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      The view from the ninth floor of Hotel Andra wasn’t terribly impressive unless you faced away from the window, third eye open, staring back into the rooms. There, dozens of dancers swirled across the floor, doing everything from the Charleston to the Foxtrot to the swells of swing and jazz. Up in the air, back and forth, skirt tassels, spat shoes, slicked-back hair, and laughter. The clink of martini glasses came from the kitchen, and somewhere the crash of broken glass sounded sharp and clear, followed by a yelp and shocked laughter. It was enough to distract me from a pair of dancers so absorbed in their Lindy Hop that I didn’t see them until the lady’s foot was flying at my face. I flinched as it made contact, then passed through my head, leaving a cold, dissonant ripple in my aura.

      Unlike that of the New Century Square Hotel, the Andra’s management couldn’t figure how to turn their paranormal occupants into a profitable attraction. These were long-standing hauntings, deep-rooted, like a stain, almost impossible to drive out. Unable to knock the place down, they were stuck with a historically preserved and protected madhouse of a hotel. The next best thing was to have a live-in mage who could somehow channel the sometimes mischievous ghosts and act as caretaker.

      This is where I lived.

      The view was still nice enough on a rainy spring evening, as most Pacific Northwest evenings are wont to be, and a whole floor to myself wasn’t bad, either. My geomantic alignments kept the jazz to a quiet level, their power fueling my wards in a circuit of self- sufficient adaptation, and I tapped my toes and sipped my bagged drink. I wished it was warmer, or fresher, but it was guilt-free at least. My PocSec sat inches from my drumming fingers.

      The call wasn’t late. Su Cheng was never, ever late. It vibrated once, and was in my hand.

      His voice was as calm and cryptic as ever, a single syllable.

      “Come.”

      9

      Twenty minutes later, I braked my old Yamaha Rapier to a stop in Chinatown. Thermals of steam rose off faux-paper lanterns as the rain pelted onto them, complementing the crimson and gold façade of the Taoist temple the Yellow Lotus Triad called home. The thrum of power was low and quiet in the astral, as calm and potent as a rushing river.

      A pair of Yellow Lotus, an ork and a human, watched me from across the street, adjusting SMG-shaped displacements in their fashionable HK knockoff jackets. I was expected, of course, but they had to make their show of strength, keep up face. At least my elven ears weren’t out of place among them, the meta-friendly Triad. Giving the door guards a discreet nod, I headed up the steps and past a pair of holy statues of the Dragon and Tiger, their eyes seeming to follow me as I passed into the main hall.

      Seated facing me, flanked by great pillars, the ancient Incense Master meditated before the three great forms of Yu Qing, Shang Qing, and Tai Qing. His eyes opened, burning yellow. He never revealed this aspect of his nature to any but those who shared it. I stood before him and bowed low.

      “Greetings, great master.”

      He rose, silent and smooth in crimson and black robes, his yellowed teeth baring in a smile under his drooping Fu Manchu. “You do not try to speak to me in Cantonese any more?” His soft voice belied immense power.

      “I try not to speak any language I don’t fully grasp. Not after last time.”

      “I’m quite sure Li Kwan has forgotten it entirely.” He chuckled, beckoning at me with a single, long talon as he walked into an antechamber upholstered in burning reds and golds. He sat at a low, carved table, its glossy lacquer making the dark wood gleam.

      I sat on a silk pillow across from him as he poured a deep crimson mixture into a pair of small, delicately painted porcelain cups. Someday he would have to tell me what alchemical process he used to prevent it from coagulating.

      “I have a task for you that should settle our mutual debts to one another.”

      I accepted my cup with a slight bow of thanks. “I’m surprised you would call upon a gweilo for any task of import.”

      “Hmph. Culture means less among our kind. You should know that. And aren’t you and I ‘ghost-people’ already?”

      I nodded, drinking with him. The coppery taste was mitigated by hints of some sort of herbs. We set our cups down, and formalities completed, he drove straight to the point.

      “The Kenren-Kai yakuza have recently engaged in a string of assassinations against other organizations, contracting a specialist to remove those among their rivals that control industries they covet. The assassin is not one of their number, but is quite well-paid for his work.”

      I nodded. “The Kenren-Kai stand to gain a lot from expanding into rival syndicates. It might even look good to the other Seattle Gumi.”

      “Quite. But we cannot strike directly against them, and their hired dog is particularly well-suited against more mundane efforts to stop him.”

      “A mage?”

      “More than that. One of us. And one who shares your tradition, but with a decidedly darker bent.”

      “There aren’t many darker paths than Black Magic.”

      “Except for those few who practice it like you do, perhaps.” Su Cheng’s smile was almost mocking; he didn’t have a high opinion of my morality. “But he stands to stereotype, and has learned sacrificial practices.”

      “A blood mage, then?”

      “Yes. He simultaneously makes an impression, publicly and in the astral, by leaving the results of his work for all to see, and pollutes the site with fear and hatred. His defilements interfere with the feng shui, ruinously disruptive. Hardly good business, but very effective psychologically.”

      “And you want me to kill him?”

      He grinned. “It is my understanding that the Draco Foundation bounty for live blood mages is still a generous sum.”

      “Why not test some of your disciples, send them after the killer?”

      “Because we must marshal our strength. And because we cannot risk association with the deed. It is better we are thought weak by those who would strike at us, and it is better to avoid making a show of force just for the sake of pride. And because this man is a shadowy reflection of you. He is the Hun to your P’o. You are perfect to overcome him. And because you are in my debt, as I am in yours.”

      He inclined his head to me, his point made. I sighed. I hadn’t run the shadows for a year, had largely remade myself into a fixer and consultant. Hunting down a threat like this, I might be a little rusty now.

      But a debt is a debt, and it doesn’t pay to cross the largest triad in Seattle.

      8

      Hunting an assassin requires thinking like one. Just the same for a blood mage. Both often have sizable bounties on their heads, and that means the ones who are successful, or just survive long enough, develop a healthy sense of paranoia. They learn to keep their ears open, find out when someone is looking for them as soon as possible, the better to eliminate the threat.

      I was spared the risks of working my contacts by the information the Yellow Lotus had found on their tormentor. All that Su Cheng had intimated was there, and more. Vasili Ivchenko, most personal details unknown, and only a sketch gathered from descriptions by one of a very few witnesses. Conjecture, mostly, but it was believed he might have been an operative for Yamatetsu, a Vory triggerman, or any of a dozen other origins.

      Current intel stated that he was almost certainly employed by Chimera, the elite cabal of assassins, though no one could confirm if he was currently still among their number. What was certain was that he was called upon not for clean kills, but those meant to make a statement. Scorched earth of a magical nature, burning the life force of his victims to damage astral space itself to leave his mark.

      What caught my attention so quickly was not his nature or his crimes (I’d hunted many kinds of monsters over the years), but the traditions he used to do so. Astral forensic analysis of the scenes of his strikes showed the emotions of his ritual sacrifices, aside from the terror of his victims, to be hedonistic ecstasy and terrible focus. The blood was used to paint blasphemous runes, pentagrams, Baphomet goat heads and inverted religious stylings, none of which held any real power beyond the psychological reaction to them. They were the textbook trappings of Black Magic, but with an important caveat: they incorporated technical designs drawn from all kinds of traditions. Hexagrammatic circles, mathematical lemniscate, esoterica from a dozen paradigms, and all of them harnessed purely for psychodrama, which usually confused the authorities. They didn’t know that the exercise was only for focus and theatrics, creating the mindset necessary to feel powerful, and exert that inflated ego upon magic, itself.

      Dark Magic, my old master would have called it. It was a kind of hybrid tradition, Chaos Magic and Black Magic, which eschewed Chaos’ need for scientific methodology and the Machiavellian motives of Black, and instead demanded that magic obey the mage’s pure will. Force of personality shaped spells, bent mana, and lent power to the mage’s very id, one feeding the other. It was the pure, crude, and immediate pursuit of godhead. A path to absolute command of magic by way of one’s own dark, solitary nature.

      I knew this, because to my regret, it is the same rare style of magic I was educated in.

      7

      It took two days to get everything in place, the tracing rituals, bound spirits, and research on his background and tactics, even with Su Cheng’s considerable documents and tissue samples recovered from previous assassination sites.

      The night of the operation, I pressed the hidden catch on a pair of bookshelves containing my collections of magical hard texts, opening them to my small armory of gear. Past the collections of knickknacks and curious souvenirs I’d picked up during more than a decade of fighting supernatural threats and carrying out contracts for high-paying corporate intrigue were the black long coat, custom Ares Redline chambered to look like a Predator I, an array of sensor packages small enough to fit on a button or in a pocket, and the most expensive piece of equipment I owned: my vibro-katana weapon focus, etched in runes and with a fine Damascene veining of exotic steels sharpened to a mono-edge. Enchanting something so technologically advanced had required a lot of time and money, but I had yet to find a blade that cut harder or deeper.

      From behind me, a voice of water and bells echoed into existence. “Why are you doing this? Do we need the money?”

      My eyes didn’t leave the sword. I knew my ally as well as I knew myself; a feminine, elven form of water. She was my voice of reason, the calm in my moments of storm.

      “We have plenty of money.”

      “Then what? Settling things with Su Cheng?”

      My fingers traced along the treated black leather and steel scabbard, baffled against sensors, the link between us radiating a sense of familiarity, almost like déjà vu. “My style of magic is just rare enough that there are very few of our kind that would know of it. There’s a chance this assassin learned it from...the same one I once learned it from.”

      “Then this is about tracking down your origins? Revenge?”

      I smiled. “I don’t think revenge would mean anything after all this time.”

      “Then what?”

      “Ivchenko’s dossier reads like a demon’s resume. And Su Cheng pegged it. This guy... he’s everything I’m afraid to be.”

      “Afraid to try to be?”

      “Afraid to let myself be.”

      I pulled the blade from its sheath. To my astral sight, it glowed with power even as its edge hummed to life, vibrating faster than even I could see. “The world is better off without something like me out there.”

      “Something like you?”

      I turned to her.

      “What I could become.”

      6

      The circle was cast in grave dust and oak ash, the ruined products of the mortality that sustained me and the fruits of nature that abhorred me. I could feel in it the echoes of sunlight and pulsing, living wood, both of which would cause me nothing but pain and death. All of it was dust in my hands, and that was proof of my power over them, bone and grain rendered into carbon that formed connective lines. Death to carve a channel. Life to form a link.

      My practiced eye took in the shape of the circle, quickly and quietly measuring its dimensions. An imbalanced circle, or one with broken lines, would do me no good. Likely it would ruin the spell. Not because the circle itself was important, but because a perfect circle represented a sound mind, steady nerves. Sure action. Confidence.

      At each of the cardinal points I placed the Enochian symbols for Air, Earth, Fire and Water. Widdershins formed into a Choku Rei swirl, overlaid with a geometrically reinforced pentagram. Without breaking my concentration, I mused over the misnomer that a pentagram, or even a dark mage should automatically be considered “evil.” The pentagram did not point downward to summon demons, but mageward, to focus the harvest to the harvester. To be a Dark Magician was not to be evil, nor even to cast oneself into the darkness, but the see the world—good and bad, dark and light, life and death—for what it is, and accept it, taking it all into oneself and thereby becoming stronger.

      The circle was complete and time was running short. At the distant point of the circle, I deposited Ivchenko’s blood sample upon the point for Earth to stabilize it. On either side of me were Fire and Air, elements of motion and change, leading to where I stood at Water, ironically the element I philosophically favored, and its accompanying render of data into fluid wisdom.

      I watched as the blood seemed to soak into the ash, watched as the echo of Ivchenko’s True Name whispered life into the bone dust and oak ash, forming small, red lines that leached quickly across the circle. Waiting for the exact moment, I sliced a finger on my right hand and let a drop of blood hit the symbol for Water just as the lines reached it, one side vibrating with an internal breeze, the other burning like a fuse.

      Met with my sanguine offering, a single red drop formed, hovering above the Water symbol, the merged essence of him and me, forming a connection I could use to track him. I grasped it with my left hand, clenching my fist tightly to smear the fluid all over. I could feel the resistance of the forces I called upon, and felt the ecstatic shudder of exerting my own will over them. Quieting, their rebellion became a cowed support, and I held my bloodied hand over the circle and pressed it down into the center of the ash. My palm stopped at the marble table, but my soul pressed through into the astral, and soon I was following the bright red trail of the assassin’s blood, passing through time and possibility, and into his plans to know where he would be tonight.
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      Ten in the evening, and the distant rumble of thunder made for a dramatic setting. Except Seattle didn’t have thunderstorms. More likely a volcanic gust of fresh ash into the choked sky.

      It would probably be raining acid within an hour, and I pulled my hood up out of the collar of my long coat. I had a commanding view of Ivchenko’s target from a taller roof across the street, a sleepy motel in Everett that housed a Yellow Lotus brothel, one of the few criminal enterprises they maintained in the up-and-coming neighborhood.

      The front doors and lobby were in sight, and a pair of masked watcher spirits kept sight of the back alley entrance. Ivchenko would have masking of his own, but with his astral signature specifically known to me, I had the upper hand. If I had a team, I’d have picked a drone rigger to help patrol the area, posted a sniper where I was, and waited in the motel myself. I worried for the people inside, criminals or not, and my one reassuring thought was that Ivchenko did not favor bombs. He would go in personally and unleash hell with his magic.

      And that was when I would stop him.

      The watcher spirits proved useless as I spotted a small, hunched man with skin like an old potato slowly approach the hotel. My eyes narrowed as I focused on his aura, masked and fluxed so potently that there was almost no chance to see who or what they really were. Powerful, though, there was no mistaking that. There was a chance this was simply an old mage looking for a good time, but I couldn’t stay out here if that really was Ivchenko.

      As soon as he passed the threshold, I took my katana by the scabbard and leaped from the roof. A whispered word of power, and I floated down to land, shoes meeting pavement with a gentle tap.

      The lobby was clear of any obvious security besides a lone surveillance cam. There had to be more hidden throughout the building, considering its hidden enterprise. Piss-yellow carpets and old cream walls trimmed in forest green, dirty black-and-white tile for the lobby floor.

      No sign of the old man. I whispered a command for one of the watchers to cover the front door in case I was playing the wrong hunch and headed to the second floor, where a large ork “attendant” sat near a caution-taped off hallway.

      “Under construction,” he grunted, looking up from his hardcopy trog-fetish magazine.

      I leaned close. “I brought an umbrella.”

      He nodded at the code phrase and flipped a switch near the taped wall, causing the web of yellow and black to swing back into the hallway like a gate.

      I smirked at the trick. “I need to talk to your boss.”

      The ork eyed me warily. “What for?”

      “Su Cheng sent me.”

      The ork looked like he knew how to keep his cool, but he flinched slightly at the name, pointing down the hall to a door marked Manager. I nodded my thanks as he returned to his magazine without another word.

      The door opened without any resistance to a pitch-black room. The light from the hall and my thermographic vision picked out two figures inside, one warm and dying, the other hunched over him, teeth at his throat, heat spreading from the mouth out to the rest of his cool body. The illusion of the old man melted away from the figure on top, revealing the sallow features and dark hair of Ivchenko, his concentration lost in the rush of draining the brothel master. I threw my hand out in a quick stun spell, only to see the bolt unravel as a blood spirit materialized beside its master.

      His face caked in blood, the dark mage rose, licking it from the tips of his elongated canines with an indulgent expression. He flicked his wrist at me almost casually, throwing a manabolt spell that came apart as my own ally appeared beside me in a shimmering splash to counter it. She glared at the blood spirit as it gnashed its long, toothy beak and gave an inhuman, fluted growl.

      Ivchenko cleared his throat, a wet gurgle of stolen blood, murmuring in a thick Russian accent. “Another Triad dog? Not one of their Wu Jen, though...” He was almost speaking to himself.

      I didn’t have words for him. He went on without prompting, inhaling through his nose deeply, tasting the air and astral.

      “Mmmm...brother, perhaps. Perhaps we are all brothers, yes? Perhaps you have come to kill your brat, drugh?”

      “You could just surrender and come with me.”

      “Hmmm. I could. But I like what I am doing now. I like the path I am walking.”

      “Where could it possibly lead?”

      “It does not matter, brat. The journey is all that matters.”

      I smirked. “That’s ironically Taoist of you.”

      “Our tradition embraces all philosophies. All the world. Makes it ours, da?”

      I pressed my thumb against the guard of my katana, pushing it free of its scabbard for a quick unsheathing. He dropped the corpse of the Triad pimp and drew two long, wicked blades from their forearm sheaths. The grips were wrapped in pale human leather, the metal blades etched in obsidian.

      We spoke as one, intoning the ethos of our tradition. “Until someone stronger takes it away.”

      For him, he was speaking pure, elemental truth. To me, there were only the sorry memories of learning magic in such a selfish form, power driven by ego and nothing more. Power through the self-deceptive illusion of power. But for us both, it meant there could be no other outcome but this.

      Masking dropped, astral eyes opened, we appraised one another. The grasping darkness and swirled crimson of our auras revealed our natures and traditions, but his was drenched in blood and souls, awash in stolen anima. The blood spirit hunched beside him in the astral, anchored to him in spiritual chains that slowly fed it some of the essence he had pulled from his victim. He had somehow made a familiar out of it, and they sustained one another in their mutual thirst. He looked more like it now than he did me. I was ashamed at how relieved that made me feel.

      With a telekinetic boost, he kicked the desk toward me, data cards and counterfeit credsticks flying as I jumped up to stand on it. He followed it in a blur, his blades flashing, and I could see the tell-tale patterns of weaponized athame foci in the astral.

      His pet blood spirit flooded him with excess essence, and he channeled it into his quickness, slashing over and over with inhuman vigor while I backpedaled off the desk and into the hall. The bouncer had long since run, and I pulled my sword in a fast iaijutsu draw to parry where I could. My own reflexes began matching his speed as my ally wove an enhancing spell, and the world slowed so that his attacks became manageable once again. I backed to the stairwell, going up another floor into disused hallways and splintered, half-painted plasboard, hanging plastic tarps, and empty sealant cans.

      His blood spirit familiar seeped into existence, bleeding from the astral into the physical, a bloated, beaked tick of crimson and gristle filling the space behind him. Ivchenko’s bloody, fanged smile widened as the horrific spirit flowed around him to rush at me. I winced right before the wave of sanguine horror broke against a crystal blue wall, my own spirit appearing before me. Their features were alien, yet their hate for one another was obvious. The blood familiar’s scream whistled like steam combined with a lion’s roar even as my ally held fast, her aquatic features solemn and set.

      Ivchenko dashed to his left, through the thin plasboard and into an adjoining room. I followed through a gap in the construction material covered in grimy, transparent plastic, the hallway behind us beginning to vibrate with the familiars’ conflict. From the corner of my eye I spotted Ivchenko speeding toward me, athame held in a reverse-grip. I ducked to counter, only for my blade to pass harmlessly through him. I had just enough time to realize it was an illusion before I felt the slash of his athame. My coat and underarmor did little against the edge of an enchanted blade, and the physical pain was nothing compared to the agony of the knife pulling some of my life force away. Clutching the wound, I heard a thump on the ground and glanced down to see a grenade at my feet. I twitched my hand, sending it flying away with telekinetic force. A heartbeat later, the detonation shattered most of the bare bones of the renovation and threw me onto my back. The already-weakened roof collapsed, burying me and allowing the tainted rain to fall in.

      “Do you not like what you are, brat?”

      I pushed against the rubble, heaving it off and rising to my feet, leaning on my sword.

      The knife slash wasn’t closing, naturally. I pressed my free hand against it, whispering small blasphemies in Latin, quietly and self-consciously extolling my supremacy over magic and flesh. The depths of my heart still swelled at the daring to spit in the face of the divine, and I felt the spell knit the wound shut. Only the gash in my coat and suit to show for it—and the small emptiness that had been torn away from my soul.

      Across the expanse of rubble stood Ivchenko, his broad, fanged grin splitting his face like a demon in the Seattle neon and rain. He shook his head and laughed, stinging chemicals flying off his greasy black hair.

      “You fear what you are?”

      I clenched my fingers on the katana handle and flicked the thumb switch. The hum of its serrated teeth scattered water in all directions, and began steaming.

      Ivchenko spread his arms, knives in hands, taking in the scene, almost as though to embrace me. “We are not unalike.”

      I grunted. “Funny. That’s how Su Cheng convinced me to come after you.”

      His wide smile melted. His arms dropped, and he began striding at me, boots crunching on the crumbled debris. I matched his steps, and we began chanting.

      Forty steps apart.

      Stunbolt. Counterspelled. Thirty steps apart.

      Manabolt. Counterspelled. Twenty steps.

      Blindness. Counterspelled. Ten.

      Powerbolt. Counterspelled.

      My katana flashed out in Ono-ha Itto-ryu form, slashing down from the high left to low right.

      He caught the blade between his own pair, but the buzzing metal spat them back apart, the edge slicing with technological power and magical precision through his armor and biting into his chest. He pulled back, mitigating the damage. The cut was shallow, his vest and shirt stained with a quick splash of blood.

      A riposte, Wildcat style, aimed at my right shoulder. My sword arm. I turned, avoiding the strike, blooming the fingers of my left hand upward with the whispered hiss of a powerful word. Electricity arced from them, searing his face as he howled. I could see the astral call to his familiar, see the power he had fed it funneling back into him to restore his strength as he called upon its healing arts. With every drop of stolen soul he channeled into himself, the spirit grew darker, weaker, thinner.

      He spat his Latin, and I met him word for word. The wounds sealed only by the smallest of fractions, and he roared his frustration. I had spoiled his one chance at magical rejuvenation.

      Ivchekno thrust his palm out, reaching with a telekinetic grip. Before I could react, I felt a hammer blow on my kidneys, and looked down to see a shard of broken wreckage that had speared through my gut.

      I coughed up blood, gripping the sharp edge. Ivchenko caught his breath, smiling and wiping an arm across his mouth before sheathing his blades and putting a hand on my shoulder.

      “Da...Da. It’s okay. You fought well. You became much.”

      He slid his hand into my hair, yanking my head back and exposing my neck. Baring his fangs, he whispered in my ear, “Until someone stronger took it away.”

      I closed my eyes.

      Let the world fade away…

      The blood-soaked debris impaling my chest clattered to the ground as I melted into mist, right out of Ivchenko’s hands. I rematerialized behind him, fingers outstretched to cast a potent stunbolt. His familiar, already weakened and held captive by my ally spirit, could not help him. The spell slammed into his back, knocking him almost senseless to the ground. I rolled him over face up, and his unfocused eyes fought to see me.

      “That...wood...” he slurred.

      I wove another bolt in my fingers. “Plasboard doesn’t have any wood in it.”

      I held the spell’s blue glow in my hand. It seemed eager to leap into him and rob him of consciousness.

      “I know what I am, Ivchenko.”

      The bolt leaped quickly, and his head thumped to the ground, out cold. I relaxed my hand, ran it across the hole in my stomach, rapidly regenerating. My fangs had extended in response to the pain. I winced until the flesh finished knitting, leaving me whole again.

      “I just don’t enjoy it like you do.”
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      The Draco Foundation’s Seattle headquarters was quiet at this time of night, but the two armed guards had their SMGs at the ready when I walked in dragging a known assassin behind me by the boot. They kept their guns trained on me and Ivchenko as I dropped him unceremoniously on the fine marble floor, smiling at the receptionist who, to her credit, did not seemed fazed in the slightest.

      “Is there still a bounty on practicing blood mages?”

      She pushed up her Novatech I-L glasses and smiled politely. “Yes sir, pending results of metamagical analysis by our experts to verify the telltale astral signatures of blood magic use. You’ll have to fill out some forms while we make sure you haven’t dragged an innocent man in. Do you have a valid SIN?”

      I pulled out a credstick with this month’s fake SIN of choice, Malcolm Weaver, on it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two hours later, I was presented with another credstick, this one loaded with a substantial amount of credit. I thanked the Draco representative, deposited the cred into an anonymizer account for laundering, and sent Malcolm Weaver into a homeless man’s beggar cup with a couple hundred nuyen loaded on it. Anyone who went looking for Malcolm and his payday wouldn’t find me at the end of their trail.

      3

      A beautiful young woman walked into the Temple of the Yellow Lotus until a wave of my hand dropped the illusion, and I stood there instead. It didn’t matter to Su Cheng, of course; he could pierce even my masking effortlessly. I did it for the benefit of the watchers from the other powers of the underworld. With this kind of shakeup, all eyes would be on each other, and showing up here now wouldn’t do me any favors.

      He rose from his position, the chamber empty as before. His smile was serene, smug. “Our accounts are settled.”

      I nodded. “And mine are considerably healthier.”

      He considered me a moment, contemplative. “Did you find what you sought?”

      “My maker could be dead and gone for a long time now, if that’s what you mean. I don’t think he has answers I couldn’t find for myself.”

      “What would you ask?”

      “Why he did it.”

      He nodded. “The oldest question.”

      “It wouldn’t matter, though. Not really. Besides, it wasn’t him. I couldn’t have asked, anyway.”

      “Then what do you seek now?”

      I sighed, my eyes wandering over the statues. “How should I know? Try to build a normal life? Right now I should probably get out of town until the mob shakeup calms down a bit. Travel, maybe. Find some measure of peace.”

      “I think you may find that peace is a luxury our kind are rarely afforded.”

      2

      Seattle spun above, below and around outside, a lazy, panoramic orbit in the 2 a.m. acid downpour. It might have been unreasonable of me to expect my niece to join me at the Eye of the Needle at that hour, but I tried to make up for it with the view. The private room’s opaque black glass door opened silently in the reflection in the window, and I turned with a smile to the only family I had in the world.

      Gizelle was the spitting image of her mother, my sister long passed from VITAS for forty years, with long red curls, pale skin and deep blue eyes. Only the touches of elven expression marred the similarity. Her clothes were crisp and professional, though she looked at least a little tired by this hour. As one of the premier experts in parapsychology in the Sixth World, she was endlessly in demand as a “spirit lawyer,” handling important conjurations and bindings, overseeing spirit pacts, and brokering the delicate, byzantine, and alien rules of negotiation with free and ancient beings. She made excellent money, took very good care of herself, and as a freelancer, was protected by some of the most powerful spirits I had ever seen bound to service. What’s more, they always seemed entirely glad to be doing it. Someone who could do that was a valuable extraction target. Whoever tried would pay dearly.

      She sat across from me by the window, a waiter in tow with something green and smelling vaguely of fruit in a martini glass. She knew my nature, and knew not to wait for me to order with her. As soon as the waiter was gone, I smiled.

      “No coffee, then?”

      She laughed, the drink inches from her lips. “Oh, spirits, no. I’ve been up for eighteen hours cross-examining an Oath of Youth for some Wuxing exec and his ancestor. As soon as we finish, I’m off to bed, and well-earned, too.”

      I grimaced ruefully. “I’m sorry to have called you up so late.”

      She smiled and squeezed my cold fingers across the table. “Don’t you worry about it. I’m always happy to see you. And you can’t help your hours any more than I can mine.”

      “Fair enough.”

      The door opened again, the waiter bringing a fine crystal bowl of fresh fruit. Gizelle was perpetually on a diet. I couldn’t imagine why. Moments like this, as she speared chunks of melon and strawberry with fine silver, I missed the entire process of eating and drinking. I’d have given a lot to toast her with a cocktail of my own. It was just one more detachment from the people around me.

      “So, Rick, not that I don’t like seeing you, but this is very short notice, and the Eye of the Needle is very nice surroundings. Is something going on?”

      I folded my hands. “I did some business tonight that might see me in trouble shortly. I need to get out of town for a little while, lay low.”

      She arched a brow. “What do you mean, trouble?”

      “There was a favor that needed repaying.”

      Gizelle sighed, setting down her fork and steepling her fingers. “Uncle Richard. Let me be entirely clear: I know exactly what you do for a living. You know this. I don’t mind it. I don’t speak against it. I don’t even ask you to keep me out of it. What I do ask is that you be smart. So if you need to get out of town, why in Ghost’s name are you not on a plane right now?”

      I smiled. “I called in some favors. Right now, there are several records of my departure from the metroplex by different means. When I leave this room, I’ll look like someone else, check into a coffin doss, and be out of town tomorrow night by black cab to someplace nice and quiet for a few months.”

      “So, why are you here now?”

      “Because you’re my only family, and I don’t want you to worry.”

      She smirked. “You’re an idiot, and I love you, too. Can I trust you to stay out of trouble?”

      “I plan to be a tourist and catch up on my reading. I’m long overdue for a vacation.”

      She curled one finger in a beckoning motion, and my ally manifested in a swirl of metaplanar water. “Can I rely upon you to look after my trouble-finding uncle until he returns?”

      My ally bowed her head with the deepest respect. “You can rely upon me, mistress.”

      “You have got to show me how you do that.” To this day, Gizelle is the only person I have ever seen who could co-opt a mage’s own ally into her service.

      She grinned at me. “You’ve got forever to figure it out.”

      “Gizelle, if there is one thing I can tell you, it is that the passage of time doesn’t always make us smarter. In fact, in my experience, it takes away much more than it gives.”

      1

      Stuck was a great place to get away from attention in Seattle. A little city within a city due to some legal loopholes, the metroplex police held no jurisdiction there, and old man Stuck, the mayor and millionaire ruler of this corner of the sprawl, had connections to the Mob. This suited me fine, since it was the Yakuza who would be gunning for me, and they’d want to steer clear of a place like this. A smuggler haven in the city, I could probably get anything I wanted here, most importantly a ride out of town.

      I checked into Stuck’s Sleephouse on 88th, a no-frills coffin motel amid the bustling predawn streets and lay back on the mattress, considering where I wanted to go. There were a lot of places I’d always wanted to see, and plenty of old friends to visit all over the world. When my work had taken me to new countries, I was generally too busy to have any time as a tourist. Vampirism only added to the difficulties of seeing the sights, even in an age when most businesses stay open all night.

      I was debating enrolling in another college somewhere when the PocSec rang. Activating the anti-trace programs, I picked up.
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      The first thing I became aware of was the blood coursing down my throat.

      I was down to the nub; empty, drenched, shaking from the cold and the overwhelming, sanity-rending need that consumed me. I could feel it pouring into me, just enough to whet my appetite. What I really needed wasn’t in it. This was dead blood, barely good enough for base nourishment. I needed what was behind it. I needed souls…

      I heard the clatter of running feet as I groggily rose. My hands trembled, and my still-dry mouth ached. The blood did little to restore me, but it was enough that my vision returned, enough to sense what was near. I couldn’t think about it, only react to need, as a drowning man blindly rips toward the surface of water for air…but then, that’s an analogy I understand all too well.

      The life before me was too much to resist, and I brought my mouth down on its throat without any pretense of grace. The screams were high-pitched and alien; I didn’t know if they were mine or came from whatever was writhing beneath me. Maybe both.

      The liquid that flowed into me wasn’t human. Not even metahuman. It was clumpy, gooey, acrid. It was revolting, to be honest. But at the moment, I was a starved, crazed beast.

      My tunnel vision receded, the dark room bright to my elven eyes. Other senses could make out the fading heat of the corpse before me. I started feeling guilty over going so long without feeding, for letting myself lose control and hurt someone…until I saw my victim.

      It was vaguely recognizable as once having been human, but its mutations were too numerous to mistake its nature. The arms and legs were twisted, its flesh half-formed into chitinous growths all over the body. A flesh-form bug spirit. Its head was the worst, reshaped into a half-ant monstrosity, mandibles emerging from a mouth torn open, one eye multifaceted while the other seemed to have simply withered. Hideous. I could see the burn marks on its flanks where it had been shocked to bring it down but keep it alive.

      I ran the back of my hand across my mouth to wipe the ichor away, only to find a substantial growth of matted, ginger beard on my face. I reached back to find long strands of hair, ragged and clumped with filth, falling far past my shoulders. Normally I kept it trimmed short, in an unassuming style. What had happened to me?

      I rose from my crouch and looked around. A concrete room, a single, cold bulb swinging from the ceiling. What little illumination there was came from a metal door, the light through the crack underneath betraying someone’s presence. The makeshift cot I had risen from was threadbare but reasonably clean, despite stains prolific enough to cover its entirety. The bug was chained, bolted hooks securing it to the wall and floor.

      The whole set-up was competent, but unprofessional. Where the frag am I?

      A knock sounded from the other side of the door, three soft taps. I tried to respond, but my mouth was sticky, my throat rawer than I could ever remember it being before…

      …Gasping, stirring, metal in my back…

      Okay, maybe once before.

      I walked to the door and knocked back. It opened gently. Guns cocked as pale, half-blind eyes stared up at me from the trio of ghouls in the doorway. None I immediately recognized, but I’ve been on good terms with them most of the time. Birds of a feather and all that.

      I stepped back, hands up to show I had come to my senses and meant no harm. There was no telling how smart the female leader was, or the two males that followed her, keeping a shotgun and Uzi trained on me the whole time. Krieger strain had a bad habit of driving many of its victims off the deep, feral end. The guns were actually a good sign.

      The girl looked at me while winding a strip of dirty-looking gauze around her arm, which bled a dark, brackish red from two neat points. I smiled in gratitude—now I knew who had given me that first, tantalizing draught.

      She surprised me by speaking. “Are you feeling well, Mr. Lang?”

      That name also surprised me. It’d been a long time since someone referred to me by my old given surname. After all, I’d been legally dead since 1999.

      I coughed, working some precious saliva into my mouth to clear away the gunk. My voice came out like gravel and sawdust, but at least she could understand me. “I feel like I just died and came back to talk about it.”

      “Not many people can tell that kind of story twice and be honest about it.” The familiar voice pulled at my brain, surging a dozen memories from forgotten places.

      Steely eyes and razor teeth and a warm smile impossibly intermingling. The face that came through the door matched all of it perfectly. I was sure Needles’ expression must be rare: the ghoul who pitied the vampire.
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      The chemical showers had become more mainstream beyond the Chicago Containment Zone walls since Needles had ascended to lead the ghouls. He said it was his effort to make more of them civilized, not to mention necessary for keeping outbreaks of Strain-III controlled. I didn’t care at that moment, relaxing as the hot water warmed bones that felt like they’d been cold for months. I suppose I was fortunate; they’d been cold for many, many years.

      The rest of the warrens hadn’t changed since I was last here. A section of the cable car tunnels, almost two centuries old, reclaimed and refurbished. The ceiling stretched up twenty feet at the peak of its arches, old stone browned and ancient wood supports long rotted away or used for fuel, much to my relief. This section covered a quarter of a city block, sealed off long ago and reinforced many times since, the entrance and exit to be found somewhere in the connective ventilation and maintenance tunnels, a maze of ducts and passages. The air ducts led to other monitoring stations, unused storage sheds, and the endless reaches of the city’s sewage system. But in here, they made the best of scrounged and salvaged materials to create a home.

      The ghouls were comfortable in the dark, their white eyes blind, yet seeing into the astral, meaning the only light was the dim glow of heat cells, but it was more than enough for me to see by. They huddled in small groups, wrapped in patched blankets and nursing the cracked chitin of insect spirit-hybrid flesh, quietly sucking it from the exoskeleton like crab from the shell. Others listened to audiobooks played on tiny, dented media players. One or two ran their long-taloned fingertips over ancient Braille print hardcopy, reading to the small, natural-born ghouls. Without exception, the small, hairless children with razor teeth and pale eyes gasped and giggled at the tales, as enraptured by the words as the impressions the storyteller’s aura made.

      Various rooms had been repurposed to the pack’s needs. Sleeping; storage; a kitchen with a vicious array of reclaimed surgical instruments, kitchen knives, and a battery-powered cooler; and a few offices for those who filled specialist roles. I didn’t give them much attention as Needles
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