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CHAPTER ONE

Two hideous gargoyles guarded the door. They were almost exact replicas of works Bianka had seen created of at the end of the 11th Century. She was seven years old then, maybe eight, still human—it was so long ago. She used to sit by the clay well in the square of Venice, watching Giovanni, the stone artist, chisel grotesqueries for the churches, at least until her mother would drag her away, chastising her for taking so long to bring the pitcher of water.

Giovanni liked to work in silence, but he also liked Bianka. Sometimes he would talk to her about the gargoyles, as if they spoke to him. “They admit they are demons, you understand.”

“Why does God let demons live?” she asked.

“Because only the legions of hell know how to protect the sacred.”

As with much of what Giovanni said, Bianka did not understand the words, but she felt the truth of them.

“Child, the world would sully the Mysteries. These creatures stand at our doorways to confront us. If our hearts are impure, the demons rip them from our chests. If we are respectful of the Divine, we may pass through and enter the spirit realm. They can see your heart, these demons. And if you are pure, you can see theirs. Always remember that.”

That was then. This was now. And the bronze gargoyles, twice the size of Giovanni’s, might as well have snarled at her as she stared up the tall flight of steps before the entrance to Savage Garden.

This club, one of many along an artsy strip of Toronto known as Queen Street West, catered to Punk Babies, Industrial and Euro Trash Musicians, WraithBoys and GothGrrrls. And vampires. Camarilla, to be precise.

Bianka watched a human couple stop before the street-level doorway. One guy wore tight black pants and shirt, torn so that the crisp autumn air reached through the shredded fabric to caress his skin. His left ear was pierced with a small-caliber bullet. A deep scar ran the length of his face on that side, from bald head to bald chin, and she wondered if he’d been cut in a knife fight, because the scar was recent and looked to be the type made by a serrated edge. Unlike the scarred boy, his boyfriend had neatly clipped shoulder-length black hair, a pouty baby-face, and eyes that said he was addicted to coffee and heroin, not necessarily in that order.

She caught the gaze of the enfant terrible—thoughts too flat to decipher, too focused on his obsessions to be interesting. All she wanted was info on the easiest and most conservative way to gain access to this place, and he handed it over mentally.

She watched their taut butts pass through the doorway and climb the wooden stairs to the top. They pulled the chain at the enormous grated doors—doors that looked like the entrance to a crypt. Someone inside recognized them, no doubt. The doors opened, and they were admitted, easily passing by the gargoyles on either side.

Bianka started to laugh, letting the air stroke her fangs. Giovanni was a fool, but then he said all that long before the Kindred had formed, before the Masquerade had been created. Nobody believed in gargoyles anymore.

She grasped the hem of her ankle-length black velvet dress in her hand and started up the wooden steps. At the top, she mimicked what the two before her had done. The pale face peered out at her through the wrought iron. A face that did not recognize hers. A face that noticed the large black bird sitting on her left shoulder. A face that turned distrustful and made the mistake of looking into her eyes, eyes, she knew, that must, for a split second, have reminded this muscle of a pale-eyed husky—a startling contrast: dead black hair, dead white flawless skin, blood red lips, and eyes that… disappeared like the clouds….

The gate opened; the gargoyles did not come to life. She was admitted into what was probably not a sacred realm, but then, who was to say anymore….

Bianka looked briefly at the bouncer. Yet another vampire imitator, this one adorned with chain mail and shin guards, and a severe-looking braided whip dangling down his right hip. She caught his eye again, erasing the memory of her eyes, the memory of the oblivion he had for a moment visited. A visit that would last him a lifetime, that would wake him in the night with its memory, that, on his deathbed, he would remember in vivid detail.

He shivered, and the blood drained from his face. A mental shrug from her, and he occupied himself with staring through the openings in the grate and down the steps to the busy street below. “You look under the weather,” she said casually. “Maybe you should take the night off.”

He began to nod absently and she turned away. The music called her.

Nine Inch Nails pounded out a song that reminded her of the rhythm of the Inquisition, for some reason. She didn’t want to get into that now. She had vampires to stalk.

They were scattered throughout the room, some alone with humans, some together in small groups, one or two vying for the same morsel. All doing what vampires do best, scouting out food in their territory. She caught a few eyeing each other jealousy. One, at least, seemed to be having a good time seducing the pretty Winona Ryder look-alike whose hand he was massaging and on whose neck he was nibbling. The Kindred was wearing Lord Byron drag. As Bianka passed, he noticed her. His eyes opened wide, startled, curious, enthusiastic. He couldn’t have been that enthusiastic; his teeth did not leave the slim throat.

The walls of this dimly lit club were midnight, except for the areas that had been painted by a local artist. A collage of vampire motifs mingled with S&M imagery. Some intuitive human, no doubt—she peered close and saw the name Meek. Every artist she’d met for the last nine hundred years had been like that, picking up on the vibrations of their era and recreating the undercurrents in an art form. Yet when pressed, each of them had been almost completely incapable of verbalizing what it was they had created.

The main group of Camarilla sat at one chrome table—seven of them: four females, three males. They spotted Bianka the second she walked in, of course. Several of them must possess Auspex in abundance—after all, heightened senses were not uncommon—and at least one of them wouldn’t have missed her pale, almost white-pewter aura.

Fourteen pairs of eyes watched her suspiciously until she reached their table. Which one is the leader? she wondered. First guess: the female, blond and green hair, brush cut, more piercings than natural orifices in her body—Bianka did admire the tattoo of a ring of barbed wire around her biceps, though. She had the toughness, but there was something missing.

Before Bianka could closely scrutinize the others, the female said, “What clan are you, stranger? Just so we know what we’re dealing with.”

“Well, I’m not exactly Brujah, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

The female jumped to her feet, Doc Martens planted on the floor, ready to attack.

A tall, slim male with crazy, quivering eyes, said, “Swan! Give her a chance to talk!”

“Why the fuck should I? Who the fuck is she?”

“Ask me nicely and I might tell you,” Bianka said.

“Tell me, or I’ll rip your throat out!”

“Do you always welcome help like this?”

That stopped the female, at least for a second. In the meantime, the rakish Kindred in the velvet coat and ruffles must have finished with dinner, because he came up to the table and said, “What have we here? A new beauty.” He reached out to touch Bianka’s face. The raven on her shoulder pecked his finger, so fast he looked startled. The tiny hole seeped blood, and he sucked on the beak-wound for a second, then, stubbornly, reached out again. This time he had the sense to stop short, not because of Ravena, but as if he’d encountered an invisible layer of protection around Bianka’s body, which wasn’t far from the truth. “A powerful beauty,” he said. His hand moved around her face, her shoulders, her breasts, her entire body, two inches from contact, as if caressing her. This time the raven squawked, but it did not attack.

He’s harmless, she told Ravena. They all are.

“Are you the leader?” Bianka said to the tall gaunt one.

“Yes,” he nodded, his movements a bit jerky. He looked like a mortician in stove-pipe pants, long jacket—where was his top hat? “I lead the sheep to the slaughter.”

Ah, she thought, a Malkavian. This will be a challenge!

“I’m DeWinter. This is Swan.” He pointed to the tough-looking female with the seven nose rings. “Reg,” he said, indicating the dandy. He proceeded around the table, naming each of the group. When he finished, he gestured to a chair that Reg had pulled up, and Bianka sat.

“My name is Bianka. This is Ravena.” She looked at DeWinter first, out of respect—if he was the leader, she needed him onside, nuts though he might be. Then she made brief eye-contact with each of the others, Swan last, and most briefly—no use challenging anybody. Yet. “I’ve come to save you,” she added. She’d never been above theatrics.

That was met with a howl from one of them, a hiss of disgust from Swan, and laughter from a few others.

“Save me first,” Reg said. His seductive sky-blue eyes tried to draw her gaze to him. She avoided eye contact, not for her sake, but for his; he might not recover. Instead, she moved her lips into a smile, and he focused on those. She knew what he saw: perfect red lips. Lush red lips. Lips on the edge of parting in receptivity. Lips that turned him on and drew him in, that silently made promises that he was busy trying to decipher.

“Save us from what?” Swan interrupted, her voice hostile.

“From yourselves, obviously.”

Swan’s tight mouth curled into a sneer. Her hands were bunched into fists at her taut hips, but Bianka sensed that the claw extensions weren’t far behind. How to win this one over? “Listen, why don’t we start again? I’m Bianka.” She extended a hand, like a human.

Swan ignored it. “Listen, bitch, I wasn’t Embraced yesterday. How the hell did you get into the Box?”

“The Box?”

“Our territory.”

“Ah. The enclave you call home, that the Sabbat gave you when you helped them take the city.”

“You seem to know a lot about us. And we don’t know anything about you, other than that you got to the Box without the Sabbat ripping out your vagina.”

It was time for a bit of mesmerizing. While Bianka spoke, she used her hands to illustrate her words. With her fingers, she formed pictures, suggestive pictures, and soon they were all watching her hands weave images that her words painted, until the colors had an impact on the listener’s vision. “I just walked in. Actually, I took the train to Union Station. I didn’t see any Sabbat. I didn’t see anybody until I got here.”

“And how did you know we’d be at this club?”

“Well, it wasn’t hard. I mean, presumably you’d want to blend in, so I asked where all the Goths hang out. There were several clubs, and this is the first one I tried. There must be, what, a dozen of you in one place? I just followed my nose across the room.”

“And now for the big double jeopardy question: who is infiltrator?”

“Oh come on! What kind of paranoia are you working under—”

“Paranoia? You were sent by the Sabbat!”

“You really believe I’m Sabbat? If I was, why would I just walk in here and try to make friends with you all, especially since you’re so hostile? That’s not the way the Sabbat operate, at least everywhere else in the world. Maybe the Sabbat of Toronto are kind and humane. If so, I’d like to go out for tea with them.”

“Maybe you didn’t attack because there are a dozen of us!” Swan said.

“She has a point,” Reg agreed. He gestured at Swan, and Bianka noticed his mangled hand. It would have been shocking on anyone, but on the perfect body of this neoromantic undead, that hand was like a sacrilege. She wondered if he’d been maimed as a mortal, or if it had happened after the Embrace.

“Look, I’m not Sabbat!” she said reasonably.

“And you’re not Camarilla.”

“I’m… kind of patchwork. Pieces, anyway.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“How can you be in pieces? You are one being,” DeWinter said, looking somewhat sane, at least for the moment.

“The ones who brought me over—there were two of them. A Toreador and a Brujah. They embraced me at the same moment.”

This reduced the Camarilla to silence. Obviously they’d never heard of such a thing.

“I thought you said you aren’t Brujah,” Swan finally snapped.

“I’m not Brujah. If anything, I’m a hybrid.”

“She’s Caitiff!” one of the Kindred sneered.

“No, I’m not.”

“Why in the name of Dante would a Toreador align with a Brujah for any reason?” Reg shook his head. Swan gave him a harsh look. He arched an eyebrow haughtily and tossed back his blond curls with a dramatic flare.

Swan scanned the Kindred. “Anybody ever heard of a mixed blood that wasn’t Caitiff?”

Heads shook. A few murmurs.

She stabbed a fingernail into Bianka’s chest. “You’re either Brujah or Toreador. One has to be dominant. Or you’re Caitiff. Which is it?”

“Does one have to be dominant? Why?”

“Because none of us have ever heard of a vampire having two clans.”

“And because you’ve never heard of such a thing, that means it isn’t possible?”

“You better believe it!”

“I once heard of a mixed blood who was not Caitiff, but accepted by the Camarilla. He was Embraced by a Nosferatu and a Malkavian,” DeWinter said.

There was silence while the others chewed over the implications of such a twisted union.

“The Beast overwhelmed him. He was killed by humans. It was many centuries ago.”

“So, mongrel,” Swan said, “even if we buy this stupid story, that doesn’t explain why you’re here, on our turf.”

“I’ve been sent by the Camarilla—”

“We’re Camarilla, in case you hadn’t noticed!”

“I mean, the sect outside Toronto. They want you back in the fold. I’ve come to make the gesture.”

“Well, you can turn on your velvet tail, take your fucking bird with you, and go back and tell them to stuff it!” Swan said. “They weren’t around when we needed them, and we don’t need them now.”

“Look, I know the Camarilla left you all to fight alone—”

“Abandoned is the word. They ran scared, like the major sucks they are—”

“That may be, but you broke from them. The Camarilla never back rebels, you know that—”

“Then that’s their loss. We helped the Sabbat take this city and then, when they turned on us, the Camarilla turned on us too, and left us here to rot!”

“I’d say it was fifty-fifty—you didn’t ask for help.”

“We couldn’t,” DeWinter interjected. “Once the Sabbat sealed the city, there was no way to get word out. They gave us three choices—stay here, or go. Decide soon, or die.”

“Stay here, as in—”

“Stay in ‘the Box,’” Swan said. “A couple lousy square miles! Home sweet home.”

Bianka paused. “And the Sabbat leave you alone?”

“Sure, if we don’t leave the Box. Stay in jail, do not pass Go, do not collect 200 blood donors. We’re prisoners here—”

“That is not true!” DeWinter said. “When we helped the Sabbat take Toronto, and the Settlement was negotiated with them—”

“When you negotiated the Settlement with them—”

“We had a choice: stay here, the area of the city they gave us, or leave Toronto altogether.”

“Nice reward, huh? For helping those bastards conquer an entire metropolis. You and your friends find a wallet with three million bucks in it and the owner gives you a reward of a nickel to split between you. Seems fair to me!” Swan looked more than bitter, and the faces of several others reflected her sentiments. It was clear that this battle, within the rank and file, had been going on since the Settlement was made.

“I did the best I could,” DeWinter said defensively. “‘Tis a far far better thing I do’—”

“Oh, don’t go off the deep end again!” Swan yelled.

“‘To sleep, perchance to dream’—”

Swan smashed a fist on the table, rattling the beer glasses from which they pretended to drink. “Stop it!”

Even as he spoke, DeWinter was fading. He seemed to be blending into the shadows of the room, as though he were evaporating.

Ravena squawked harshly, the sound sharp and piercing over the intense beat of the music. It didn’t affect DeWinter, though.

“‘I’m leavin’, on a jet plane,’” he sang, imitating the voice of Mary Travers.

He is a major basket case, Bianka thought. The notion that he was the leader of this disparate group made her shudder. Obviously he had some power Swan didn’t, because she was the natural leader. Maybe it was just his age. Bianka guessed him to be at least 8th Gen.

As DeWinter faded physically, his voice dimmed, too, until only a slight refrain could be heard—”Don’t let the hot-dog vendors step on my blue suede shoes….” and then the Industrial-Goth music of Nosferatu swallowed up the sound, as the air seemed to swallow his body.

Bianka glanced at Swan. “Does he do this often?”

“Too fucking often!”

Now that Swan was in charge, at least temporarily, the pressure was off her, and while still interrogative, she seemed to relax a bit. Nothing to prove, Bianka thought, and Ravena squawked.

I will watch out, she assured the bird telepathically.

“So, run it by me again. You’re here to make a gesture. So make it,” Swan said.

Preliminaries were over. Time to go for the jugular. “On behalf of the Camarilla at large, I’ve come to offer you a chance to return to the mainstream.”

“The mainstream?” Swan snorted. “What makes you think we’re interested in being part of that collective? Or any collective?”

A slim female whose hair was twisted into a French braid started to say, “Swan, I think we should maybe hear her out—”

Swan turned on her. “Hey, Razor, you want command? Just say so. Next time the Sabbat are after your ass, don’t come crying to me.”

“I didn’t mean anything, Swan. I just thought—”

“Since when do Gangrels think?”

The female crossed her arms over her chest and stared at Ravena. The bird looked back at her with some empathy.

“Listen,” Bianka said, “I didn’t come here to make trouble. If you’re all happy living in a ‘Box,’ far be it from me to disturb you.”

The vampire silence that followed was as loud as the music to Bianka’s ears. Swan, especially, looked angry.

“Hey, we love it here, don’t we?” Reg said. “Five parties a night. And all the death-culture you can handle.” He gestured, and Bianka again noticed his hand.

“What happened?” she asked, nodding to the damaged flesh.

Reg’s face closed suddenly, as if a door had shut. He wasn’t about to tell this stranger anything. Before he could snap on the lock, Bianka moved her lips in a way that caught his attention. He watched for a moment, the crimson of her lips so like blood, the movement as sensuous as any lover’s kiss.

He seemed a little stunned, but said, “I met this human female—”

“Goes without saying!” Swan snapped. “You’re going to tell a stranger? We don’t even know her, or why she’s here, and you’re just gonna tell her everything?”

Reg shot her an angry look, but didn’t fire back. By Bianka’s best guess, they were likely both 10th Gen. But Reg was a lover, not a fighter, and Swan looked like she hadn’t understood the concept of love even when she was still walking in daylight.

Ravena squawked, and Reg turned back. Bianka’s lips parted slowly, from the center to the outside edges.

“Shadow. Her name’s Shadow. I Embraced her.”

Bianka looked around. None of the females identified themselves as Shadow. “Who… ? Which… ?” She felt annoyed with these stubborn Camarilla, having to drag everything out of them.

“She’s not here,” Swan added, hardly a gesture of goodwill, more a too-late confirmation of the obvious.

Bianka felt their coldness. No one here would offer her even the slightest bit of assistance, until she proved herself. To prove herself would require a major conjuring trick. Even Ravena felt something; the bird edged closer to her head, farther away from these suspicious Kindred.

“Do you Embrace humans often?” Bianka directed the question to Swan—no use wasting time on the others. Go for the artery.

Out of the shadows came the reply, “If you drain them, they will come.”

Bianka searched the darkness. DeWinter was just barely visible, and she knew that was only because she had the power to find him—the others in the room, both vampire and human, could not.

“Shadow is a jewel,” Reg was saying, “like a black diamond, her skin so dark it nearly glows beneath the moonlight, a black pearl. We met her at The Cameron, up the street. Where the Gothic Society meets.”

“The Gothic Society?” What kind of weirdness were these Camarilla into?

“Reg likes to live in the past,” Swan sneered.

“The past was alive with charm and grace,” he said, seemingly not afraid of her. “Unlike today, when beauty is not only not appreciated, but attacked.”

“Tell the story!” one of the males said. “Oh, the hell with it! I’m off to Death in the Underground.”

“Hey Janus! Wait for me!” A short wiry Kindred caught up with him.

Bianka watched the Mediterranean vampire with the handcuffs strung around the loops of his pants stride across the room and out the door, the shorter male barely catching up.

Reg fluffed the ruffles on his shirt unnecessarily. When he was satisfied that he had everyone’s attention, he continued. “After the meeting, Shadow and I wandered some of the back streets. I love the quiet; I love being alone with humans. Shadow is exquisite, a classical beauty, but exotic at the same time.”

Swan gritted her teeth, “Oh for—”

“I’m telling it! In my way, all right! Anyway, every so often we’d stop at the back of a church or one of the other buildings from the last century, and she’d let me take her blood. I drank from her slowly, usually from the neck, because she enjoyed that, and so did I. A few drops at a time. It’s like foreplay. You can do it all night. You should try it some time.”

He gave Bianka a meaningful look. She’d only drunk like that once before, and not from a human, but from Dameon—it was an unusual Blood Bond, one established upon mutual consent. They had spent the night sipping one another’s blood…. But that was then. She was not into seducing humans like that, and she had no intention of ever voluntarily Blood Bonding again unless she met someone who inspired that kind of passion in her. Reg certainly didn’t. And it was beyond her imagination that anyone else could either.

“We drove around in Shadow’s car all night. It’s so quiet at night, when the traffic dims, and the only humans awake are the ones who love the world of darkness. That kind of seduction, just a few drops an hour, gets me high. Lightheaded. My senses heighten, and at the same time sometimes I’m sure I can fly, like a bat. That’s why I didn’t notice she’d driven outside the Box. The minute I realized where we were, I made her turn the car around. It took us about fifteen minutes to get back down University Avenue to Queen Street—that’s the northeast boundary of the Box.

“We parked, and I was so rattled, I had to take sustenance right away, and nearly drank her dry. I took quite a lot, and too fast. She was weak, so we went into an all-night café. We were talking, kissing, she was having something to eat… and then four Sabbat came in.

“Normally, I’d have sensed them even before they entered the building, because I can pick that up, but I guess I was still out of it, and I was also preoccupied.”

“Girl-Blood on the brain!” Swan said.

Reg ignored her. His story was obviously affecting him. He’d gone from glib to pensive, as if he wanted to look over his shoulder but was restraining himself.

“So, one of the Sabbat—Miranda, the leader—she sent Shadow home. This thug they call Tolly sat down opposite me and used a fork to mash down the slice of cake Shadow had been eating. The one they called Blue stood behind me, with a hand on my shoulder, so I couldn’t escape. There was one other with them—I’m not sure who. He kind of blocked the exit.

“Miranda told me to be quiet. Something about the humans, and if I caused any trouble she’d make sure they knew about us feeding off them. It was pretty ugly.”

“You mean scary,” Swan corrected.

“You would have been afraid, too,” Reg said. “I was outnumbered four to one, and you know how vicious the Sabbat are. I’m lucky to be here.”

“I’d say,” Bianka interrupted, “the fact that the Sabbat didn’t kill you is exceptional. I’ve rarely heard of them sparing a Camarilla.”

“It’s the Settlement,” Swan said. “We made a deal.”

“Thank you,” came an icy voice from the shadows, cool as a first frost.

“But the Settlement stipulates that they aren’t supposed to come into the Box. I told them that,” Reg whined, “but they just said I wasn’t suppose to go outside the Box.”

“So, how did your hand get like that?” Bianka prodded.

“The Punishment,” the shadows said.

“Whose side are you on!” Swan yelled at the darkness, but the shadows did not respond.

The loquacious Reg stopped talking, and the others, too, were silent. Whatever happened had unnerved these Camarilla, that was clear.

“Tolly… “ Reg began haltingly, “… grabbed my hand and slammed it palm up onto the table. I tried to escape, but he was too quick. He stabbed the fork he was holding through my wrist and at the same time Blue gagged me. And that bitch Miranda—she just stood there, emotionally decayed….”

Reg paused. His voice faltered. “I watched her talons extend. It was horrible. I don’t know why, but I looked up at the dozens of humans in the room for help. Maybe I was so used to being around them all the time I forgot they don’t have any power—not only didn’t they notice, it was as if a curtain of darkness had dropped between me and them.”

Bianka nodded. Miranda might have been Lasombra, with the ability to manipulate the shadows themselves.

“I couldn’t stop trembling. I really thought she was going to rip me apart. Instead, in this very calm voice, she asked my name. I told her. Then she quizzed me on the terms of the Settlement, how our leaders had helped her leaders take Toronto and, in exchange, we got the Box, and she wanted me to list all the conditions of the Settlement. Then she asked me the boundaries and as I told her, she drew a map of the Box with her claws, deep into the flesh of my hand. I didn’t think I could stand the pain. Somehow, I did. No one helped me. Nobody noticed. I’ve never felt so alone.

“She made me admit I’d been in Sabbat territory. I tried to tell her it was a mistake, that I’d been hungry, because I wasn’t drinking more than a few drops an hour, but she didn’t care. She made me draw a line on the bloody map on my hand where I’d been out of the Box. The line ended at the base of my middle finger.”

Reg became very quiet. Apparently he had said most of what he had to say.

“When did all this happen?” Bianka asked.

“Nearly a year ago.”

Bianka looked at Reg’s hand. The map was still plainly visible, etched into livid flesh. His middle finger had been broken, bent backward at an improbable angle, and although it was clear the bone had set, the finger was contorted and that twisted the entire hand into a grotesque shape. She couldn’t imagine what the Sabbat gang leader must have done to cause such destruction. It might take decades to heal, if it healed.

“Is that the end of it?” Bianka asked.

“No.” It was Swan who answered. “Several of us caught them out on the street. It was startling to see them here in the Box, invading our territory.”

“Were you outnumbered?”

A pause. “No. We were equally matched.”

Bianka nodded, but just slightly. The ego of this one was at stake here, and it was best to tread lightly.

“DeWinter grabbed her arm and told her we wouldn’t forget what they did to Reg,” the one named Razor said softly. “Miranda pushed his hand away and said, ‘You can remember as long as you want. There’s nothing you can do.’”

The silence that descended was like a bomb. From the stage, the band The Dark Theater was being introduced: Vlad, the tall, lean head of the band, and Lynda, even leaner, both with matte black hair and shocking makeup. The heavy “Hell in the City” beat thundered in the air and vibrated through the floor, the sound like Dante’s inferno rising up through the boards.

“So, are these Sabbat still troubling you?” Bianka asked.

“We heard Miranda went to San Francisco,” Swan said. “Tolly’s still around—I’ve seen him at the edge of the Box from time to time. Blue I don’t know about. We don’t know the other one, but there was some major trouble in the city after Reg was hurt, and there was a rumor, about what sounded like a Kindred disappearing in the subway, but it wasn’t one of us…. He might have bit it, or they could have done him in.”

They sat without speaking, listening to the music until the band finished their set. Reg’s story and Swan’s addendum apparently depressed the Camarilla. Even Swan, feisty as she was, looked vaguely defeated. Their dismal attitude was infecting Bianka; suddenly she needed something, anything, to dispel the gloom. And the hunger. But leaving wasn’t the answer—they didn’t trust her yet; if she left, it would only feed their doubts. Well, at least they would understand the power of certain drives, and she had to get something to ground her, because deep inside, in every conscious moment, the Beast was lurking, and it was about to exit lurk mode.

When the band left the stage and the taped music started, she scanned the humans in the room. The dance floor, encircled by prison bars with barbed wire at the top, was cluttered with bodies, like too many rats in too small a cage. They pushed and shoved and jerked in every direction, staring at themselves in the fun-house mirrors affixed to the one wall at the back. The smell of hot blood seeping through pores opened by sweat filled the air with an earthy fragrance.

Bianka stood, and Ravena flew up to a pillar overlooking the dance floor. Even after nearly a millennium of blood-drinking, it was always like the first time to Bianka. She moved as if drawn by a powerful magnet that it was impossible to fight against. And besides, she didn’t want to fight it. Oh, she knew she could control this vitae lust—she would be a pretty sorry vampire if she hadn’t learned something over the centuries. But why should she? This sect’s misery had depressed her, and she couldn’t let that happen or she would fail in her mission to save them.

As she stepped onto the dance floor, the humans parted for her, as if intuiting a presence that they unconsciously respected, or feared: a gargoyle had come to life. The Sisters of Mercy’s dangerously primitive This Corrosion throbbed through the air and warm bodies pulsed to the beguiling beat. Yes, she thought, listening to the old lyrics, I, too, have bled all I can, and refuse to bleed anymore.

There were so many to choose from. Males. Females. One who was half of each. Tall, slim, meaty, squat. None of it mattered. What mattered was the blood.

She moved like silk through the crowd, sniffing them, the necks, between the half-exposed breasts, the insides of elbows, the groins, wherever, until the scent of one called out to her, called her as if the hemoglobin had a voice and spoke in code, on a wavelength that only her ears could hear.

The body was female, tall, as tall as Bianka, heavier, healthy. Half her head was shaved, the other half grew black-streaked blue hair
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