefighter Morning had met a year earlier when he had ducked into Prowler’s firehouse. The white-mustachioed fireman had told him about the code firefighters live by, and how the best ones aspire to be “knights of the fire table.” More important, Prowler had helped Morning get into the fire academy. Being stuck at sixteen, Morning was technically too young for admittance, but Prowler got him over the age hurdle by convincing the brass that Morning came to the FDNY with “special skills.”

Prowler was carrying a metal bucket. He acknowledged Morning with a wink and put the bucket on the desk at the front of the room. “I’m Captain Prowler,” he began with his husky, smoke-eaten voice. “I’m here to talk about a part of fire not many people think about. The spirit of fire.”

The probies chuckled at the notion.

“Go ahead, have a laugh,” he said. “But if you think fire is nothing but a chemical reaction, I can assure you”—his bushy mustache stretched as he grinned—“you’re gonna get burned. The fact is, you don’t kill fire till you kill its spirit.”

A probie shot up his hand. Joey Sullivan, or “Sully,” got away with being a smart-ass because his uncle was second-in-command at the academy. “Sir, if I’d known a firefighter had to get all spiritual, I would’ve become a cop.”

The probies stifled laughs.

Prowler took Sully in. “Son, I knew your dad before he died in nine-eleven. You may have a chip on your shoulder and think this is some woo-woo New Agey crap, but you might wanna take a listen.”

Morning was all ears. In the past year, he had hung out a lot with Prowler, listening to his stories, even riding in his fire truck to a few calls, but the spirit of fire was nothing the cagey old firefighter had ever talked about.

Prowler reached into the bucket and pulled out a candle. “Combustion comes in two varieties: work fire and wild fire.” He flipped open a cigarette lighter and lit the candle. The wick ignited to a steady flame. “Work fire is made of two plumes.” He passed a finger through the flame. “A plume of burning gases.” Then he passed his finger above the flame. “And a plume of radiant heat.”

He reached into the bucket again and pulled out a pine bough. “Wild fire is a different animal.” He used the candle to light the bough, which ignited with crackling fire. “It’s made of three plumes: flame, heat, and”—his gray eyes followed the sparks shooting up the swirling column of smoke—“spirit. This is where the wild fire lives: the one that wants to spread and grow and destroy everything in its path. It is a red dragon bent on devouring the world. And when the red dragon wakes, with its crimson terror, it’s our job, the knights of the fire table, to slay it.”

A second before the licking fire reached Prowler’s fingertips, he dropped the burning bough in the bucket. He gazed at the two dozen probies. Then he shrugged and smiled at Sully. “Maybe it’s all just a bunch of woo-woo New Agey crap, and maybe there’s no such thing as the spirit of fire. But during your first live fire exercise, look into the flames, and maybe you’ll see the red dragon.”
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Captain Clancy

After class, Morning gave up trying to get past the probies asking Prowler questions. Figuring he could talk to him at the firehouse later, Morning headed out the door. He turned the wrong way. Captain Clancy was coming toward him. Clancy was the academy’s second-in-command, the equivalent of an assistant principal. He looked like a walking steroid storage facility and took particular pleasure in making Morning’s life miserable.

Morning spun on his heels, hoping to avoid detection and one of Clancy’s pop inspections: one stitch out of place on a probie’s uniform could result in a UV, a uniform violation, and the demerit that went with it.

“Hey, McCobb,” Clancy barked. “I saw that move! You trainin’ to be a ballerina or one of the bravest?”

Morning did a full one-eighty as Clancy closed in on him. “One of the bravest, sir.”

“The bravest what?”

“The bravest fire knight, sir.”

Clancy’s face set in a scowl. “Prowler’s been giving your crew that bucket of bullshit about the knights of the fire table, hasn’t he?”

“Yes, sir. He told us about the spirit of fire.”

“I don’t care if he told you about the spirit of upchuck, why you still draggin’ your hose in my hallway?”

The question baffled Morning. “Ah, I’m going to my next class, sir.”

“You do that, and I’ll drop a POOP on your head.”

Morning figured it was another one of Clancy’s acronyms, but this one he’d never heard before. “A POOP, sir?”

“Probie Out Of Place.” Clancy rapped on Morning’s forehead. “Hello, McCobb. You’ve got ED, and I’m not talkin’ erectile dysfunction, I’m talkin’ early dismissal!”

“Right!” Morning had forgotten about his early dismissal to be in the Vampire Pride Parade. “Totally forgot, sir.”

Clancy crossed his arms and shook his head. “Mental screwups, McCobb, they can get you or another firefighter killed.” He fixed Morning with hard eyes. “But being immortal, you don’t worry about ending up a ten-forty-five, do you? Which makes you a probie with no respect for the dangers of the job.” He stuck a finger in Morning’s face. “You got ten minutes to get off the Rock, and if I catch you doing some vampire voodoo like shape-shifting into a bird, I’ll wash you outta here faster than you can say ‘back-draft.’ ”

Captain Clancy had never approved of Morning’s admittance to the academy. It wasn’t that he hated vampires, he was just sick and tired of the bar being lowered to make the FDNY an equal opportunity employer. First the Physical Ability Test had been compromised to ease the way for women firefighters, and now the age bar had been lowered to admit some punk vampire. What was next? Letting arsonists be firefighters so the FDNY could keep a closer eye on them?

Before Morning could remind Clancy that he had signed an agreement to never use any of his vampire skills while training at the academy, a voice interrupted. “Hello, Clancy.” Prowler came out of the classroom carrying the metal bucket. “If you’d like to join the twenty-first century, vampires don’t ‘shape-shift’ anymore, they ‘cell differentiate.’ That’s ‘CD’ for you acronym freaks.”

Clancy chuckled with disdain. “In my book, the only thing CD stands for is controlled descent, which sums up your career move to Department Wizard.”

Prowler turned to Morning and put on an Irish accent. “Methinks the Irishman has a hankerin’ for me wand.” As Clancy flushed with anger, Prowler pulled Morning down the hall. “C’mon, you got a parade to catch.”

Morning waited until Clancy was out of earshot. “Why is he so set on washing me out?”

“Don’t mind him,” Prowler said. “Just keep your nose clean, your head down, and doin’ what a probie’s gotta do.”

“It’s not easy when I miss training for stupid things like parades. I mean, I don’t see why Birnam still needs me as his poster boy. It’s been a year, and not one Leaguer who’s gone mainstream has gone human bloodstream.”

“Not officially, anyway.”

Morning shot Prowler a worried look. He thought only goths and vampire racists believed the stories about backsliding Leaguers and willing Lifers partaking in consensual bloodlust. But then, Prowler had a way of knowing stuff most people didn’t.

“The point is,” Prowler continued, “there’s all sorts of fires to put out in the world, and your being in the parade will throw water on the friction between Lifers and Leaguers. If that friction ever sparks and burns down the house of peace Luther Birnam has built, Clancy won’t need to scrub you on demerits. He’ll put a hook through your chest and turn you into a live fire exercise.” He stopped at the door of the chief’s office. “Morning, you may be a fire knight in training, but you’re still a double-hatter.”

“What’s that?”

“Like it or not, you’re still a Leaguer knight, which comes with responsibilities.”

Morning didn’t want to hear any more about the fame that still hung around his neck like a rotting albatross. “Are you driving back downtown?”

“No, got another crew on the other side of the academy waiting for me to introduce ’em to the spirit of fire.”

As Morning went into the locker room to grab his backpack he knew Prowler was right. The battle over the Vampire Rights Act was heating up in the run-up to the vote. And if Morning was ever going to get the chance to marry Portia, the VRA had to pass.

It was another right Leaguers had been stripped of: Congress had passed a law defining marriage as the union between a mortal and a mortal. Intermarriage between a Lifer and a Leaguer was a crime punishable by ten years for the Lifer and a hundred for the Leaguer. That way, it guaranteed the star-crossed lovers would never meet again.
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