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Blood was its Avatar and its seal-the redness and horror of blood.

“The Masque of the Red Death”

Edgar Allan Poe
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Author's Note

While the locations and history of this trilogy may seem familiar, it is 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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Afterword


PROLOGUE

Rome—June 15, 1992

They met at twelve noon, on a bright Sunday in June, in a small outdoor restaurant a few blocks from the Coliseum. The phone call the night before to an unlisted number in the heart of the Vatican had been sharp and to the point. The unknown speaker stated the place and the time, the person to attend, warned of “no tricks,” and mentioned an incredible sum of money. But it had been the final sentence of the conversation that had assured the rendezvous would take place. “We will talk,” declared the mysterious voice in somber, cold tones, “of The Kindred.”

Father Naples arrived first. He was always early for meetings. Especially ones of importance. A big, powerfully built man in his late fifties, with thick, curly gray hair, matching beard, and piercing dark eyes, even in street clothes he looked like a priest. He carried himself with the quiet air of authority, of someone used to giving orders and having them obeyed instantly. A man of unshakable beliefs and determination, Father Naples walked with the absolute conviction of many hundreds of years of Church history.

As specified by the late-night message, he came to the meeting unarmed. Not that he was worried. His faith served as his shield. Along with the five other agents of the Society of Leopold in the restaurant, including two women disguised as streetwalkers. All combined, they carried enough firepower on them to start a minor war. And, though he had retired years before as a field operative, Father Naples still maintained his training in the martial arts. An expert at both kendo and karate, he could kill an attacker a dozen different ways.

Following the specified instructions, the priest requested a table for two at the rear of the patio, away from the hustle and bustle of the kitchen. A hundred yards away, in a rented hotel room, a directional microphone was focused on this exact location. Every word spoken at this meeting would be picked up and recorded for playback and analysis later. The priest smiled faintly as he instructed the waiter to bring a bottle of the house red. God provided, but the miracles of modem science and technology helped.

He was just finishing his first glass of wine when the other man arrived. The stranger, perhaps twenty-five, tall and slender, with wavy blond hair and bright blue eyes, wore a white suit with an open-necked white shirt. He moved so silently that Father Naples wasn’t aware of his approach until his shadow fell across the table.

“Father Naples, I believe?” said the stranger. His voice, low and vibrant, was definitely not the same as the speaker on the phone the night before. The priest nodded, as much to himself as to the other. There were at least two involved in this mystery. He wondered how many more? Hopefully, he would soon know the answer.

“That is my name,” he replied, rising to his feet. He offered his hand and the young man took it. His grip was surprisingly strong. Dark, harsh eyes met and held bright blue ones. Few men could endure Father Naples’ unyielding glare for more than an instant. The stranger never blinked. He matched the priest stare for stare, with an inner serenity undaunted by the priest’s fierce scowl. Grunting in annoyance and surprise, the older man finally broke the contact. A brief pain flared in the priest’s chest but he ignored it. Another glass of wine would help him relax. He had a sudden feeling that he would need a great deal of vino before the afternoon was over.

“You are…?” he asked, resuming his seat. The other sat down directly across from him. Carefully, the young man rested a shiny new black leather attaché case against the base of the table.

“Call me… Reuben,” said the blond stranger. He grinned. “Like the sandwich.”

“There was a Reuben in The Bible,” said Father Naples. “It is a good name.”

“The firstborn of Jacob,” replied the young man smoothly. “His father’s strength. One of the founders of the twelve tribes of Israel.”

“You know The Old Testament,” said Father Naples. “Not many young men do anymore.”

“I have an exceptional memory,” replied Reuben, with a grin. “And I’m not as young as I look.”

“A glass of wine?” asked Father Naples, pouring himself a second helping.

“No thank you,” said Reuben. “I do not drink wine.”

He paused for an instant, almost as if awaiting a reply from the priest. When none came, he beckoned to the waiter. “A Coca-Cola, please. And a menu.”

“We did not come here to eat,” protested Father Naples.

“Agreed,” said Reuben. “But conversation flows easiest over good food. Besides which, I’m hungry. 1 spent most of the night traveling. Airline food might satisfy some, but not me. I need substance.” He chuckled. “After all, you’ll be doing most of the talking.”

The priest nodded, his thoughts whirling. Things were progressing well. The Kindred neither ate nor drank. Nor could they tolerate exposure to bright sunshine. The stranger was definitely human. And not very clever.

Reuben’s chance remark about flying played right into the Church’s hands. Father Naples felt confident that his crew manning the microphone were already on the phone with the airport. Checking the flights that had arrived last night would not take long, especially with the authority of the Vatican behind the request. Before this lunch concluded, the Society of Leopold would have Reuben’s real name and point of origin. It was all quite simple if you had the right connections. And knew what strings to pull.

“You have the money?”

“Right here in this attaché case,” replied Reuben. He reached down and hoisted the black leather bag onto the table. Inserting a thin key, he snapped open the lock. Carefully, he raised the lid of the case a few inches. Involuntarily, Father Naples gasped. The box was filled with neat stacks of $100 bills.

“Twenty million dollars in US funds,” said Reuben softly. He closed and locked the case and replaced it beneath the table. “With more, much more to come, if you answer a few questions to my satisfaction.”

“Your satisfaction,” said Father Naples, hoping to learn yet more. “Or your employer’s?”

Reuben merely smiled and said nothing. With a wave of a hand, the young man summoned their waiter and ordered a plate of linguine with meat sauce. Father Naples politely declined. He rarely ate lunch. Afternoon meals made him feel sluggish. The red wine was all he needed. It helped with the nagging pain in his chest. He poured himself another drink.

“What questions?” he asked, once the waiter had left the table. “Ask me what you will.”

“The Kindred,” said Reuben, his bright blue eyes twinkling in the sunshine. “The children of Caine. Your Order has hunted them since the Middle Ages. The Society of Leopold knows more about them than anyone else in the world. Tell me the history of the Kindred.”

The priest scowled. He had expected no less. But that didn’t mean he liked it better. “There are some secrets that I cannot reveal. Not without permission from Monsignor Ameliano.”

“Understood,” said Reuben. He nodded as the waiter deposited a salad in front of him and a Coke, then departed. “Speak. I will decide afterwards if I need to know more.”

“Exactly where do you want me to begin?” asked Father Naples. “The Kindred have existed since the creation of mankind. They are the spawn of Satan himself. Though they claim to be descended from Adam and Eve, we of the Society know differently. They are tools of the devil. They are as old as humanity, and their history is as complex.”

Reuben chuckled. “Start at the very beginning. With Caine. But please feel free to summarize.”

“Summarize?” replied Father Naples, sarcastically. He poured himself another glass of wine, emptying the bottle. With a wave of a hand, he signaled their waiter for another. “How does one summarize ten thousand years of absolute evil? An impossible task, but let me try.”

The priest lowered his voice. Though it remained sunny and bright, the day no longer seemed so warm. Or pleasant.

“Thirteen vampire clans secretly rule the world and have done so since before the beginning of recorded history. Few in number, immortal though not indestructible, they call themselves The Kindred. For they all trace their origin back to a single common ancestor. You said his name. He is Caine, the Third Human. The first child of Adam and Eve, he was tempted by Lucifer, the Fallen One. In his weakness, he yielded to Satan’s words and became the first killer— and the first vampire.”

Father Naples gathered in a deep breath. Reuben sat patiently, his bright blue eyes undisturbed by the revelations being stated. As if it was nothing new. For the thousandth time since last night, Father Naples wondered who Reuben was. Or, more importantly, who he represented.

“For slaying his brother, Caine was cursed by God with the mark of the beast. It was not a physical sign but a mental one. Caine had brought murder into the world, and by murder he was forced to survive. As long as Caine killed and drank the blood of his victims, he remained alive. Immortal, he became an undying symbol of the monster that lurks within every man. Satan was very pleased.

“Moreover, the blood gave Caine powers unmatched by ordinary mortals. He needed these supernatural abilities to survive the hatred and loathing he encountered wherever he went. Lucifer taunted him, making Caine bitter against God. The Third Mortal suffered mightily under the weight of his curse. Alone, haunted by demons, he yearned for others to share in his grief.”

Father Naples paused dramatically and sipped his wine. The story, though he had told it a hundred times to new recruits of the Order, still fascinated him. It was a tale of evil personified. And it was all terribly true.

“It was then, in his darkest despair, that Caine learned from Satan a monstrous secret. Not only was he damned, but he could pass along his suffering to others. The Embrace Lucifer called this unholy ritual, in mockery of human love. A drop of the Third Human’s blood, given to one of his victims at the moment of their death, transformed that mortal into an undead, immortal vampire. These childer, as these dread offspring became known, were not as powerful as their sire, but commanded potent forces nonetheless.

“Encouraged by Satan, Caine created three such monsters. Together, this trio of undead monsters lived with their creator in the first city, Enoch, where they were worshiped by the human inhabitants as Gods. Immortal vampires, Caine and his brood. And Satan laughed at his triumph.”

“The Second generation,” interrupted Reuben. “Caine was the first. The three that followed were the Second.”

“Exactly,” said Father Naples. “And, in time, urged by Lucifer, they, too, bestowed the gift of eternal life on a select group of their victims. For the Second generation learned from the Evil One that any vampire could pass along the curse to one of their prey by the same method as Caine used. A drop of Kindred blood given to a dying victim resulted in a new childe. Again, the vampire created had powers diminished from that of its sire, for it was yet another generation removed from the very first.”

“In ten thousand years, there have been how many such generations?” asked Reuben, then smiled as their waiter delivered his plate of pasta.

Father Naples waited until they were alone before answering. “Twelve, perhaps thirteen. Caine’s curse has grown so weak that those of the later generations barely possess any supernatural powers. They are minor annoyances. Abominations in the eyes of God, they deserve to be destroyed. But the Order of Leopold rarely wastes time hunting them. We are concerned with those of the earliest generations. The elders of the Kindred are our quarry. They are the spawn of the devil, and thus, the true enemies of the faithful.”

“Delicious,” murmured Reuben as he sampled the linguine. He seemed as intent upon his food as upon Father Naples’ lecture. “Please continue. You were telling me about the third generation.”

“They were thirteen in number,” said the priest, scratching his thick hair in confusion. He prayed that his compatriots could make some sense out of this bizarre escapade. He definitely could not. “Childer of the Second generation, they were the true founders of the Kindred race. For these thirteen Antediluvian vampires were ambitious. Caine’s guilt meant nothing to them. They knew not the Lord God, only Lucifer, the Dark Angel. Thus, they felt no shame, no remorse for Caine’s actions. So, prompted by Satan, they duplicated the Third Human’s crime. They rose up against their sires and destroyed them. In that great battle, Enoch was destroyed. Caine vanished, never to be seen again. And the third generation reigned supreme.

“They built a Second City, populated with human slaves, and ruled it with the aid of their new progeny, vampires of the fourth generation. For two thousand years the Antedeluvians kept humanity in bondage. Until, one morning, mankind finally rose against them in revolt. For the vampires were immortal but not indestructible. Bright sunlight or fire killed them.” The priest chuckled, not a pleasant sound. “Or beheading. Like Enoch before it, the Second City was destroyed. And what remained of the Kindred were scattered throughout the world.

“The third generation, incredibly ancient by this time, disappeared. Many of their own kind thought them destroyed. Other, wiser ones, suspected that the Antediluvian vampires had gone into hiding. After many thousands of years of existence, they needed rest.

“Kindred legends say that the third generation lie in a death-like sleep known as torpor in hidden tombs throughout the world. Someday, these tales predict, they shall arise, and the world of the Undead shall tremble.” The priest spat on the ground. “Spawn of the devil, their return has been foretold in The Revelations of St. John.”

“What happened to the fourth generation?” asked Reuben. He had finished his linguine and now sat patiently sipping his Coke. “Did many of them survive the fall of the Second City?”

“A small number,” replied Father Naples. “No records say how many. These Methuselahs, for they too were thousands of years old, became secretive. They realized that their continued existence depended on mankind thinking the Kindred destroyed. Thus, they instituted what became known as The Masquerade. It demanded that all vampires keep their existence hidden from mankind. The penalty for violation of the Masquerade by a member of the Kindred was death. Centuries passed and, in time, humanity forgot that vampires ever actually lived. They became creatures of myth, of legend. Just as the Kindred elders had planned.

“Then, and only then, did the fourth generation create new progeny. After the fifth generation came the sixth, then a seventh, and so on through the ages. Thirteen clans arose, each possessing certain traits and characteristics of the third-generation Antediluvian who was its original founder. Working in secret, guided by Lucifer and his minions, these vampire clans schemed, fought, bargained, and conspired for control of the Garth. Using their supernatural powers, they became the hidden masters of the world. They were the Kindred and mankind, their unsuspecting victims, the kine.”

“But since each vampire can create innumerable others, the Earth should be overrun by monsters,” declared Reuben, his eyes sparkling with amusement. “Doesn’t that prove this entire history just myth?”

Father Naples shook his head. He felt a little groggy. Too much sun and too much wine this early in the day. “The Kindred are no fools. The Masquerade is just one of their laws. They have Six Traditions governing the major aspects of their lives. One of the most important edicts controls the creation of new vampires. The elders of the thirteen clans have carefully kept the number of Kindred in existence small, so as not to exhaust the available blood pool. Always remember, my young friend, that we are their food. One of the undead for tens of thousands of humans is the rule. Which nonetheless means there are well over a hundred thousand of the Kindred scattered throughout the world.”

“A sizable but extremely influential minority,” chuckled Reuben. “Yet, for all of their great powers, the Kindred cannot function during the daylight hours. Sunlight destroys them. I find it hard to understand how they maintain this stranglehold on mankind when they are so vulnerable. How do you explain that inconsistency.”

“Traitors,” spat out Father Naples. “Devil worshipers. Humans willing to betray their kind for eternal life. Damned like their unholy masters, they are known as Ghouls.”

The priest paused, trying to regain his composure. “A drop of a vampire’s blood given to its dying victim transforms that person into a member of the Undead. Killer and prey become sire and childe. That same vitae, given at regular intervals to a ordinary human, halts the aging process. It also bestows on the drinker superhuman strength and minor supernatural powers. However, the price the Kindred demand for their blood is eternal service. Able to function normally in the daylight, these Ghouls perform those tasks impossible for their undead Masters. It is immortality in exchange for freedom.”

“A deal with the devil is hard to refuse,” said Reuben somberly. He signaled the waiter for another Coke. “A few more questions and I think my curiosity will be satisfied. Tell me about the Camarilla. And the Sabbat?”

The priest snorted in derision. There was a bare trace of wine left in the second bottle and he drank it thirstily. All of this talk made his throat dry.

“They are the two major sects of the Kindred,” he declared. “The Camarilla believe that the Antediluvians met the Final Death when the Second City was destroyed. They feel that the basic threat to the Kindred comes from the possibility that mankind someday might learn that vampires are real. The Masquerade governs their actions. They are the traditionalists among Caine’s descendants. “Seven major clans make up the bulk of the cult. The Ventrue are power mongers, the unofficial leaders of the sect. The Toreador are involved in the arts. The Tremere are a line of vampire wizards who rose to prominence in the Middle Ages. The Nosferatu are monstrously ugly because their leader was cursed by Caine. A few of their fourth-generation progeny are rumored to be grotesque monsters, known as the Nictuku. The Malkavians are tricksters, seemingly mad, but probably more cunning than most imagine. The Brujah are rebellious in nature, while the Gangrel, master shapechangers, maintain close ties with the gypsies and werewolves.”

Reuben sipped his Coke and said nothing. He had come to listen, not to comment.

“The Sabbat are the rebels of the Kindred. My Order considers them the more dangerous of the two sects. Two major clans, the Lasombra and the Tzimisce rule the order. Most other clans are represented by small groups of rebels known as Antitribu.

“Leaders of the Sabbat firmly maintain that the third generation lives and that they are secretly manipulating their descendants for reasons of their own.” The priest’s voice sank very low. “They fear an approaching Armageddon that they call Gehenna. A time when the Antediluvians will rise to take control of the Kindred. The Sabbat suspect that the third generation plans to devour their descendants.”

“The longer a vampire survives,” said Reuben, his expression never changing, “the more potent the blood it needs to exist. Human vitae no longer satisfies third- or fourth- generation Kindred. They need a more powerful stimulant. Only the blood of their descendants, of other vampires, slakes their unholy thirst. They have become cannibals.”

“Correct,” said Father Naples, undaunted by this unexpected revelation from his companion. “No one knows for sure if the Antediluvians still exist or if they turned to dust millennia ago. But, if they are merely sleeping, when they awaken after ages without food, their hunger will be all consuming.”

“You named only nine cults,” said Reuben, switching subjects. “What are the others?”

“There are the Ravnos, a society of outcasts and drifters,” intoned Father Naples, using his fingers to count the remaining few. “Then the Assamites, an Order of Assassins, much feared even among their own kind, The Followers of Set worship a long-dormant third-generation Egyptian horror, the embodiment of that land’s ancient evil. And last, we must not forget the Giovanni, another fairly new clan, who are preoccupied with two subjects—death and money.”

“Good,” said Reuben, putting down his empty glass. “Now I know all the clans. But I am unsure about their interactions.”

The young man’s bright blue eyes burned with an intense inner fire. “What is the Jyhad?” he asked.

Father Naples was feeling very strange. Yet he felt that he had to answer. It was extremely important to himself and the Society of Leopold that he answer Reuben’s every question. Extremely important.

“A legend among the vampires,” said the priest. “It is the title given to a war that supposedly has endured for millennia. Most say it rages between the few remaining members of the fourth generation, the Methuselahs, using their unsuspecting childer as pawns. Beings of incredible supernatural power, they each seek to gain absolute control of the Earth for reasons of their own. Others claim that the Jyhad is really a game played by the third generation, expertly manipulating the Methuselahs from behind the scenes. The world of the Kindred is filled with treachery and deceit. Remember, Lucifer, their patron, is the Father of Lies. Wheels spin within wheels within wheels. None other than the Antediluvians, if they actually survive, know the truth.”

“On that subject,” said Reuben, “you might be mistaken.”

The young man signaled for the check. “Is there anything else, anything of importance about the Kindred, that you think I should know? Perhaps about the Inconnu? Or the recent disturbances in Russia and Peru?”

Father Naples shook his head. “Inconnu? Russia? Peru? No, I don’t think so. Why do you ask?”

“Just confirming a few of my own suspicions,” said Reuben. He pulled some cash from his wallet and paid the waiter. “It’s time for me to leave. You’ve told me everything I wanted to know.”

The young man rose to his feet. “No need to get up. I can see myself to the door. Thank you for your time, Father Naples. I appreciate the information you’ve given me, though I think your views concerning the devil tint your narration slightly. That’s always been a problem with the Inquisition. You worry too much about demons and too little about evil. I’m sorry, but you can’t be permitted to describe our conversation to anyone. Especially to your superiors in the Society of Leopold. May God grant you peace.”

None of the five Society of Leopold agents stationed in the restaurant noticed Reuben leave. Nor could they remember afterwards anything at all about his appearance. When rewound, the audiotape from the directional microphone was found to be completely blank. And none of the technicians working the post could recall a word of the conversation they had supposedly recorded.

Father Naples remained unmoving at the table until fifteen minutes passed and a curious waiter came over to see if anything was wrong. To his horror, he discovered that the priest was dead.

According to a secret report prepared by a team of investigators, Father Naples had died from a massive heart attack. One suffered by the priest a few minutes after sitting down at noon. No one could explain, nor even attempt to answer, how a dead man managed to drink two bottles of wine. The black attaché case found beneath the table was empty.


PART 1

There are some secrets which do not permit themselves to be told. Men die nightly in their beds, wringing the hands of ghostly confessors, and looking them piteously in the eyes—die with despair of heart and convulsion of throat, on account of the hideousness of mysteries which will not suffer themselves to be revealed.

“The Man in the Crowd”

Edgar Allan Poe


CHAPTER 1

St. Louis—March 10, 1994

Someone was following him. A sixth sense, the result of years of detective work, warned McCann that he was being watched. And tracked.

Softly, the detective cursed. He leaned against a nearby building and casually scratched his right ankle. At the same time, McCann swept the street around and behind him with relaxed gaze. It was late, nearly midnight, but in St. Louis’ “adult” entertainment strip, things were just starting to happen.

Dozens of people crowded the sidewalk. Men and women, black and white, they were all part of the usual weeknight crowd. Cheap whores in black leather outfits that exhibited all of their charms mixed with high-class hookers dressed in silks. In a tough economy, both were anxious for business. Teenagers and college students hunted for drugs, bargaining with street dealers for the best price. Red-faced drunks begged for quarters. Young kids, dressed in rags and violating the curfew, danced on street corners, looking to grow up fast.

Young and old, they shared one trait in common. None of them expressed the least bit of interest in the motionless figure of Dire McCann.

With a sigh of annoyance, the big detective shook his head. Friends didn’t track you. Just enemies. Mentally, he reviewed anyone he might have insulted or annoyed lately. The list wasn’t very long. He hadn’t been actively involved with the St. Louis underworld recently. Instead, he had been traveling around the USA for much of the past six months tying up loose ends of his personal life. What little he had accomplished while in the city had been in the employ of Alexander Vargoss, a rich and powerful industrialist. And those jobs hadn’t crossed paths with any gang chieftains or Mafia Dons who directed the majority of St. Louis’ thriving criminal community.

McCann couldn’t believe that his missions for Vargoss had anything to do with his tail tonight. Nobody with any intelligence, even major crooks, hassled the secretive industrialist or interfered with his plans. Besides being incredibly wealthy, with connections in both the police department and the mayor’s office, Vargoss was the most powerful vampire in St. Louis. In the argot of the Kindred, he was the Prince of the city. And, like the medieval princes of old, from whom the term had been taken, Vargoss ruled with an iron hand. Any Kindred or kine foolish enough to cross him ended up dead. The permanent end of the Final Death.

Mysteries annoyed McCann. Especially when they revolved around him. Though he possessed extraordinary patience, the detective never delayed the inevitable. As he repeatedly told acquaintances, he liked to face the devil straight up. Oftentimes, that policy led to bloodshed. But McCann, though he deemed himself the quiet type, was no stranger to violence. When necessary, he was quite deadly.

Straightening his jacket, McCann started walking again. Clutched tightly in one hand was a small box and a stack of letters he had just retrieved from the all-night delivery center where his mail was sent. Maintaining odd hours and being out of the city for long stretches of time, McCann preferred not using a post office box. The clerks had a bad habit of stealing anything that looked the least bit valuable. The shipping depot charged more money for their services, but they guaranteed the safety of anything sent there.

Back in the city tonight after weeks on the road, McCann checked in first at his office. There were only a few messages on his answering machine, nothing of importance. With a cool breeze blowing off the river making the weather tolerable if not comfortable this June evening, the detective decided to walk the five blocks to the mail drop. He needed to work the soreness out of tired, old muscles. The certainty of being watched had not started until after he had retrieved his mail. That perplexed McCann. A stakeout meant a long-term commitment of time and resources. He wondered who was after him? And why? The detective meant to find out.

The black hole of an alleyway loomed up to his left. Smoothly, without breaking stride, McCann swiveled into the narrow corridor. An unbroken wall of brick twenty feet high lined both sides of the passage. Just as he had remembered. It was the perfect location for a trap.

A big, broad-shouldered man, standing four inches over six feet and weighing near two-fifty, the investigator moved with astonishing swiftness. McCann raced along the walkway, eyes quickly adjusting to the gloom. Thirty feet from the street, the alley made a right turn into near absolute darkness. The only illumination came from a bare hint of moonlight peeking out from between the rooftops. Rats burrowing in stacks of days-old garbage scurried out of the detective’s path.

McCann stifled a snort of disgust. So much for keeping the neighborhoods clean. The main streets looked fine, but out of sight, just beyond the bend, urban decay ruled. Decades of graft and corruption had taken their toll on basic city services. St. Louis was no different than every big city. The rich and famous received all the benefits of modem life, while the poor and middle class suffered with the crumbs. Things never really changed, McCann decided, his gaze searching the walls. At least not in his lifetime.

Finally, the detective spotted the boarded-up doorway recessed behind a thigh-high pile of trash. He nodded in satisfaction and headed toward it. A dozen steps further, the alley ended in a twelve-foot-high steel privacy fence. Soundlessly, McCann slipped into the alcove. It effectively made him invisible from anyone trailing behind. Then, he waited.

From underneath his topcoat, the detective pulled out his gun. Few humans knew of the Kindred. A mere handful of those, like McCann, dealt with the vampires on a regular basis. The big detective was quite aware of the unnatural strength possessed by his undead clients. Vampires were stronger and quicker than mortals. While they were not invulnerable, killing them was almost impossible. However, though they regenerated damaged or lost body parts, it took them time to heal. They could be rendered helpless by enough force.

Thus, instead of a 45 automatic or a 375 Magnum, McCann carried an Ingram Mac-10 submachine gun pistol. Just eleven inches long, it held thirty. 45 caliber rounds that could be fired in one continuous burst. The impact of those bullets could rip any normal man to shreds and smash a vampire flat. In the harsh netherworld of crime in which the detective operated, the gun had proven to be an extremely effective tool.

Nearly a minute passed before McCann’s shadow made the turn and came into sight. Hugging the shadows, the newcomer was a short, stocky man in his mid-thirties, with swarthy, cruel features. Dressed in a dark pullover and faded jeans, he appeared unarmed. Appearances, McCann knew full well, gripping his gun tighter, could be deceiving.

Spotting the steel fence in the dim moonlight, the stranger muttered a curse. Angrily, he moved forward, head moving from side to side as he looked for a break in the barrier. Intent on the bars blocking his way, the man walked right past McCann.

“Lose something, brother?” asked the detective, stepping out of the alcove. The stranger stopped moving, then slowly turned. Less than six feet separated the stalker from his quarry. The man’s eyes widened in sudden shock as he spotted the submachine gun pistol in the investigator’s left hand. Its muzzle, gaping wider than the entrance to hell, was pointed in a direct line with his stomach.

“McCann, right?” the swarthy man asked, his voice low and guttural. Slowly, very slowly, he spread his hands apart, as if demonstrating he was unarmed.

“That’s me,” admitted the detective. “Which hardly matters. What’s more important, is who…”

The detective never completed the sentence. The stranger’s right hand twisted unexpectedly. As if by magic, a thin cord flashed out from beneath the man’s arm and wrapped whip-like around the Ingram. McCann was caught completely by surprise. Before he could squeeze down on the trigger, the gun went flying from the detective’s hands. Pistol and strangler’s rope disappeared into the trash, leaving the detective unarmed. And in a fight for his life.

Free of the threat of the submachine gun, the swarthy man attacked with a ferocity that had McCann reeling. A series of savage karate kicks to his chest sent the detective stumbling backwards. Steel-tipped boots felt like hammers striking McCann’s body. Growling deep in his throat, the assassin leapt into the air, aiming a sideways thrust for the detective’s head. Enough force propelled the blow to crush McCann’s skull like an eggshell. But it never connected.

Moving with blinding speed, the detective dropped beneath the kick, thrusting both of his arms upward as he did so. Catching the outstretched assassin’s leg between his hands, McCann twisted hard. The attacker screamed as cartilage and muscle in his knee exploded. Howling in pain, he collapsed to the pavement.

Cautious of another surprise, McCann circled the injured man until he stood behind his head. A swift, brutal blow from a wooden box knocked the assassin unconscious. Shaking off the pain of bruised ribs, the detective searched the alleyway for his pistol. In minutes, he had retrieved both his weapon and the strangler’s cord. A long thin strand of black fiberglass, it was knotted in three places to crush a man’s windpipe on impact. The weapon successfully melded modem technology with ancient sacrificial ritual.

It also served as an effective rope to tie the assassin’s hands tightly together behind his back. By the time the swarthy man regained his senses, brought back to reality by a series of sharp slaps, he was securely trussed up in a sitting position, his back resting against one wall of the alley. He whimpered in pain as McCann, squatting nearby, tapped his damaged kneecap with the barrel of the Ingram.

“Time for us to have a little chat,” said the detective pleasantly. “I dislike being followed. More so, I really hate it when somebody tries to murder me. I want to know why, and I want to know why… quick.”

“I won’t talk,” declared the swarthy man angrily. “I demand you turn me over to the police. I want a lawyer.”

McCann smiled. “Funny thing about this part of town. Cops don’t come around here very often. They figure anyone crazy enough to wander about deserves what they get.” McCann rapped the muzzle of the gun against his prisoner’s undamaged knee. “You’re on your own, my friend. Back here, we’re isolated from view. Nobody can see or hear a thing. There’s no cops, no lawyers. Just you and me. And my gun.”

Small beads of sweat dribbled down the assassin’s face as his gaze flickered to McCann’s eyes, then to the submachine gun, then back to McCann’s eyes. Mentally, the detective shrugged in disgust. He was wasting his time threatening this clown. It took a lot more than a veiled threat to worry a true professional. The swarthy man was cheap talent, hired merely as a diversion.

A decoy! The thought slammed through McCann as the sensation of being observed suddenly flared. Instantly, the big detective flung himself flat to the ground in the darkness. Twenty feet distant, at the comer in the alley, a heavy caliber automatic bellowed. A dozen shells exploded in the swarthy man’s chest, jerking his body about in a grisly dance of death. They were bullets meant for McCann, baited by the hapless assassin’s life.

Squeezing the trigger of the Ingram, McCann fired a useless burst in reply. He felt sure that his unseen opponent had already fled the scene. Strike quickly, then move. That was the operational procedure of a true professional. Never waste time on meaningless chatter or second tries. Mistakes like that were for amateurs like the dead man sprawled up against the wall. The real assassin was gone.

A short, muffled gasp and a flash of white leather indicated that McCann had jumped to the wrong conclusion. The detective shook his head in disbelief. The night held more surprises than he liked.

Three figures stepped into the moonlight. Their leader was a tall, aristocratic man with a face that appeared to be carved from weathered stone. He wore a black tuxedo with a ruffled white shirt, a red bow tie, and a matching red cummerbund. To McCann, it was a costume right out of wedding. Or a funeral. The detective, though, knew better than to speak his thoughts. No one dared insult Alexander Vargoss, Ventrue Clan elder. And the vampire Prince of St. Louis.

A step behind him stood two nearly identical platinum blondes. White leather jumpsuits clung to their voluptuous figures like second skins. High cheekbones, pitch-black eyes, and wide sensuous lips gave them a predatory look. McCann had encountered them before. They were Fawn and Flavia, Vargoss’s twin bodyguards. Silent and deadly, they never spoke. Or acted without direct command of their Ventrue employer. Assamite assassins, the twins enjoyed their notorious nicknames as the Dark Angels of the Kindred.

Held effortlessly in one Fawn’s arms was the lifeless body of a man. The pale white light glistened off the horrified expression frozen on his face. A hint of blood coated the blonde’s upper lip. With a flick of her long tongue, she wiped it clean. Then, mischievously, the vampire smiled seductively at McCann.

The detective shuddered. Though she looked to be in her early twenties, McCann knew the girl and her twin were actually hundreds of years old. Oftentimes, the pair mocked him with suggestive gestures. They enjoyed pretending that passion still stirred within their perfect forms. But McCann wasn’t fooled.

Along with food and drink, vampires no longer craved sex. For them, hot blood was the ultimate high. Carnal pleasures meant little to them. However, McCann had heard tales of Kindred who had taken human lovers in a desperate attempt to regain some of their lost humanity. The notion made his flesh crawl.

“We were on our way to your office when we spotted you entering the alley,” said Vargoss dryly. “Two lowlife scum followed. We stayed in the shadows, assuming that you preferred us not to interfere. However, when your adversary chose to flee instead of fight, I demanded he stop.” Vargoss shook his head in mock despair. “The fool chose instead to point his weapon at me. Fawn, of course, reacted.”

“Of course,” repeated McCann, bending over to search the first assassin’s pockets. As expected, they contained nothing.

After Fawn dumped the second man to the ground, McCann checked him out as well. The dead man yielded a wallet holding five hundred-dollar bills and nothing else. McCann pocketed the money and slipped the billfold into his back pocket to examine later.

“You could have warned me before he started shooting,” said the detective as he gathered together his mail from the alcove.

He pushed the corpses together against the wall. Sooner or later the police would discover the pair of lifeless bodies. They would be listed as two more vagrants murdered for no reason in the wrong part of town. With fifty unexplained deaths or more in St. Louis every month, the death of a pair of bums wouldn’t rate a line of newspaper space.

“Nonsense,” said the Prince, smiling. “I had absolute confidence in your ability to deal with the situation. Circumstances proved that my trust was not misplaced.”

“And if you were wrong?”

“There are other humans, McCann,” said the Prince. “Never forget that. I find you vastly entertaining. And quite useful despite your mortal limitations. I would mourn your passing. But you are not indispensable. There will always be others to take your place. In five hundred years, you will be no more than a pleasant memory. I will still remain.”

“What a cheerful sentiment,” said the detective. He picked his words very carefully. Vargoss appreciated his honesty and his sarcasm—within limits. No vampire in St. Louis mocked the Prince of the city. Much less a human, no matter how entertaining. McCann tiptoed on a tightrope where undead horrors feared to tread.

“I cannot afford the luxury of emotions,” declared Vargoss, almost wistfully. “Nor friends. We Kindred are an ambitious race. It is part of our heritage. More than a few of my loyal subjects believe that they should rule this city, not I. Too many of my nights are spent squelching their ill-conceived plots.”

“Uneasy lies the head that wears the crown,” said McCann.

“Shakespeare understood the politics of power,” said Vargoss, with a smile. “He should have been one of us.”

The vampire turned to leave. “Enough chitchat. Come to the club tonight around midnight, McCann. I am entertaining a visitor from overseas. I want your opinion on what he has to report. Strange events are taking place in the former Soviet Union. Extremely disturbing events.”

“I’ll be there,” said the detective. “At midnight.”

Then Vargoss and his Dark Angels were gone. Leaving McCann standing alone in the alley with two lifeless bodies. Holding in his hands a small box and stack of letters, several with foreign postmarks. And an enigmatic smile on his face.


CHAPTER 2

St. Louis—March 10, 1994

McCann’s office was located on the third floor of the Dempster building in the heart of the tenderloin district. The small suite consisted of a tiny reception area and an inner office beyond. Big, bold, black letters on the glass door proclaimed, D. McCann, Investigations. Beneath his name, in much smaller print, was the disclaimer Consultation by Appointment Only.

Twisting his key in the lock, the detective pushed open the door to the outer office and turned on the light. He was greeted by a low coffee table stacked with several old issues of Sports Illustrated and three worn red leather chairs. McCann shrugged. It wasn’t much, but he didn’t require any better. Recently, his only clients had been the Kindred, and none of them worried about his taste in furniture. At least, he noted with a small measure of satisfaction, the cleaning woman had kept the place tidy during his long absence. She almost made the outrageous rent he paid worth the price.

Walking through the reception area, McCann entered his inner sanctum. The office was dominated by a massive oak desk. On it sat an elaborate telephone answering machine. To one side was a low table with a dedicated fax machine, personal computer, and inkjet printer. Several metal cabinets hugged an inner wall, while behind McCann’s armchair a row of windows looked out on the street. The glow of a nearby streetlight gave the room an eerie, ghost-like interior. Two more red leather chairs, matching those in the outer chamber, completed the furniture. No cheaply framed photos with hearty endorsements or tacky paint-by-numbers artwork hung on the walls. McCann believed in a strictly functional workplace. Besides which, it made a better impression on potential clients.

Tossing his coat on one of the red chairs, he dropped into the seat behind his desk. Removing the submachine gun pistol from his shoulder holster, he reloaded it from a box of ammo stored in the desk. Considering what had happened already tonight, it seemed like good policy to stay ready for trouble.

Once that task was finished, McCann checked his answering machine. There had been three calls since he had gone for his walk. He reviewed the messages quickly.

Two came from people needing an investigator to handle divorce work. Pulling out a pad of paper and a pen, he jotted down names and phone numbers. Such work didn’t interest him, but another detective in the building specialized in marital problems. The man appreciated the leads and paid McCann back in favors. It was an arrangement that benefited them both.

The other message was from an insurance agent anxious to sell him a health care policy. McCann grinned. Considering his present circumstances, he wasn’t sure he could afford the premiums.

Answering machine reset, he opened his mail. The junk flyers he tossed into the garbage can; the bills he pushed to the side for later. That left him with five letters and
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