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I heard many things in hell. How, then am I mad?

—Edgar Allan Poe, “The Tell-Tale Heart”


To Andrew Greenberg, Daniel Greenberg, and Rob Hatch; three guiding lights in a World of Darkness.


Author’s Note

While the locations and history of this trilogy may seem familiar, they are not our reality. The setting of Vampire: The Masquerade of the Red Death is a harsher, crueler version of our world. It is a stark, desolate landscape where nothing is what it seems. It is truly a World of Darkness.
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EPILOGUE


PROLOGUE

Newark, New Jersey—April 1, 1994:

Of all the blood bars in the world, Nero’s Fiddle, in the heart of Newark, New Jersey, was the last place Walter Holmes would have expected to run into a woman from his past. Especially this particular woman.

It was a cool, quiet spring night, and only a few vampires and their accompanying ghouls lingered about the club. The joint was owned by a brutish Gangrel vampire named George Malenko; his three childer served as waiters. The blood was tasteless and flat and supposedly came from a local hospital. A too-loud jukebox in one corner, stocked with the favorite tunes of the anarch crowd that frequented the club, provided entertainment, if it could be called that. “Bela Lugosi’s Dead,” by Bauhaus, was a particularly beloved piece, and played near-continuously from sundown to sunup.

Walter sat alone, at a rear table, as was his custom, playing solitaire. The most ordinary-looking Kindred in the world, he was of average height, average weight and had features so plain that they were absolutely forgettable. No one ever gave him a second glance. It was generally assumed that he was Caitiff, a clanless vampire of little or no importance. Which was exactly the impression Walter worked very hard to maintain.

His one defining characteristic, the only thing that set him apart from other Kindred, was his obsession with cards. Like all vampires, Walter Holmes survived by drinking human blood. But gambling was his real passion.

Poker was his particular mania. He played a good game, though he lost as often as he won. His luck, like the rest of him, was average. Usually, Walter wagered for drinks. He was gracious in victory, resigned and calm in defeat. It was the act of playing that mattered to him, not the results. None of his opponents suspected that his endless card games served as the perfect cover for Walter’s other, less respectable activities.

Walter Holmes watched. He observed. He spied. Using incredibly heightened senses unsuspected by his comrades, he kept close tabs on his fellow vampires. His vision and hearing were keen beyond measure. Walter heard every whispered conversation, saw every startled look, noted every unexpected reaction. He monitored the darkest secrets, the innermost passions, the most unholy lusts of his brethren. A master of intricate deception, Walter sorted a thousand minuscule details in his mind, mentally resolving hundreds of schemes and intrigues. Then, once each week he reported the details of all of them to his superiors, the elders of the Inconnu.

Only a few vampires had ever even heard of the Inconnu. It was a secret sect of powerful ancient Kindred, established before the founding of either the Camarilla or the Sabbat. Though scores of rumors and legends existed about the cult, only its members knew the true purpose of the Inconnu. And they were experts at keeping their secrets.

Walter was in Newark because New York City, his usual center of operations, had recently become too dangerous for his continued presence. Melinda Galbraith, the long-missing regent of the Sabbat, had resurfaced a week ago in Washington, D. C. She had managed to regain some measure of control of the sect after a night of violence and destruction in the capital. Justine Bern, Archbishop of New York and Melinda’s most significant rival, had perished at Melinda’s own hands. As had Hugh Portiglio, Justine’s chief advisor. However, it took more than a few executions to become regent once more.

Within nights of her unexpected coup in Washington, Melinda had moved to New York City, where she had seized control of Justine’s base of operations. Working at a rapid-fire pace, she labored tirelessly to consolidate and solidify her power. Among the Sabbat, only the strongest survived. Melinda’s return had been greeted less than enthusiastically by a majority of Sabbat elders, many of whom had their own schemes for taking control of the cult. Her new reign was shaky at best. Current rumors swirled that she had summoned the four leaders of the Black Hand, the elite warrior caste of the Sabbat, to Manhattan for a secret conclave. If they united behind her, as most vampires expected, her return to absolute authority would become complete.

In the meantime, Melinda was ruthlessly wiping out any opposition to her rule in the New York area. Walter, rarely noticed in such purges but never a fool, was taking no chances. He had left the city days ago. Any Cainite who disagreed with the regent’s policies or goals was to be eliminated by her unforgiving agents, the Blood Guard. A vampire without the least trace of mercy or humanity, Melinda demanded absolute and total obedience from all members of the sect. Obey without question or perish was Melinda’s credo. Yet, despite her campaign, the regent had been unable to deal effectively with her most dangerous enemy: Alicia Varney, Justine Bern’s ghoul, was still alive and at large.

Even Walter, who had played an important role in rescuing Alicia from Melinda’s deadly trap in Washington, was not sure where the beautiful woman had gone or how she had managed to disappear so effectively. Alicia had vanished from Manhattan the day before Melinda’s arrival. Though the regent had offered fabulous rewards for information about her nemesis, no one had stepped forward to claim the prize. It was as if Alicia had vanished from the face of the earth.

Only a few ancient and very wise vampires realized how extremely unlikely it was that an ordinary ghoul could remain hidden when a Cainite of Melinda’s strength wanted her found. Being old and wishing to remain functional, they intelligently kept such opinions to themselves. Walter Holmes was the only vampire who understood that the struggle between Melinda and Alicia was a reflection of an even greater conflict. The pair served as the avatars for Anis, Queen of Night, and the Red Death—two Fourth Generation vampires possessing near-godlike powers who were engaged in a vicious struggle for control of the entire Cainite race.

As an Inconnu Monitor, Walter was sworn to remain neutral in the Jyhad, the eternal war that raged among the elders of the Cainite race. Normally he watched and waited, but refrained from involving himself in such conflicts. The basic credo of his cult was noninterference. However, even the masters of his Order were frightened by the unnatural powers of the mysterious Red Death. The monster possessed incredible capacities for destruction—capacities that went beyond any Kindred discipline. The elders of the Inconnu were convinced that the Red Death was actually capable of gaining complete control of both the Camarilla and the Sabbat. And this they would not, could not, permit. It conflicted directly with their own secret schemes concerning the Children of Caine. Walter had been instructed to make sure that the Red Death failed. No matter what rules of the Order he had to break. No matter what he had to do.

Tonight, he was biding his time, waiting for disparate events to come together into a cohesive, meaningful whole. He was convinced that the Red Death was preparing some decisive master stroke to seize control of the Sabbat and the Camarilla. Just what that might be, Walter had no idea. The Red Death had been scheming for hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years. Unraveling and thwarting his plot could not be accomplished in hours. Not even by a mastermind like Walter Holmes. So, in the meantime, he watched and waited. To pass the time, he played solitaire.

His hands moved with the unnatural swiftness of centuries of practice. Shuffling the deck, he dealt himself a circle of thirteen stacks of four cards each. His long, supple fingers blurted with the action. The cards literally exploded from his hands. There was no one, living or dead, who could deal like Walter Holmes.

He had halfway completed the second pass of the Wheel of Fortune when a lone woman entered the club. A tall, good-looking redhead with striking features, she wore a tight green sequined dress and matching high heels. As always, Walter glanced up from the cards to see if he recognized the newcomer. With an unexpected jolt of surprise, he found himself staring at a vision from his distant past.

After nearly twenty centuries of gambling, Walter Holmes had developed perhaps the most noncommittal poker face on Earth. Only an observer of skill matching his own at reading expressions would have noticed the way his eyes narrowed and his fingers hesitated for an instant in the course of his deal. Frowning, he forced himself to concentrate on the cards. Walter Holmes, Inconnu Monitor of New York City, did not believe in coincidence. In the world of the Kindred, there were no chance encounters.

Swiftly, he gathered up the cards from the stacks on the table and began shuffling them. His gaze never left the woman in green. She looked about the room for a moment, as if searching for a familiar face. When she spotted him, she nodded in recognition. There was no question that the woman in green had expected to find him at the club. Though Walter had made every effort to remain anonymous, some people could not be fooled.

Carefully, the woman picked her way between the tables, heading directly toward Walter. She moved with a slow, seductive grace, accented by her lush curves. No one said a word to her or questioned her presence. She was ignored by vampires and ghouls both. Unescorted ghouls were not permitted in Nero’s Fiddle, yet the woman walked the entire length of the room without once being stopped. It was as if only Walter Holmes could see her. Knowing what he did about the mysterious woman, Walter concluded that it was quite possibly the truth. She possessed incredible powers, not the least of which was the vampire discipline known as Unseen Presence, the ability to remain unobserved in any gathering of lesser minds. That covered all of the Kindred in the club.

The woman in green slid into the chair across from Walter. She smiled as he smoothly dealt each of them five cards. “Stud,” he announced. “No wild cards. Other than you, of course.”

“You haven’t changed an iota, Marius,” she said, with a chuckle only he could hear. Her soft voice was smooth yet sultry. Her eyes were an intense, deep shade of blue. In the two thousand years since he had first encountered those eyes, Walter Holmes had never seen their equal. “You look as plain and ordinary as ever. And you are still wasting your time gambling.”

“I use the name Walter Holmes now,” said Walter. He picked up his cards. The Monitor couldn’t suppress a chuckle. Though he had very carefully dealt out the hands in random sequence, he held three sixes, a red queen and a black jack. “You, my dear Leah, are still up to your old tricks, I see.”

“I’m Rachel this decade,” declared the woman in green solemnly. “Rachel Young. It has a nice show-business ring to it, don’t you think?”

“Of course,” said Walter, placing the cards face down on the table. “I assumed as much when I read the reports about the Red Death’s appearance in St. Louis. You were the singer at the club. Still, I couldn’t be absolutely sure. Not until Alicia Varney related how a young man, sounding suspiciously like your brother, Micah, rescued her from the monster in New York. One coincidence in appearance, I could accept, but never two.”

“We haven’t used those names for a thousand years,” said Rachel. “They sounded so…Biblical. For a few centuries, we were Jack and Jill. Lately, my brother’s taken to calling himself Reuben. Which of course prompted me to use Rachel.”

“From the children’s song,” said Walter. “How inventive. You do have an odd sense of humor.”

The Monitor stared intently at the woman in the green dress. “It is hard to believe you are so incredibly ancient. You barely look a day older than when we first met.” Out of habit, Walter gathered the cards together and reshuffled the deck. “That was two millennia ago.”

“One of the benefits of being born into an exceptional bloodline,” said Rachel, with a grin. She pointed to the stack of cards in Walter’s hands. “There are four aces on top. They are followed by four kings. Then four queens. And so on, through the deck.”

“Remarkable,” said Walter. He didn’t bother turning over the top card. He knew it would be an ace. Though Walter Holmes was one of the most powerful vampires in existence, he had no illusions about testing his abilities against those of his mysterious visitor. She was in a class by herself. “Gambling with you would not be much fun. You manipulate reality too easily.”

“Don’t make assumptions based on conjecture,” replied Rachel, grinning. “Instead of using mage powers, I could have just as easily dominated your thoughts for an instant, implanting the notion in your mind to fix the cards as you shuffled. Either explanation produces the same effect. One requires magick, the other requires Kindred disciplines. I’ll let you decide which I used.”

Walter shook his head in dismay. “Among my friends in the Inconnu, I am thought to be devious. They should talk to you.”

Rachel laughed. “You flatter me. But, then again, you always had a gift for words.”

Her blue eyes glowed brightly. “It was nearly two thousand years ago that we met, on that fateful night in Jerusalem. We talked through the night, and I revealed truths to you that should never have been spoken. In the twenty centuries that have passed, you’ve never revealed to anyone the existence of my brother or me.” The tone of her voice made it clear that she was stating a fact, not a question. “Why not?”

“I believed then, as I do now,” said Walter, “in keeping my own counsel. Secrets are not meant to be shared. I am loyal to the goals of the Inconnu, but like many Kindred, I trust only one individual— myself.” He smiled. “Sometimes, I even doubt the wisdom of that.”

“You are wiser than most,” said Rachel. “And I have known many.”

“Our conversations marked the first steps on a long journey as yet not completed,” said Walter quietly. “It is a trail I must travel alone.”

The Monitor waved a hand about, as if taking in all of the other vampires in the room. Sitting with Rachel, he was shielded by her unseen presence. “Besides, who would I have told of my discovery? Creatures such as these? Most Cainites are no smarter, no more intelligent than the kine from whom they are created. In undeath, they harbor the same character flaws, prejudices and hatreds as before. They are ignorant children in a world that is darker than they can imagine.”

Walter shook his head in disgust. “The average vampire knows little about the history of his race, nor does he care. One in a hundred knows something of our origins. Fewer than that have heard of Enoch, the First City, or of the Great Flood that destroyed it. They consider the Antediluvians myths, demigods with no real substance. Ask anyone here if the Jyhad rages and they will laugh in your face, not realizing that they themselves are merely pawns in the eternal struggle.”

“The passing of the years has made you cynical and bitter,” said Rachel.

“Not true,” said Walter. “I have not changed since that night in the Holy City. I am a realist. I accept the limitations of my race. As a Monitor, I have learned patience.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Someday, perhaps, I will discover humility.”

Walter Holmes’ eyes burned with an inner fire. “Two thousand years ago, I participated in a heinous crime against mankind. I have struggled over the centuries to deal with the guilt, but the stain on my soul remains black. Most vampires conduct a desperate fight against the Beast within. I wage my own war with a much deadlier foe—my conscience.”

“We are all prisoners of fate,” said Rachel. “Destiny is unforgiving. Or so my father told my brother and me when he first revealed his plans for us, millennia ago.”

Walter shuffled the cards. He felt uncomfortable discussing the past. “Somehow, I suspect, you didn’t come here tonight to discuss the meaning of life. Or the ignorance of the average vampire regarding the ancient history of the Kindred.”

“I agree,” said Rachel, no longer smiling. “The time for philosophy is over. I assume you can guess why I came searching for you. Events involving the ancient vampire known as the Red Death are rushing toward a climax. Reuben and I are both very concerned over the outcome of this affair. It seems quite likely to us that your role in the fight may be a pivotal one. About such matters, we are rarely mistaken. Thus, I decided it would be wise to pay you this visit. It is imperative that you cooperate with Alicia Varney in every way possible. The Red Death and his childer, the Children of Dreadful Night, must be stopped.”

“I thought,” said Walter, his tone calm but deliberate, “that you and your brother did not involve yourselves in the affairs of the Cainite race. You stated that as fact in our conversation many centuries ago.”

“The longer we exist,” replied Rachel, a smile flitting across her face, “the easier it becomes to bend and twist the rules governing our behavior. As directed by our father, Reuben and I have responsibilities that lie not with the Kindred, but with the kine. We deal with mankind as a whole. However, sometimes, as you well know, the affairs of humans and vampires intersect.”

A disturbed look crossed Walter’s impassive features. “Are you implying,” he asked, “that this battle with the Red Death represents another such turning point in the history of mankind?”

“The vampire who names himself the Red Death threatens the existence of every human, Cainite, Garou, mage, and faerie on this planet,” said Rachel. Her voice was as grim as her features. Her hands, folded together, were chalk white. “If his plan to gain control the Children of Caine is not stopped in the near future, all life on Earth will be placed in terrible danger.

“The self-centered fool has formed an alliance with a race of fire monsters who dwell in the darkness outside our universe. They are the Sheddim, formless masses of raw energy that hearken from an alternate reality. These monsters hunger for entry into our world. Anathema to all life, they cannot cross the barriers between dimensions without aid. To survive in this world, they need a willing host. The Red Death and his brood are providing that assistance.”

She paused, her features drawn. “The Red Death and the Children of Dreadful Night, his brood, believe they are manipulating the vast supernatural powers of the Sheddim to become masters of the Kindred. What they do not realize in their colossal vanity is that the monsters are not their unwitting pawns but have frightful plans of their own. Each time the Sheddim are summoned to our world and use their destructive powers, they gain a measure of control over the body of their accomplice. They are interdimensional parasites, feeding on their unsuspecting partners. Soon, the vampires of the Children of Dreadful Night will be gone, totally replaced by their demonic confederates.”

“Beings from another universe, they are not bound by the restrictions of ours,” said Walter Holmes, the entire scenario immediately becoming clear. To him, the implications were obvious. “They will be invulnerable. And unstoppable.”

“They exist only to destroy,” said Rachel. “Millions will die before the mages from our reality can banish the Sheddim. We cannot allow this disaster to take place. The Red Death must be destroyed, breaking the chain that links the fire monsters with our world.”

“Alicia Varney is the key?” asked Walter Holmes. “One woman against the Red Death.”

“She is no ordinary woman, as I am sure you have discovered by now,” said Rachel. “Nor is her friend, Dire McCann, an ordinary man. They are the mortal agents of Anis, Queen of Night, and Lameth, the Dark Messiah. The Red Death considers them his major rivals in the Jyhad. He is obsessed with exterminating them. He fears their powers of retaliation. Control of the Camarilla and the Sabbat is meaningless with such powerful enemies at your back. When vampires of the Fourth Generation battle, the world trembles. Nothing is certain in such a struggle.

“Thus, though we are bound by certain restrictions, we have done everything we can to aid Lameth and Anis in their fight. We cannot do much more. They must solve the secret of the Red Death’s identity on their own, then discover a method to destroy him and his Order before the Sheddim are freed. Without your help, we worry they will not succeed.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” said Walter. He laid the deck of playing cards flat on the table. “My strength is insignificant compared to theirs.”

An enigmatic smile crossed Rachel’s face. “When the time comes, it will be clear what needs to be done.”

“I will not fail,” said Walter, his usually calm voice thick with emotion. “For you, no favor is too great to ask.”

Then, he grinned. “Besides, the elders of the Inconnu are equally concerned about the Red Death’s ambitions. They are anxious to see him and his brood exterminated. I am already under orders to do everything I can to bring about his end.”

Blue eyes gleaming like diamonds, Rachel Young reached across the table and gently touched Walter on the cheek. Her warm fingers burned against his cold skin. “Golconda is within your reach, Walter Holmes. If you can release the guilt and pain that torments you so deeply.”

“His eyes,” said Walter, shaking his head in despair. “I cannot forget the look in his eyes. It has haunted me for twenty centuries. It haunts me still. Other vampires try to deny their dark heritage but I long ago accepted mine. I am truly one of the Damned.”

Rachel pushed her chair back from the table and rose to her feet. “The greatest tortures,” she said softly, “are those we inflict upon ourselves.”

The young woman held out her hand. “Goodbye, Walter. We will meet again. I feel sure of that. And not after another two thousand years have passed.”

Walter stood up and gripped Rachel’s outstretched fingers. He could feel the incredible energy pulsing beneath the skin. It was a sudden, sharp reminder of the true identity of Rachel Young.

“Your father?” he asked, unable to resist the question. “Have you seen him recently?”

“Neither Reuben nor I have encountered him in more than five thousand years,” said Rachel, smiling. She understood, as did Walter, that it was information he could never share. “Yet, we are quite sure he is still alive. His death would not go unnoticed by us.”

“What of…Caine?” asked Walter, gathering his courage. If anyone alive knew the truth about the Third Mortal, it was Rachel Young. “Does he still exist?”

Rachel shook her head. “I don’t know. Nor did my father, when we asked the same question, millennia ago. Even he had no answer for the greatest riddle of the Kindred.”

The woman in green chuckled. “It seems that some mysteries are destined to remain forever unsolved.”


PART 1

And again, again, in secret communion with my own spirit, would I demand the questions ‘Who is he?—whence came he?—and what are his objects?”

—Edgar Allan Poe, “William Wilson”


CHAPTER 1

Tel Aviv, Israel—April 1, 1994:

Elisha jerked his head up in shock. Something was terribly wrong, he could sense it. Death was rushing toward them. The night air was heavy with destruction and despair. “Beware,” an unspoken voice whispered urgently in his mind. “Beware!”

Without thinking, he leapt to his feet, knocking his wooden chair to the floor with a crash. In the parlor, the clock was striking three a. m. “Look out!” he screamed, his gaze sweeping across the faces of his six companions. “Be—”

He never finished. With a roar of exploding wood and masonry, the far corner of the ceiling of the room crumpled to bits like cheap cardboard. Two immense skeletal hands ripped through the roof, tearing open a huge hole. A monstrous skeletal face glared at the astonished occupants of the chamber, its enormous red eyes scanning the seven conspirators. With a cry that seemed to shake the earth, the creature bellowed out words in a tongue Elisha didn’t recognize—yet they sounded terribly familiar.

“That’s ancient Arabic,” declared the gray-haired mage known as Ezra. Elisha was not surprised to see that he was on his feet, standing close to Moses Maimonides, the Rambam. On the other side of the famous sage stood Judith, Ezra’s sister, also a mage of incredible power. Together, the trio were perhaps the three most powerful mages in the world. “The monster is seeking his ancient enemy. It says it senses him in this room. The thing calls him the Binding One.”

Again, the skeletal horror roared out its challenge. Bony fingers locked onto the remnants of wall blocking its path into the room. With a crash, the bricks crumbled to powder, sending a cloud of white dust swirling about. With a quick wave of a hand, Rambam dispelled the cloud. Elisha gasped as the monster stood completely revealed in the lights of the room.

The creature radiated raw, elemental power. A thing not human born, it stood nine feet tall at the shoulder, with a massive body only vaguely man-shaped. It had a huge barrel chest; its vast shoulders stretched six feet across. Long bony arms reached down to its knees and ended in shovel-like hands capped with titanic skeletal fingers.

The enormous head did not even faintly resemble something human. The creature had massive, powerful jaws, like those of a predatory beast. Its mouth was filled with huge inches-long teeth. Hellfire gleamed in its eye sockets, set wide apart on its skull. Two giant horns jutted from its head. To Elisha, the thing was a horrid travesty, with elements of man and goat mixed into something resembling neither.

“Azazel,” said Dire McCann. The mysterious detective stared at the monster, a wry smile on his face. In one hand, McCann held a short, stubby machine gun pistol. Elisha had seen him use the powerful handgun before. Firing a continuous string of ammunition, it could sledgehammer the most powerful vampire off its feet. Somehow, Elisha doubted that it would have much effect on the creature that faced them now. From the expression on the detective’s face, he obviously felt pretty much the same way. “The Red Death said the Nictuku were rising. He was right.”

“The Nictuku,” whispered the tall, good-looking platinum blonde at McCann’s side. Dressed in a white leather jumpsuit, she had pitch-black eyes and lush red lips. Only the unnatural whiteness of her skin and a certain predatory cast to her features betrayed the fact that she was a vampire. In each of her hands she clutched the long-bladed fighting knife of her clan. Flavia, the Dark Angel, served as Dire McCann’s bodyguard. Alone of all those present, she seemed almost pleased to see the monster. Elisha suspected that Flavia considered the creature to be a new challenge to her skills. “I thought they were legends told by the Nosferatu to frighten their childer.”

“Evidently not,” said Madeleine Giovanni dryly. Slender and not too tall, with straight black hair that fell to her shoulders, she guarded McCann’s right. Known as the Dagger of the Giovanni, Madeleine was less flashy than Flavia—but equally deadly. She numbered among the most deadly vampires in the ranks of the Undead.

Again, the monster McCann had named Azazel bellowed its demand. No one answered. The air was heavy and deathly still. There were no sirens in the background, no shouts, no screams of terror from the neighbors. Somehow, the creature had managed to seal Rambam’s home off from the natural world. They were facing the monster entirely on their own.

“Our mage powers barely affect the beast,” announced Judith, her voice tight with apprehension. “It is incredibly old and possesses some sort of aura that dampens the laws of causality in its vicinity. We’ve been trying every trick we know to stop it. Nothing works. It is too strong.”

“The Nictuku are fourth-generation vampires, created by the Antediluvian, Abisimilard, to hunt down and destroy his original brood, the Nosferatu,” said Dire McCann. “In his madness, Abisimilard embraced monstrous, inhuman things. Their strength is legendary. According to most stories, they are not easily thwarted.”

The floor shook as Azazel took a step forward. Then another. Huge eyes flared red. Raising a colossal arm, the creature pointed a bone-finger directly at Elisha. There was no need for anyone to translate its ultimatum.

“The monster thinks Elisha is its ancient enemy,” said Ezra, his voice shaking. “It calls him the Binding One.”

“Hell and damnation,” said Dire McCann, sounding astonished. “The Nictuku has mistaken Elisha for King Solomon, the greatest magician of the ancient world. WATCH OUT!”

Azazel’s aims shot forward with incredible speed. Elisha gasped as the monster’s widespread fingers hurtled toward his face, six-inch nails aimed straight for his eyes. The air whistled and he knew he was a dead man. Then, before he could blink, he was on the floor, a body dressed in black covering his. Over their heads, the Nictuku’s claws slashed through empty space.

McCann’s machine-gun pistol shrieked. The monster bellowed not in pain, but in anger. The floor shook and bricks and boards went flying. “You are unsafe in this room,” declared Madeleine in Elisha’s ear. “The Nictuku is ripping the place apart.”

For the Dagger of the Giovanni, to think was to act. The vampire moved with inhuman speed, half-carrying, half-pulling Elisha along with her. In a blurred instant, he found himself standing in the doorway to the hall connecting the dining room with the front parlor. Madeleine was beside him, her dark eyes flashing. “Come on,” she commanded. “It will take the monster a few minutes to break into the center of the house. The others are waiting in the library. We must join them and regroup while McCann holds Azazel at bay.”

The detective stood in the center of the wrecked dining room. He no longer held his gun. Instead, his arms, at shoulder height, extended forward as if pressing against an invisible barrier. With the fingers of each hand he formed a pattern: his thumb pointing inward, his first and second finger tight together, third and fourth forming a second pair. It was the ancient sign of the Kohan. The air beyond them shimmered and rippled as if alive. It took Elisha a second to realize that McCann was not struggling against some transparent wall but creating one. On the other side, the monster called Azazel raged. Huge claws beat savagely against the magickal barricade. But the creature could not pass.

McCann stood frozen in place, a statue of flesh rigid with strain. His unblinking eyes were fixed on the Nictuku. The detective’s expression was grim but determined. To Elisha, McCann didn’t even seem to breathe.

Beside him, Flavia crouched, clutching her knives in a deathlike grip. Her gaze flickered back and forth between man and monster. The Assamite knew not to interfere. She was waiting for the instant when McCann faltered, her face glowing with anticipation. To Elisha, the Dark Angel never looked so alive as she did at that moment, while she waited to begin a struggle she could not win.

“It is the dream of all Assamite assassins,” said Madeleine, as if reading his thoughts. Her ice-cold fingers tugged insistently on his arm. “There is no greater honor than to die in battle against an implacable foe.”

Without a word, Elisha let Madeleine drag him into the library. There, surrounded by thousands of books, the three great mages huddled around Rambam’s desk, trying to decide what to do next.

“Elisha,” said Maimonides, relief in his voice when he spotted his pupil entering the room. “Thank the Most High! For a moment, I thought you had perished beneath that thing’s claws.”

“He’s alive and definitely breathing,” declared Ezra. “Good enough. No time for concern. If we don’t figure some way to destroy that monster, in a few minutes we might not have the pleasure.”

“For a change,” said Judith, “I agree with my brother. We must come up with a plan immediately. McCann, for all of his powers, will not be able to delay Azazel much longer. Already, I can sense his mystic barrier weakening.”

“You are among the most powerful mages in the world,” said Madeleine Giovanni. “Three stand against one. What is the problem?”

“The Nictuku repels our most potent spells,” growled Ezra. “It is unaffected by our magic. We cannot harm it.”

“The law of cause and effect seems to bend around the monster,” added Judith. “It is invulnerable to chance and circumstance.”

Elisha shivered. He could not imagine any being so strong that it could resist the will of Moses Maimonides and his comrades.

“McCann’s will is slipping,” said Judith, her voice flat but filled with fear. “We have only seconds left.”

“Flee then,” said Madeleine Giovanni. “Use whatever special skills you possess to escape. Take Elisha with you. I will stay and delay the monster for the necessary moments.”

“Never,” said Elisha, his emotions breaking free. “You will be destroyed. I won’t leave you to fight that thing alone.”

“My sire commanded me to protect Dire McCann,” said Madeleine. She swung Elisha around and stared into his eyes. Her voice was strained. “Once I know you are safe, I can obey the dictates of my clan.”

“Hah,” said Ezra with a snort of amusement. “You can both stop acting noble. The monster’s aura renders our departure methods useless. We are caught like flies in a gigantic spider’s web. Escape is impossible. We fight or die.”

The bearded mage shook his head, his wise eyes twinkling with grim humor. “At least if I perish, it will have been after I witnessed a true miracle. In all my days, I never thought I would live to hear a vampire express such concern for a mere mortal.”

“He is no mere mortal,” said Madeleine to Ezra, with the slightest of smiles. “I think he is quite special.”

“Of course you do,” said Judith, excitedly. She snapped her fingers. “So does Azazel. It wants revenge.

“The monster came here searching for Elisha. It called him the Binding One. The Nictuku mistook Elisha for the foe who imprisoned it thousands of years ago.”

“So?” demanded Ezra. “We know that. What’s your point?”

“Azazel thought Elisha was King Solomon, the Binder of Demons,” said Judith. “Solomon the Wise never destroyed monsters. He bound them!”

“We cannot harm the monster,” exclaimed Ezra. “It is too strong to be affected by our powers. Now, you claim this boy—on his own—can imprison it!”

“The monster fears him,” said Rambam. “It recognizes its doom. The spell must…”

Maimonides never got a chance to finish the sentence. A surge of pure, elemental hatred swept through the library like a tidal wave. Walls and ceiling groaned in protest, then collapsed like a house of cards. Falling beams caught Rambam, Ezra and Judith, knocking them to the floor. The door behind Elisha burst off its hinges and slammed into his back, sending him tumbling to his knees. He screamed in agony as the heavy wood frame dropped across his legs, effectively pinning him to the ground. Only Madeleine, with her superhuman reflexes, managed to dodge the debris. Alone she faced the Nictuku, Azazel, as it marched into the chamber, its enormous red eyes burning furiously.

There was no sign of Dire McCann or the Dark Angel. The two knives sunk to the hilt on each side of the monster’s neck were mute testimony to Flavia’s determination, though the blades seemed to have no effect upon it.

Spotting Elisha, the Nictuku roared in triumph. One huge hand reached for his head, as if to squash his skull like a piece of ripe fruit. Madeleine was there first, but just barely.

There was no time to pull Elisha free. Nor did any of Madeleine’s vampire disciplines work against Azazel. Instead, it was her strength against that of a titanic monster thousands of years old. It was an unfair match but she made the most of it.

Standing over Elisha, her legs straddling him, Madeleine grabbed hold of Azazel’s descending arm by the wrist. Instead of trying to stop the motion, she pulled forward with all her strength, letting gravity and the monster’s own weight aid her. Madeleine wrenched, dropped and spun in a perfect judo throw. The Nictuku screamed in surprise as it suddenly found itself flying through the air. Like a runaway train, the monster hurtled over Elisha’s head and slammed into the ruins of a wall a dozen feet away.

“Up,” urged Madeleine, flinging the wooden frame off Elisha’s legs like a twig. She pulled him erect. Already, Azazel was rising to its feet, its massive teeth clashing in anger. “If you remember any binding spells, now is the time to use them. There is not going to be a second chance.”

Elisha moaned in pain. His legs hurt so badly he could not stand without assistance. He was bruised, battered and bleeding. He felt like he had been hit by a truck. Concentrating was impossible.

“Focus,” said Madeleine anxiously as Azazel stood up. The monster’s jaws opened. It was like gazing into the mouth of hell. “Focus your thoughts.”

“Solomon,” whispered Elisha, trying to put his mind in order. He closed his eyes. “King Solomon.”

“Focus,” repeated Madeleine, sounding desperate. Her fingers dug into his shoulders like spears of ice.

“Solomon the Wise,” Elisha murmured again, remembering Judith’s words. “The binder of monsters.”

Like wildfire, the phrase raced through his subconscious mind. Binding…imprisoning…sealing. The seal…the seal of Solomon the Wise!

Though still a young man, Elisha possessed magickal powers that were almost beyond belief. For him, the will and the way were one and the same. No time at all existed between his stunning realization and the implementation of his desire. Thought and action occurred simultaneously.

Elisha opened his eyes. Mere inches separated his face from Azazel’s gaping jaws. But he felt no fear. The two of them might have been millions of miles apart. The Nictuku could not move. The monster was still sentient, its eyes still burned with unnatural life, but it stood frozen in place.

Carefully, Elisha separated Madeleine Giovanni’s cold fingers from his shoulders. He put her arms down to her sides. She did not resist. The vampire appeared stunned, incapable of acting on her own. Prepared for the Final Death, she was having difficulty adjusting to this unexpected, last-second reprieve.

“What did you do?” she asked, finally, as some semblance of sanity returned to her features. “How did you stop it?”

“Numerous legends spoke of Solomon’s power over genii and other demonic presences,” said Elisha, a slight smile crossing his lips. “Whatever Azazel was before Abisimilard made it one of the Nictuku, it remained vulnerable still to Solomon’s binding magick. That was what Judith realized just as the monster broke into this room. Though it could not be harmed by sorcery, it could be imprisoned by it. It just took me some time to realize how to accomplish that.”

“How?” asked Madeleine. Her gaze darted over his shoulder, at Azazel, locked in stasis like a fly in amber.

“Yes, Elisha, how?” asked Moses Maimonides. Elisha’s teacher was covered with dust but otherwise appeared unharmed. As did Ezra and Judith, struggling out from beneath a nest of broken beams and roof tiles. It took more than a collapsing building to harm a mage. “We were unable to stop the creature. What spell did you finally use?”

“I’m interested in knowing that myself,” said Dire McCann from the ruins of the doorway leading to the parlor. The detective appeared exhausted and pale but otherwise unharmed. Leaning against him was an equally wasted Flavia. “When my barrier fell, the monster just brushed us out of its path. Azazel wanted you and wasted no time on distractions. I suspect it feared what you might do.”

“Let the boy speak,” growled Ezra. He sounded angry. “I want to hear his answer.”

“Look at the dust,” said Elisha, feeling awkward at being the center of attention. “Stare closely. You can see the pattern if you try.”

With Azazel powerless, whatever dominion it held over Maimonides’ house was gone. Moonlight streamed through the huge holes in the walls and ceiling. Thousands of tiny motes of dust whirled about in the night air, forming a mystic sigil that totally enclosed the Nictuku. Two crossed triangles combined into a familiar six-sided star.

“The seal of Solomon,” said Rambam. “How obvious. You wisely used the mark of supreme authority over creatures of the netherworld to cage the monster. Though I’ve never before witnessed anyone controlling dust in such a unique manner.”

“It had to be Elisha who formed the emblem,” said Judith. “Azazel sensed he controlled the same
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