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Friday, 2 June 2000, 1:15 AM

Wagga Wagga, New South Wales, Australia

The oldest surviving Lasombra walked quietly through the night. He knew that many of his cousins in blood thought that he spent most of his time in the Abyss, and he was content to have them think so. It meant fewer crazed successors to his blood brother Gratiano trying to track him down and destroy him. Behind him, a faint breeze stirred through the space that had until recently been occupied by eight young rebellious vampires who thought themselves quite clever for settling down in this town, removed even from Australia’s centers of power, let alone anything of significance to the world at large. One of them had learned just enough shadow control to make incautious ripples in the Abyss, and the eldest chose that one and his brood as prey. It wasn’t even a fight, really. They had charged, shouting racial slurs. They had failed. He’d drained them of their blood. He’d destroyed all remains. He’d moved on.

The dying echoes of their thoughts in his blood told him that these attackers thought of him as an “Abo” or “Aborigine,” a member of one of the tribes that inhabited this land before Europeans came. They were wrong, though having seen some of the “Abos” he understood their confusion. The natives here looked as much or more like him than did the modern inhabitants of his true homeland. He was not truly related to modern Africans, but a member of one of the tribes that passed away with the first great migrations of the peoples from farther south and west in Africa. In truth he was a walking fossil, not really kin to anything that breathed upon the earth. The closest thing he had to living kin are the occasional Africans whose genes hinted at the legacy of intermarriage back in the age of migrations, and those were mere accidents of appearance. The way he thought and felt, hoped and dreamed, were quite alien to modern humanity.

Others called the eldest “Montano,” and he accepted that name. It was not his, but he knew it referred to him and that sufficed. He had realized one evening several hundred years ago that he no longer remembered the name he was born with, or indeed anything very definite about his mortal life.

His sire, the Lasombra clan founder, used to tell the marvelous tale of how Montano gave himself willingly to the founder to spare his tribe, but Montano did not entirely believe it. It was at least a remarkably convenient story for the founder to tell, since it hinged on Montano possessing a unique trait—honor—which the founder could not engineer through social manipulation. Thus there could be no blame attached to the founder for his less-successful or less-obedient progeny, since not even he could guarantee righteous behavior. After the self-styled anarchs destroyed the founder’s material body, Montano had spent several winters wandering the northern ice and trying to reconstruct his own story. He’d found that he simply couldn’t do it. Too much time had passed. Too many other people’s memories, human and vampiric, had passed through his blood and soul. He could say with certainty merely, “This is what I am now, and I was such as would make me thus.”

The wind rose as he walked, turning from merely warm to hot. It felt comfortable to the eldest, who retained a fondness for climates reminiscent of his lost home. Perhaps he’d grown up on the slopes of Kilimanjaro, or along the banks of the Congo. It scarcely mattered now. A hot night suited him well. The heat relaxed his skin, making it easier to form expressions. He had not actually smiled or frowned in at least a decade, but he was aware that he might wish to do so again sometime and appreciated it being as easy as possible.

He walked along the Sturt Highway out of town, going east with no particular plan beyond strolling to see if perhaps he found other foolish rebels to destroy. Then the wind turned icy cold. He recognized this as a spiritual manifestation, rather than a material one, and turned off the road to compose himself and receive whatever omen lurked within him. He made a simple burrow for himself beneath eucalyptus trees on the bank of the river, whose name he could not remember, and turned his attention within. An observer would see him as motionless as an obsidian statue.

Cut off from his senses, his mind roamed through his inert form. No, there was no lurking corruption in him, beyond the taint that made him the vampire he was. There were no unexpected weaknesses, no signs of hostile assault on his physical processes. The uncertainty lay elsewhere. Millennia ago he had mastered the art of extending this isolated awareness outside his body, consciousness drifting down into the Abyss without the complications of projecting flesh and blood into that negative space. Back in the ages when he associated regularly with others of his lineage, he’d sometimes tried to teach this art to the handful of individuals he respected, but it never worked. This particular ability apparently came only with age, and no other Lasombra—apart from the founder, before the great revolt—was yet as old as Montano was when he mastered it. So, in a way only he could, he peered into the endless darkness.

He was immediately appalled.

The Abyss has something like weather of its own. He could sense when creatures thought in new ways and made fresh connections across the range of intellectual and spiritual gaps that functioned as space there. This was a full-blown storm, such as he had not seen for years. Powerful forces were at work here, stirring up entities and ideas that had lain fallow for thousands of years. He recognized certain rising tides of manipulation that the founder had shown him just once, before there were cities in Europe, and promptly laid to rest again with the remark, “They are dangerous.” This unique combination of power and folly scared Montano as nothing had scared him since the night the founder’s body perished.

Carefully, very carefully, he probed for signs of the Abyss’s entry into the material world. As always, there was a global mosaic of pinpricks in its skin, where individual Lasombra and the few others who’d learned the power had recently wrapped themselves in shadow or drawn on the Abyss as a personal weapon. The eldest disregarded these, searching for greater manifestations. There. All through the founder’s homeland, someone had torn great rents in the skin, letting forth Abyssal entities stronger than any vampire. Even the eldest would have had to rely on skill and luck, rather than innate power, to survive an encounter with the things that could pass through those holes. Surely the openers could not really control their invited guests. Did they have the faintest idea what they were doing?

If the initial omen wind had been a cold breeze, what struck next was like the depths of an Arctic blizzard. The eldest sensed where the openings clustered most densely, the very island on which the founder had built its palace and where it had ruled the clan for so many millennia. Had the founder returned? The eldest knew that destroying a body was much easier than destroying its animating soul, and he had always assumed that the founder chose to release its body for reasons of its own. The eldest thought that if the founder had returned, though, it would seek out its only loyal childe to use as a weapon in the inevitable war of clan reconquest. But might some clever mystic have found a way to draw on part of the founder’s power? The eldest hoped not. He would never tell anyone else this, but part of him rejoiced at the destruction of the founder’s body and always hoped that more clans would do likewise with their founders. The world was not truly safe with such things loose in it.

But these summoners, whoever they were, seemed to be working to usher in a new age for the founder. This was not good. Something had to be done.

The eldest retreated back into his own body, though he did not yet engage his senses again. Instead, he bent his thought to the blood, crafting a warning and command to send to certain others of his clan. The eldest partook of a goodly fraction of the founder’s power, and while he could not compel total obedience the way the founder had been able to, nonetheless he could make the blood whisper useful words inside the minds of his clanmates. Something had to be done, and others would do it in the belief that they had thought of it themselves.


Part One: Looking Down Into Darkness
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Friday, 2 June 2000, 11:25 PM

Island of Sikinos, Aegean Sea, Greece

An observer who didn’t know the two women would have thought the ritually scarred African much older than the dark-haired European by her side. The African bore the marks of prolonged weariness and grief, with wrinkles where she’d cried and raged too often for her body to heal. The European was young, scarcely past adolescence, and her complexion was nearly pristine. The African moved with a calm confidence, though unfamiliar with her immediate environment, while the European walked with hesitance and paced restlessly after just a few minutes of standing in any one place.

Together they watched the surf roll underneath them from the vantage of a balcony thirty feet above a narrow, rocky beach. Behind them was the dark bulk of an unlit mansion, one of countless private holdings on small islands like Sikinos. No passing tourist or sailor would have suspected it teemed with occupants. The owners needed no lights, and their few living guests made do as best they could.

“Icy,” the African said, and laughed briefly.

The European looked at her with open curiosity. “Is there something amusing about ice?”

“In a way. You’ve always been linked with ice in my imagination, and that gave you a special place of mystery.”

The apparently young European continued to lean on the balcony railing, but glanced up from the surf. “What about me reminds you of ice, precisely, Conrad?”

The European didn’t put any particular emphasis on the name. She had long-since given up worrying about the idiosyncrasies of vampiric names. If this Congolese woman wished to use a man’s name, apparently because of the author who’d famously written of her homeland, then so be it.

The African didn’t return the European’s gaze. “There are two links in this particular chain. The first part is that just before I left my home to see Europe, my sire Elias briefed me on some of the famous and infamous members of the clan. Mostly, of course, he instructed me in the protocols for introducing myself in unfamiliar Sabbat gatherings, but he also talked about the clan’s… dissidents? Is that the word I want? Yes, he used it with a deliberate air of the political about it, which I suspect has always colored my view of the clan. ‘Monçada’s childe Lucita,’ he told me, ‘she is icy. Perhaps she once had a heart, but now there is only the quest for vengeance, and that without true philosophy.’”

Lucita suppressed a small flinch.

Conrad continued. “The second is from when I was still alive, and a young woman under the sway of the great reformer. He told us stories of the world beyond the river. Some of them, I later found out, were outright fabrications, and even then we could tell that some of his marvels existed only in his mind. But we had no way of telling which were thus and which true. I remember when he told us how very cold water became hard like a rock. My parents doubted that one, but I thought of all the things that are solid in normal temperatures but which melt when you heat them enough. I pictured Europe as a land where the normal course of things was reversed, so that everything hard flowed and everything soft was icy, like a rock.”

She thought for a moment. “It’s tempting to say, ‘And so it was.’ But that was the sort of flourish the reformer engaged in, and I’ve always tried not to sound too much like him.”

Lucita resumed her pacing. “So. Am I icy?”

Conrad watched a starfish caught in mid-move by an arrhythmic surge, this pounded to pieces by the next three waves as it struggled to regain its place in a rocky cleft. “In a way, I suppose. At least I can see that you once were.”

“Were?”

“Even if I didn’t know how old you are, I could see by the way you move that you have experience surviving in hostile territory. Someone leading your existence would have to cultivate a smooth, hard shell, unless you were willing to give yourself up to one of the passionate paths of enlightenment. Which is…”

“…not an option.”

“Just so.”

“Are you mocking me?”

“No. I had expected I would be, but it doesn’t seem to be necessary. The reality is far more interesting than I expected, and provides me plenty of stimulation without my needing to manufacture additional entertainment. You remind me of the ice-plugged rivers I’ve seen as the first thaw is well underway. Anything trying to balance on top of the ice will get pitched into the river. So will any curious fish poking up through a momentary opening. When I was in Siberia, we often drank the blood from still-warm fish that had been decapitated by an ice surge that cut them in two and tossed them up onto a floe. That’s your situation now.”

“I could destroy you right now,” Lucita said very evenly.

“Yes, you could,” Conrad agreed with a faint smile. “But you won’t, for two reasons.”

“And they are? Please, explain your remarkable insights.”

“First, there’s the practical matter that if you did, you wouldn’t survive to enjoy it. You know that we’re constantly watched here.”

“Yes. And the other?”

“You know I’m right.”

“I do?”

Conrad laughed a peculiarly deep and slow laugh. “Of course you do. You can’t expect me to believe that a pack of neonates, even one led by as astute a young man as my childe Andrew, could capture you if you were in anything like your right mind.” She watched Lucita twice start an answer, pause, and reconsider. Finally she continued. “I can speculate what you were doing in the desert, but I don’t know, and I don’t expect I could make you tell. But whatever it was, it was not the only thing distracting you. You’ve had bad moments before, I understand. This is more like a bad year, or worse. You have lost your anchor and are repeatedly running into shoals. Eventually, I think, you will run into one too many and sink without a trace, unless you find a new anchor. And now I go to attend to other matters.”

Lucita did not watch her leave.
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Cardinal Timofiev heard the exchange, of course. He heard everything spoken in the mansion, the shadows rushing to carry him the words of the others filling this place. It would take an act of will to quiet the whispers, and he had no desire to do so just now.

Lucita… an interesting case, that one. He still wasn’t quite sure that his fellow judges in the Court of Blood had decided correctly. It would be so much simpler to just destroy her right now and mark an end to Monçada’s twisted little lineage. There might be some childe of the fat Spanish bastard out there somewhere—very likely there was, given Monçada’s propensity for fallback planning—but with Lucita gone, the clan’s leaders could perhaps regain a semblance of poise.

Then Timofiev remembered the Abyssal creature that had attacked during Lucita’s trial.

Someone out there was playing dangerous summoning games, and while they had to be tracked down and destroyed, it was merely sensible to put someone expendable in the front rank of that search. With moderate luck, Lucita herself would perish and allow more loyal Lasombra to bring back word to their masters, after which the overwhelming might of the clan’s elders would put a stop to it all. If Lucita survived, she could be destroyed at the clan’s collective leisure. There might be something educational in doing it that way: Timofiev could have his favorite paladin arrange a suitable cage somewhere in the warrens beneath Mexico City and make Lucita a featured entertainment in the Grand Balls for years to come. It was even possible she could decide at last to throw in her lot with the Sabbat, though Timofiev wouldn’t lay up mornings waiting for that.

It was also possible that the Abyssal creatures were after Lucita in particular. Timofiev didn’t think Monçada could have set up such an elaborate scheme to take effect upon his destruction, or would have if he could, but Timofiev wasn’t omniscient and had run into unpleasant surprises before. Nor would the mastermind have to be Monçada: Lucita had gained quite a few enemies in her long run as a freelance nuisance. If she were the target, it again made sense to keep her out and visible.

In any event, something needed to be done, now. She was, after all, under sentence, and needed to be reminded of her situation. With the faintest shuffled step, Timofiev stepped into a shadow and left his room empty.


Friday, 2 June 2000, 10:45 PM (11:45 Sikinos time)

Castle of St. Rafael the Archangel

Sicily, Italy

Tonight the eight did not gather in the great chamber. The echoing screams from last night’s disastrous summoning and banishment made it an uncomfortable place. Tonight the eight gathered in what had been the castle’s main library, its bookshelves cleared and painted with flat black lacquer, the walls, floor and ceiling all covered with obsidian tile. It made a convenient place for meditation, since the senses already were largely cut off from fleshly distractions.

Tonight there would be no summoning. They were all drained, physically and emotionally. There would be magic, however. They had enemies to observe and plans to make. The summoners repeated simple mantras to themselves, stilling the blood, resting in ebony chairs so that their bodies could cease even the motions of the unliving. Gradually their minds became unaware of the world, and from there thought could drift out of the world altogether and into the Abyss.

Small fractions of entities moved through the conceptual spaces in the endless darkness. There were constant eddies of isolated memories and emotions, and occasional swarms of ideas of all kinds. The pieces of what could amount to a complete mind coalesced and broke apart, the spiritual equivalent of the bottom layers of a terrestrial food chain. The disciplined minds of the summoners held themselves apart from the predation around them, probing gently for a certain combination of impulses. Wound. Enemy. East.

Some of the entities with that combination were on errands of their own, unrelated to the summoners’ concerns. But others were indeed stirred by memories of the awful light that their opponents had unleashed into the Abyss the night before. Carefully, the summoners followed the tide of aggregated impulses in the wake of their unknown enemies’ departure. From Thera the tide spun across the Aegean, to a small island. None of the Abyss dwellers knew its name, of course, but that could come later.


Friday, 2 June 2000, 11:45 PM

Island of Sikinos, Aegean Sea, Greece

After Conrad left, Lucita forced herself back into calm by making a systematic investigation of her surroundings. This was the second floor of a four-story mansion, built on an outcropping on the eastern shore of one of many small Aegean islands. It had been modified over time, and Lucita could form no clear sense of its original edge; none of the features readily available to her were more than a few decades old. Lingering odors told her that human beings often lived here, but now there were only a handful of them, including her own bound servant Angelica. All the living people seemed to be on the top floor. Vampires filled the rest of the house.

Lucita was not accustomed to being surrounded by her own kind. She seldom appeared in gatherings of vampires in any number to speak of, and when she did it was almost always in disguise among enemies, as part of an assignment. There were nearly as many vampires here as there’d been at the London Camarilla Elysium, and all of these were her own clan. She felt constant motion on the edges of the Abyss in response to careless and even unwitting uses of the clan’s power over shadow. (“Obtenebration,” the elders here seemed to prefer calling it. Lucita thought the name clunky, though she admitted it was at least clear about the power’s crucial association with darkness.) She also felt kinship, a rare thing for one committed to the outcast’s path. She was aware of the ambitious young vampires who desired to take her blood’s power for themselves, just as she felt an urge to assault one of the powerful elders and suck him dry.

She didn’t think anyone was actually on the verge of trying to commit an act of diablerie, but it formed a constant unstated foundation of tension to interactions here. Strictly speaking, of course, the benefits of diablerie had nothing to do with clan. Any elder of a generation closer to the Father in Darkness would serve. But something in the Lasombra blood called out with particular force. Lucita tried to remember if she’d felt this same sense of urgency in the nights before young Gratiano and his cabal destroyed the clan’s Antediluvian founder, but the memories slipped away. Perhaps.

The little cardinal, Timofiev, stepped out of a corner shadow onto her balcony. She looked at him without a nod or greeting, and turned back to the night surf. He stayed where he’d emerged. Finally he spoke in that surprising deep voice.

“Childe of Monçada…”

She interrupted. “That is not a title I’ve accepted in at least seven hundred years.”

“So?”

“What do you mean?”

“I have no more interest in indulging your fancies than I would in indulging my own childe’s delusion that he can escape gravity by parting his hair on the other side. It doesn’t matter what you think, the fact is that you are Monçada’s childe and you will always be so. Neither his passing nor yours can change that. And perhaps if you were less in flight from yourself, you’d have avoided the foolish errors that led to you being here, now.”

“Have you come to taunt me?”

“Not primarily. I am simply here to remind you that you have a duty, and that the sooner you begin, the sooner you may complete it.”

Now she did look away from the surf, to peer down at his wizened face and its flat unstirred eyes. “Do you expect me to believe that I can hope to survive once I’ve done your dirty work? You think of me as someone you can expend in the hunt for the summoner.”

“Of course I do. And you are expendable. Now that we have you, you can’t hope to flee fast enough to get away from us, and you know that. But you’re useful. We did not become the great founders of the glorious crusade by being careless about our resources.” He held up a hand, seeing her about to speak. “Nor did we get or maintain our position by engaging in idle duplicity. If I don’t want you to know what I think, I can simply not tell you. Once I make a commitment, it’s at least as easy to keep it as it would be to break it, and more desirable for several reasons. I am your enemy, but that fact does not give me license to use absolutely every means at hand in the pursuit of your destruction.”

This time she did break in. “So you expect me to trust your word?”

“Of course not. I don’t expect you to do anything except what you must to avoid your destruction this instant. Anything else will come only in time. And speaking of time, we must speak of your quest.”

“If we must.”

“You lack refinement in your sarcasm, cousin. You’ve spent too much time away from the real masters of ironic assertion. Perhaps once your task is done we may school you. Be as that may, you know that we will not let you travel alone. You must go with companions amenable to fate and the judgment of your Court.”

“I hadn’t really thought about it.”

He snapped back. “If you wish to think me evil, go right ahead. By your pathetic standards I am. But please do me the courtesy of not treating me as stupid. Of course you’ve thought about it. You have someone in mind, and I believe I know who it is. But you must tell me so that we can actually discuss it.”

Lucita was startled. She was accustomed to doing any significant business wrapped in endless circumlocution and misdirection. If the Sabbat’s masters always spoke so frankly, no wonder they managed to get so much done with less than half the Camarilla’s numbers. “All right, yes, I’ve thought about it. I want to search with Conrad.”

“Why?”

“I believe she’s loyal enough to the Sabbat to warrant your trust, but she’s enough of an outsider to seem more comprehensible to me. I understand how she looks at the world in some ways.” Timofiev nodded at that. “In addition, while she’s not as innately strong as I am, I would hate to have to fight her one on one. I believe that she makes at least as effective use of her talents as I do when I’m less distracted, and since you require a watchdog to look over me, she should be acceptable for that reason.”

“Very noble of you to think of us like that. Anything else?”

“She interests me.” Timofiev waited patiently for her to continue. “Conrad brings an interesting perspective to her situation. I would like the opportunity to speak further with her away from this crowd.”

“And do you believe that the two of you will stride forth into the night and accomplish mission alone?”

“Not at all. There is a third I wish you to bring me.”

“Name this favored one.”

“You won’t like it.” She was right. He didn’t.
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Roxana practiced a solitary meditation tonight, since Simon Peter wanted to spend his waking hours in the mansion’s library. She looked at the collection briefly, found little of interest—theoretical treatises held no fascination for her—and decided instead to work on her ability to enter the Abyss with minimal disruption. Getting across the barrier between physical reality and the Abyss was relatively easy. Doing it without attracting swarms of curious creatures who’d like to rip her soul apart and drag off the pieces as food, nesting material, or whatever it was they did with the physic debris of unfortunate mystics, was trickier.

This time she made her crossing smoothly, but at first she didn’t think so. The Abyss throbbed with an intensity of movement that she’d never encountered before, and at first she thought it was because of her. As she maintained her calm, she realized that she’d entered a current already in existence, pursuing some goal of its own. She set herself tumbling in small eddies, trying to look like part of the notional backwash while gently probing for common factors among the agitated entities.

Eight complete intelligences loomed behind the fractional minds she could reach most easily. They orbited the weak points in the Abyss’s walls here, clearly studying lines of approach and withdrawal. She lacked the skill to discern much about the observers, not without risking exposure, and she felt quite sure that they were stronger than her, whether they were fellow Lasombra or something else. Her frustration at this inability to understand any more actually reinforced her camouflage, as she blended in well with the streams of hurt and revenge.

She sensed that some of the fragments orbited around and even passed through the eight minds, and wondered if she could gain any useful secondhand impressions from them. Slowly, she turned her eddies toward these returning fragments. The faintest whisper of void wind marked the small gap through which she’d entered, allowing her to maintain some basic orientation as the turbulence grew more profound. She reached out an extension of her dark-bodied self….

And fell briefly into madness.

This thing was a mass of rage, and at first she couldn’t even sort it out. She was not aware of extending other Abyss tendrils to thrash the surrounding void, nor of the eight seeing an outbreak of conscious power within the Abyss and deciding to flee. Rage at the glowing light yesterday, rage at the Lasombra who had dared confront the sacred monster, rage at all the Lasombra who refused to see the darkness as anything more important than a tool, rage at the difficulty of ending the world…

She came to herself then and began disentangling her own thoughts from this thing. Her motion attracted the attention of other fragments. She wanted to fall back out of the Abyss, into the world, but she couldn’t maintain the proper concentration while the rage fragments still tainted her consciousness. Rage and a sense of enemies pressed in on her from all sides, and she felt herself sliding into a state something like Beast-driven frenzy. At that thought, the Beast rose within her, and before she could even begin to object, it blasted into the foreground of her soul.

After that she watched from a detached angle as the Beast whipped itself into a whirling vortex. The fragments close in were all impaled on shadow tendrils, and those farther away were flung off into the distance. Her Beast thrashed up and down, tumbling back toward her hole in the world. The fragments tried to draw out nourishment from the Beast but found themselves overwhelmed. Her Beast yearned above all to live, to experience the full complexity of physical existence, and their own existence was predicated on the absence of all that. It exuded the equivalent of a poison touch, and left tattered husks in its wake, pieces too broken to constitute even one impulse.

The Beast weakened when the last of the attached fragments perished. It was in something like her right mind that Roxana threw herself at the hole in the world until at last her thoughts and ritual gestures came together, and she could tumble back out into her room.
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The eight had turned in their flight to reexamine the scene from a distance, only to look back and see a rage of shadow that matched their own. Given the wounding of the Abyssal entity last night, they all assumed this new display of power was intentional and controlled. They drew back.

There was, after all, no need to risk closer contact. Now that they knew where the enemy was, they could investigate by other means.


Saturday, 3 June 2000, 3:25 AM

Island of Sikinos, Aegean Sea, Greece

After his argument over Lucita’s second choice, Timofiev returned to his customary room and paced quietly for more than an hour. It always unsettled him to find his initial judgment subject to questioning, particularly when the questions came from someone like Lucita. He would have to take time later to trace the errors in his thought; a lord of rebels could scarcely afford any sloppiness. For now, though, he could act as if he’d never suffered the lapse, and if Lucita cared to claim otherwise, well, anyone who would believe her rather than him deserved what they might get.

There was a knock at his door, interrupting the flow of his thoughts. He didn’t recognize the rhythm, but then there would scarcely be an enemy here now. “Come.”

The young female mystic, Roxana, entered. She was wan, drained of blood, perhaps recently emerged from a frenzy of some sort. When she didn’t speak, Timofiev quipped, “What is it? Speak promptly, as I have other business.”

“Yes, Your Eminence,” she said. She laid out her experience in the Abyss, as coolly as she could.

“Hmm. Thank you, you have done well. Replenish yourself and rest, and we’ll speak further of this later.” He watched with approval as she bowed and exited while facing him. Eight. The thought chilled him. The intelligences must be kin to the monster they’d defeated at Thera. The hunting pack and the others here must be on their guard whenever they dealt with the Abyss.

The cardinal summoned a well-conditioned soldier and sent him out to bring Conrad and the paladin to his room. Both wisely chose to enter physically and on foot. Conrad left a faintly warm wake in the air, having fed on tourists taken in for the purpose. The paladin was its usual cool self, wearing a simple white suit that would have fit into most fashionable tourist crowds of the area any time in the last century and a half and holding a freshly fired pistol. Timofiev decided not to ask about that right at the moment. He had long suspected that the paladin had a hidden sense of playfulness, and didn’t wish to provoke an unnecessary frenzy by forcing the issue.

Timofiev began simply. “She’s decided.”

Conrad nodded. “Yes, Your Eminence. Will she and I be getting to work immediately or will we wait for someone to deliver the would-be rebel—Rosa, I believe?—to us?”

The cardinal seldom blinked, but he did so now. “Have you been eavesdropping?”

“No, Your Eminence!” Conrad was genuinely startled. “Even if I thought I could get away with it in practical terms, I’ve been in close study of the principles of hierarchy and would not. Of course you know of my studies.” Timofiev nodded as she continued. “I drew what I thought would be obvious conclusions from my conversations with Lucita. I irritate her in fairly complex ways, and she is clearly not one to leave challenges unresolved. So it seemed obvious to me that she would request my company.”

“And the girl?”

“I won’t rush to call any of my worthy elders ‘superstitious,’ but it is true that you of the founding generations seem to take omens more seriously than most of your descendants in the blood. Andrew told me about capturing Rosa and her quest for Lucita, and she was in the room at the time. I presume that she regards Rosa as a connection to whatever oracular forces may be shaping her destiny at the moment.”

“Those are very nearly exactly the words she used, in fact.”

“And will you be honoring her requests?”

“Upon consideration, yes. You will accompany her immediately, tomorrow night, and my paladin will escort you.” Conrad and the paladin exchanged brief bows. “Your childe and his pack will go retrieve the rebel and train her in pack discipline, then bring her to wherever you and Lucita are at the time.”

“Very good, Your Eminence. Do you have instructions for what to do once we do find the summoner and remove him?”

“I am glad to see you feel confident in your mission.”

“If I did not, Your Eminence, I would ask you to replace me with someone who did. In any event, your orders?”

“Once the summoner is no longer a threat, bring proof as to the correctness of your chosen target and of the efficacy of his removal to Mexico City. We will then assemble a Court to consider at that time whether Lucita warrants further punishment.”

“Very good, Your Eminence.”

“Childe of Elias, do you take this assignment seriously? You seem unduly amused for someone about to play a crucial role in the execution of one of the greatest sentences delivered against one of our clan in the last eighty-five years.”

Conrad was startled again. “Eminence! I understand fully that this is the single most consequential assignment ever given to me. I appreciate the danger I’ll be facing and the seriousness of my role as the trusted figure close to the accused. I do admit to being amused by the juvenile confusion within Lucita and to finding a certain unexpectedness in the whole affair. But no, Your Eminence, I am not amused by your orders, at all.”

“Very good. Then I’ll leave you to discuss matters with the paladin.” Timofiev dropped into shadow and left the scene.

Conrad put on her best impassive gaze to examine the paladin. She had never cared much for androgyny as a matter of vampiric style. It lacked both the pragmatic simplicity of keeping a known form and the wholehearted commitment of exploring alternative forms, and merely wallowed in continuing fascination with mortal possibilities. At least the paladin was competent and not using androgyny as a distraction from its lack of basic survival skills. It was taller than she was, with a thin but well-muscled frame—muscles that had developed in life, Conrad guessed from the naturalness of their movements beneath smooth white skin. The paladin wore its nails with short tapering spikes, and filed them thick. A mandarin collar covered its throat and framed its elegant oval face. There was a touch of Indian or Southeast Asian ancestry in those features, but Conrad suspect that that was a post-mortem change.

The paladin’s suit had a somewhat masculine style, but no more so than the women’s fashions Conrad had seen in Europe between world wars and from time to time since then. Its jewelry was simple and elegant, rings and a bracelet all of platinum, each set with a single ruby. None of it was loose; none would get in the way in a fight.

The paladin took a short step toward the balcony. Conrad matched it. When she took a second step, the paladin matched her. Both moved quietly, confidently, and without wasted effort. Both kept their hands free, fists unclenched, and they both kept their feet facing forward and well apart. On the balcony, they alternated glances at each other with glances out to sea.

Conrad broke the silence. “Are we going to fight?”

“I don’t know,” the paladin answered. “We must skirmish before speaking with the judged one, I think.”

“‘Judged one’? Do you really think of her in those terms?”

“Of course I do. She chose to separate herself from us. If she has no use for our identity, then I have no use for hers and need only some suitable marker to indicate which entity I refer to.”

Fascinated, Conrad leaned back against the far railing. “I see. What do you do when you face—” As she began saying “face,” she pushed back against the balcony’s barred floor, tumbling backward. Sometimes she followed this leap, one of her favorite opening gambits, with a grab for some convenient target, letting her arms dislocate in the process of spinning around. Healing them was easy enough when she was freshly full of blood, after all. This time she chose not risk even the slight delay, and tossed shadow tendrils from her cupped hands to pull her up against the underside of the balcony.

She’d hoped that the paladin would move to where she’d jumped off, so that she could attack it through the balcony. No such luck. By the time she had somersaulted and could look in her sparring partner’s direction, the paladin was up off the grating, hanging easily by one hand from the eaves. It looked down calmly, its suit unrumpled by what must have been a seam-straining leap. The surf crashed steadily down below while the vampires watched each other.

A shadowy silhouette tore loose from Conrad and plunged between waves into the sea. She pulled concealment around herself while grabbing onto the balcony with both hands as well as commanded shadow. Unfortunately, the paladin didn’t take the bait. It paid no attention to her shadow decoy; instead it dropped back onto the balcony and peered through the bars at her. “You haven’t mastered this technique sufficiently.”

“Oh, very well.” Conrad climbed up. “Are you particularly gifted as a seer? I can conceal myself perfectly well from most of my targets.”

“Not especially talented, I think,” the paladin replied, “so much as very dedicated to the art. It’s useful in my line of work.”

“I can see how that would be, yes.” Conrad straightened her blouse. “Well, shall we go speak to the judged one?”
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The cardinal stepped out of shadow against the interior wall of a room looking out over the island rather than out to sea. He found Bishop Andrew Emory engaged in a spiritual exercise with his pack priest, Barry Morn: Andrew had bound Barry in a knot of animated shadows and surrounded him with knives that would slice him if he flinched. Timofiev noted with approval that every other blade shimmered with some freshly applied chemical. It might be a poison or something as straightforward as bleach—Timofiev didn’t know Andrew’s style well enough to say—but in any event it was a good touch. Despite the fact that Andrew’s legs had been shattered in life and were now eternally useless, he was clearly the more powerful of the two packmates. Barry, clearly the inferior, did his best to recite passages from select Lasombra philosophers of the classical and medieval eras.

Timofiev chose to wait a moment before making himself known. Barry’s current recitation drew on a text Timofiev remembered fondly, the work of his old friend Alicitus, who’d perished so unfortunately in the great revolt. “…thus we see that the essence of this way of seeing the world is strength. The weak cannot change the strong: the weak sword shatters on the anvil, the anvil does not shatter; diamond cuts glass and steel alike, and is not cut. You are the anvil and the diamond upon which sinful flesh shatters and sinful mind tatters. As you have no opportunity for redemption, so should you have no need to want for it, since God has appointed you to the ministry of destruction of all that is wicked. You cannot inspire fear if you fear, nor can you inspire repentance while yourself yearning to repent. You must at all times act boldly…” The familiar words rolled by until the cardinal chose to scuff his feet and attract the young vampires’ attention.

“Eminence!” Andrew drew his shadows away from Barry, around his own damaged legs to pull himself erect. Barry, his eyes sensitive even to the cool reflected moonlight, winced before noticing the cardinal. Then he too stood up for a proper bow.

“Good evening, Bishop, Ductus. I’m pleased to see you cultivating yourself this way, Ductus. It sets a good example for your packmates.”

Barry smiled. “Thank you, Eminence. Bishop Andrew has been very helpful, too.”

“I’m sure he has. Andrew is nothing if
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